The Warrior Chall enged
By Sharon G een

Chapter 1

| sat on the carpet fur anmpbng the cushions, my eyes closed, feeling the faint,
uni magi nati ve sadness brush at me. As sadness it was no nore than mld regret,
about as conpelling as having mssed that dull neeting you had decided to go
to, but then forgot about. | sighed at the thin-bl oodedness of the sadness,

t hen shook ny head.

"That woul dn't be enough to get a blink out of a chronic hysteric," | told him
wi t hout opening ny eyes. "Try it again, and this tine nmake ne cry."

A surge of annoyance and frustrati on daggered through the weakling sadness,
strong enough to nmake ne flinch if | hadn't been guarding against it, and then
he made a sound that was half grow and half vexation

"Should it be your wish to weep, wenda, there are other nmeans of achieving
that," he said in that dangerous, deep-voiced way of his. "As ny efforts in

this manner fail to please you, it shall likely soon becone ny duty to fetch a
switch. "
"Threatening the teacher isn't allowed,” | answered with a laugh, finally

opening my eyes to look at him Tanmad | ay stretched out on the carpeting not
far fromne, one big leg bent confortably at the knee, the rest of his giant
body not as relaxed as it should have been. Hi s swordbelt was conspi cuous by
its absence, |eaving himnothing but the green haddin he wore w apped around
his loins, and his |eather wistbands. H s blond-haired head was cranmed ful
with feelings of rebellion and resentnment, feelings he wasn't used to
experiencing without being able to do somet hing about them and his blue eyes
said his threat had been only half joking. Tammad was getting inpatient with
his progress-or lack of it-and was having trouble controlling that inpatience.

"I'f this isn't working out it's only because you're not trying hard enough," |

told himwith feigned calm Tammad |oved ne, | knew he did, but if he decided
to |l ook around for sonething to punish ne for, he would not have to | ook very
far. 1'd only gotten ny enpathetic ability back a couple of days earlier, but

I'd spent a good deal of that tine experinmenting with the changes |I'd noticed.
Tammad didn't |like the idea of my experinmenting, and if he found out about it
I'd really be in for it.

"If this isn't working out, it's only because you're not trying hard enough,”

| told himas his pretty blue eyes, |ooked annoyed; | was trying to sound firm
and teacher-like instead of nervous. "And if you're scandalized over being
taught by a wonan instead of another man, you have only yourself to blame. Len
was perfectly willing to put you through these exercises, but he couldn't do

it with his head splitting apart. Which was your doing.'

"A doing which I truly regret," Tanmad said with a sigh, accepted-guilt now
flowi ng through his mind. "To give pain to one attenpting to aid you is not an
action of honor, even should that action be involuntary, as mne was. |
continue to have no understanding as to why it shoul d have occurred."

"That's because you can't see yourself fromthe outside,"” | said, imediately
soothing the ache | could feel in himas |I pushed the skirt of ny gown aside
so | could crawl to him "Your entire |life has been ained at being better than
the other men around you, toward naking yourself their |eader. A |eader



dom nates, always, and that's what you were doing to Len when he tried to
teach you. He can do sonething you can't, but you weren't about to allow that
to keep you from bei ng denday over him Len isn't strong enough to bl ock your

out put wi thout shielding, and if he shields he can't teach you. If he doesn't

shield-well, he ends up with the kind of headache he did end up with. He knows
you weren't doing it on purpose, but he also knows that doesn't make any

di fference. He doesn't have the strength to fend you off and teach you at the

same time, so you're stuck with ne."

"A wenda who does indeed have the necessary strength,” he nurnured, putting
those big hands to ny sides to pull nme down closer to him "For teaching as
wel |l as other, nore pleasurable pursuits.”

"I ndeed, hamek," | murrmured in Rimlian, Tammad's | anguage, putting ny hands
to his face. "This wenda shall ever have strength for her beloved, for he is
her sadendrak, the one who gives meaning to her life in all things. Perhaps a
short rest would now be advi sable, to conserve the strength of one who | earns,
for other, nmore pleasurable pursuits.™

| leaned down to put ny lips on his, feeling again that | woul d never get
enough of himno matter what, and he wasted no time putting his hand behind ny
head and returning the kiss. |I could feel the grow of desire beginning in
him just as it usually did when he | ooked at nme or put his hands on ne, but
then the heavy calmswirled into his mnd, the cal mhe used as both a shield
and a control over his own enotions. He took full pleasure out of the kiss we
shared, but when it was over he sinmply lifted me away from his chest.

"As this one nust |earn, best would be that we continue with the |essons,"” he
said, his light eyes showi ng the cal mbehind them his mnd firmy made up
"As | must depart soon to join the Chand Rellis for a nmeal, we nust |eave
other things for another time. For what reason were you di spl eased with ny
efforts?"

"I'f you had nade the effort, | wouldn't be displeased,”" | nuttered, staring at
himdarkly fromwhere | sat on the carpeting, hating the way he could ignore
me as |'d never been able to ignore him "Does Rellis mean nore to you than |
do?"

"The Chamd Rellis is our host, wenda," he answered gently with only the hint
of a grinin his eyes, one hand stroking ny arm "To refuse the invitation of
one's host to a nmeal, or even to appear later than the appointed tinme, is to
give insult to one who has given hospitality. That you find great joy in
squirmng beneath me is known to ne, yet were you given such joy when we
awoke, and will be given the sane again later. Mght Rellis not be given a
smal |l portion of the attention which is rightfully yours, in return for the
wel cone we have had in his house?"

The grin had by that time spread to his face, nost likely due to the way |I was
bl ushing I woul dn't have described ny enjoynent quite the way he had, and it

was enough to make ne back off in enbarrassnent just the way he'd wanted ne to
do. | was learning that he didn't have to hand out orders to nmake ne obey him
and the revelation was | ess of an interesting discovery than a nasty surprise.

"I"mthinking about hating you," | stated as | |eaned both arnms on his chest
to |l ook straight down at him trying to put a growl in nmy voice. "lI'malso

t hi nki ng about raping you."

"Shoul d you find it possible, you have ny permi ssion to do so," he came back
with a broadened grin and a chuckle, his eyes shining. "I am now aware that



you would find the first as difficult to achieve as the second. Are you
prepared as yet to discuss the reason for your displeasure with ny efforts to
| earn?"

"I"ll be glad to discuss ny reasons,” | agreed with annoyance, wi shing I could
find a way to rape that big hulk of a warrior. "Your efforts were unacceptable
because they didn't have any-" | quickly lowered nmy face to his shoul der, sank
my teeth into it hard enough for himto feel, then raised ny head to his
startled outrage and finished, "-bite."

"Perhaps, wonman, it would be best if | were to fetch a switch after all," he

grow ed angrily. The Il ook in his eyes hardened as he began projecting that
deadly pronise effect, but |1'd been expecting it and was al ready shi el di ng.

"There, that's what you were missing!" | pounced, ny pointing finger startling
hi m out of the anger. "You have enough strength to project any enotion you
like, but the only ones that get that strength are the enotions of violence.
You have to |l earn to push behind the others just as you do with anger and
outrage; otherw se you' re wasting your tine."

"I dislike your manner of evoking the reactions you seek," he grunbl ed,
bringi ng one hand up to rub at his bitten shoul der, his eyes still displeased
with nme but |acking that you' ve-had-it outrage which usually means I'min
trouble. "How am | to put strength behind those feelings which normally have
no strength of their own?"

"Al'l enotions have strength of their own," | retorted, |eaning down again to
kiss the place where I1'd bitten, at the sane tinme using pain control. There
hadn't been that nmuch pain to begin with, but kissing-it-to-make-it-better

t akes on new neani ng when a Prine enpath indulges in it, something that made
Tammad chuckl e agai n.

"An emption doesn't have to be strong to have strength,” | continued, | ooking
down into his eyes as | toyed with the blond hair on the unbelievably broad
chest | rested against. "What you gave ne for sadness was this," and

repl ayed the faint regret, "when you should have given nme this." | reshaped
the enotion and brushed himwith it, the feeling of |oss that one has been
expecting yet neverthel ess deeply regrets. "Or this,” | added, nmaking the |oss

unexpected and noving, the sort to bring tears to your eyes. Then | changed it
to an opportunity gone that night have been nore than worthwhile if it had
been acted on, and the broad body under ne squirned in disconfort, the
swirling calmtrying ineffectively to block ne out. "Wen you're sending an
enotion, don't try to inagine it, fee! it. Let it touch you before sending it

onits way, even if it's an emotion a |'lenda doesn't usually allow hinself to
feel. If a person doesn't believe the enption you're projecting he won't fee
it the way you want himto, so you -have to nmake it real. The nore real it is
to the two of you, the nore it will be felt."

"There are no enptions a |'lenda refuses to feel," he corrected, reaching up
to brush a strand of hair fromny shoul der. "Should a man refuse to all ow
hinself to feel, soon he will becone no man at all. Merely do | find

difficulty with this-sending-you attenpt to teach.”

"You're not finding difficulty with it," I corrected in turn, producing a
sharpened | ook in the blue eyes watching ne. "Wen soneone says they're having
trouble with something, that usually means they're trying but not making it.
You, on the other hand, are not meking it because you're not trying. You think
what |'mteaching you is dishonorable."

"Indeed do | feel it dishonorable,"” he grudged, not happy with the adm ssion



but not wanting to lie. "I continue to feel that to invade the being of
another is conpletely lacking in honor, yet was | given this-gift-w thout
havi ng been consulted. | rnust learn the control of it so that | do not intrude
wi t hout being aware of it."

Only two days earlier, when | had regained ny enpathetic abilities after

t hi nki ng they were gone forever, ny brother enpath Len Phillips had di scovered
that Tammad, the nman who had banded ne, was a strong, natural enpath hinself.
Tammad was trying to hide the bitterness he felt, the deep-down despair that
something like that had to happen to him and | knew exactly how he felt.
Asking, Wiy nme? had filled a large portion of ny self-dialogue in the nonths
just past, and knowing it had to be someone didn't do a dammed thing to nake
accept ance easi er.

"There are other reasons to learn that you should |ike better," | said,
putting ny hand to his face as | let ny conpassion touch himso that | m ght
share his pain. "Once you have the control you need, you not only won't

i ntrude accidently, the choice will be entirely yours whether you intrude at
all. And don't forget that if Len's guess is right, nost of the men on this
worl d are enpaths. If you happen to run into one who can control the ability,
you won't be at a disadvantage. Learning control will be just like getting
better with a sword. There's not hi ng di shonorabl e about getting better with a
sword, is there?"

"No, hama, there is nothing dishonorable in increasing one's ability with a
sword,"” he agreed with a soft smle, accepting not so nuch what |1'd said as
the reason |1'd said it. He knew as well as | that he would have to cone to
terms with his doubts by hinmself, but I'd also wanted himto know | was there
to help him to make the tinme as easy and acceptabl e as possible. He did know
that now, in a way untal ented peopl e could never experience, and when

touched himwith the love | felt, he funbled briefly to copy the enoti on and
send it back to me before drawing me closer for another kiss. There was no
desire in that kiss, only the sort of pure |love we had touched each ot her
with, and when | raised ny head to | ook at himagain, we were both smling.

"And that's another benefit in learning control," | said, spreading ny hands
out to enjoy the hard-muscled feel of his shoulders and arns. "You can tel
someone you |l ove themeven in a crowd of people, and no one el se has to know

about it. O, at least, | can do that. You still haven't |earned to narrow
your projection enough. If anyone el se had been in this rooma mnute ago,
they would have felt awfully well |oved. Your projection was fat."

"Fat!" he repeated in nock outrage, his eyes tw nkling as he shook his head at
me. "1 show the wonman the size of ny |love, and she deens it overfl eshed!
shall be certain to bring a swtch when | return.”

"Don't you dare!" | |aughed, knowing this tine he was doi ng nothing nore than
teasing me, and then it came to me that that might be just the tine I'd been
| ooking for to ask himabout the strange urge 1'd had lately. | didn't know

what his reaction would be, but I'd knowmn fromthe first that even the asking
woul d have to be carefully tined.

"I think I had best be on ny way now," he said before | could get ny request
phrased just right, stretching where he lay. "Sit up now, hama, so that |
mght rise and retrieve ny sword. "

"Tammad, wait," | blurted, reluctant to let the opportunity slip away.
"There's sonmething | want to ask you first."

"My answer is what it was, wenda,"” he said with a grin, reaching one big hand



out to stroke nmy bottom "When |I return | will give you the joy you crave."

"That's not what | neant," | protested, upset all over again at the new bl ush
I could feel in ny cheeks. | also wanted to push his stroking hand away from
nmy bottom but that was sonething | knew he'd never allow "Wat | want to

know is if you would be willing to teach me sonmething in return for what |'m

teaching you. A trade of skills, so to speak, so that both of us wll
benefit."

"It pleases ne that you wish to learn, Terril," he said, and | could feel the
strong approval in his mnd. "There are, however, those who are far nore
qualified than | to teach cooking and such. Best would be that you await the
return to our city, where there are sufficient wendaa to teach you what

"You don't understand-" | interrupted, forcing nyself to get the words out
before I lost my nerve. "Ch, | do want to |learn how to cook and do ot her
things for you, but first 1'd like to | earn how to--use a sword."

I munbled the last three words, so | wasn't sure he heard nme, especially since
there was no inmedi ate reaction. Those blue, blue eyes stared at ne for a | ong
m nute, the mnd behind them practically notionless with surprise, and then he
was fighting hard to keep |laughter from erupting.

"So you would learn the use of a sword,"” he said, his hand back to moving in a
circle over ny bottom his voice even and his eyes studying ne, just as though

he were seriously considering my proposal. "And what would you do with such a
skill once you had acquired it?"
"Don't know," | admitted, wishing | could nake himstop touching me |ike that

so that | could think. "Please don't laugh at ne, hanmak, it really means a | ot
to ne. Couldn't you find a-smaller sword that you could teach me how to use?"

"I ndeed woul d you require a smaller sword than nine," he said, grinning as he
renenbered the tinme | discovered | couldn't even lift his sword. "Perhaps it
woul d be best if | were to consider your request for a time before voicing a
deci sion. And should you truly wish this thing, you also may take a tinme to
consi der how best to please ne. A nman who is pleased will often allow the

t hi ngs his wenda asks."

| began to protest that |'d been offering a trade, not asking a favor, but
even if he hadn't noved nme aside so that he could stand up, the words woul d
never have gotten said. Wen |I'd accepted Tammad's bands |1'd al so been
agreeing to do things his way, the way everyone el se on that world did them
That meant that whatever help | gave himwas due him just as his | ove and
protection were due nme. If | wanted anythi ng above the basics of food,
shelter, clothing and protection, | had to ask for it in the way he wanted to
be asked. The thought of wheedling a nman for something | wanted was so

hum liating | didn't know how the wormen of that world could do it, but | knew
wel | enough that they did. 1'd agreed to try doing things Tammad' s way w t hout
anyone twisting my arm but to wheedl e and beg-!

"It is a thing you nmust becone accustomed to, hama, should you truly w sh what
you have asked for," Tammd said, interrupting nmy thoughts as he reached down
tolift me to ny feet, obviously knowi ng what | was feeling. "Should you find
yoursel f unable to act so, we will nerely allow nenory of so- unusual a
request to slip fromus, and speak no nmore upon it. | will return when the
neal with Rellis is done."

He | eaned down to kiss nme then, inpossibly tall and inpossibly broad, and



then, as he had already replaced his swordbelt, he sinply left. | stood in the
m ddl e of the large blue and white room the high-arched w ndows behind ne,

and tried to keep renenbering how nmuch |I |oved that overgrown barbarian. | did
love him | really did, but sometines he nmade me so mad | could spit!

"Dam him™" | rmuttered with what was nearly a grow, ny hands cl enched to
furious fists at ny sides, the anger filling my mind so conpletely | was

al nost to the point of projecting it. He was trying to nake ne obey hi m again,
and | was angry because | couldn't see a way to get out of it.

| turned and started toward the wi ndows, stopped abruptly as | changed ny

m nd, turned toward the stack of furs Tammad and | used as a bed, changed ny
m nd again, then furiously kicked at one of the white pillows on the
carpet-fur. He hadn't |aughed al oud because he hadn't wanted to insult ne, but
that didn't nean Tammad didn't consider ny asking to | earn howto use a sword
comcal. He also didn't approve of something that ridicul ous, but he didn't
want to hurt nme by coming up with a flat no. That was why he'd said he'd think
about it, to give me the chance to back out on ny owmn-with a little help from
him He'd told me | had to convince himto agree, all the while knowi ng how
hum liating I'd find doing sonething |like that, fully expecting ne to find it

i mpossi bl e. When | discovered | couldn't wheedl e and beg he'd I et ne forget

all about the silliness I'd asked for, and that would be the end of an awkward
situation-w thout his having to refuse. He had it all neatly tied and

wr apped- whi ch was what made me so absolutely furious.

| couldn't have been seething nore than five mnutes before a knock cane at

t he door, a knock that |acked the arrogance of the usual knockers on that
world. There were no slaves in Rellis's house so | wondered who it could be,
then remenbered nmy own lunch date. Still mired in bottom ess distress | strode
to the door and yanked it open, to see the two faces |'d expected. Garth

| ooked curious, but Len seenmed ready to cringe back with shield | ocked tight.

"Is it safe to conme in?" Len asked nore diffidently than was usual for him
hi s handsone face wearing a wary expression. "If you' ve changed your m nd, we
can cone back sone other tine."

"It's safe to come in only if you're female,"” | returned, staring himstraight
inthe eye. "If you're male, you have to take your chances. "

Len nmoved his wary expression to Garth, but Garth was already | ooking at Len
both of their glances asking the sane question. Lenham Phillips, a brother
enpath from Central, and Garth R Hem Sol ohr, Col onel of Kabras from Al deran,
were trying to decide just how rmuch they'd risk if they did cone in, and their
uneasy hesitation |lightened some small part of the anger | was still feeling.
The two Anal gamation nmen had given me nothing but trouble fromthe first day
they'd set foot on Rimlia, but the Iast couple of days seened to have changed
all that. They were the ones who had been hel ping ne and keepi ng Tammad from
finding out, and sharing the secret had apparently drawn us all together

"I have a better idea," Garth said after the heavy hesitation, trying hard to
lighten the nmood. "Since the food trays have been delivered here to the
bat hi ng room we don't have to go in. Terry can come out."

"I always knew the mlitary m nd was good for sonmething," Len put in as he
bri ghtened, giving Garth an anused | ook. "For a mnute | was afraid we were
going to have to turn female. How about it, Terry? The food's getting cold."

They were both turned to ne expectantly, trying to talk me into it wthout
words, and truthfully I was in no nood for ny own conpany. | took a deep
breath which didn't do a dammed thing to make nme feel better, then nodded ny



head. The two of themimmedi ately stepped aside to let nme by, then foll owed
after me.

The bat hing room had a | arge pool surrounded by an area of uncarpeted narbl e,
the sane sort of arched wi ndows the bedroom had letting in what seened |ike

m | es of sunshine and warnmh. Two well-stuffed trays had been brought and |eft
on two small tables not far fromthe marble, but wal king up to one of them and
| ooki ng down at what it held showed nme | was in no nood to eat.

"He said no," Len guessed fromnot too far behind ne, his mnd sharing and
conmi serating with nmy upset. "Was it a final no, or did he | eave room for
ar gunent ?"

"He didn't say no," | grunbled, turning around to ook at them "He said he'd
t hi nk about it, and while he's thinking about it |I'm supposed to coax hima
l[ittle. If I don't coax him then the answer will be no."

Len shielded i nmedi ately and | ooked down at the carpeting, but Garth didn't
know how to shield. He put one broad hand to his face and turned away, but the
del i ghted anmusenent he felt just about flamed out of him 1'd expected themto
react that way, and how nice they weren't disappointing ne!

"I"'mgoing to throw this food at the first one of you who | aughs out [oud,"
war ned them glaring back and forth between Garth's dark-haired head and Len's
light-haired one, ny fists planted on my hips. "There's nothing funny about
this and you ought to know it!"

"Come on, Terry, lighten up," Garth said, fighting to keep his face straight
as he | ooked at me over his shoulder. "You know we all expected himto refuse
i medi ately, so you're still ahead of the gane."

"And if you need any coaxi ng practice, you know you can count on us," Len put
inin a very solem way, which inmedi ately caused Garth to break up in

| aughter. A second later Len was joining him the two of themlaughing like a
couple of virenjj, totally ignoring ny disgusted stare. Briefly |I toyed with
the idea of carrying through on ny threat, then gave it up and sinply turned
away. Len and Garth were really enjoying thenselves, but | was starting to get
depr essed.

"I don't understand why you're so upset," Len said after a mnute, his
| aught er eased down to chuckling "What's the difference between doi ng what you
usual ly do with Tammad, and coaxing hin? The end result will be the same, and
if you don't mind that then what's the big deal ?"

| turned my head to | ook at him seeing the haddi nn and swordbelt both he and
Garth wore, realizing that they really didn't understand conpletely. O maybe
they were just seeing it fromthe wong side of the fence.

"I'f you don't know why |'m upset, then why did you | augh?" | asked in turn,

i ncluding themboth in the question. "Tanmad knows exactly how humliated I'd
feel wheedling himfor sonething and so do you, otherw se you wouldn't have

| aughed. How woul d you two have enjoyed wheedl i ng sonmeone for those swords
you're so proud of ? And how well would you do learning to use them if you'd
had to get themin that particul ar way?"

"I think I preferred you as an unreasonable brat," Len answered wyly, his
tone matching Garth's | ook of disconfort. "Being cooly |ogical and reasonable
makes you difficult to argue with."

"But, Terry, you're not a man," Garth protested, |ess able to understand than



Len. "Wat would be absolutely denoralizing for us shouldn't be nearly that
bad for you. And maybe learning to use a sword isn't as important as you think
it is. What will happen if you don't |earn?"

"I don't know what will happen," | answered glumy, turning away to seat
nmysel f anmpbng the blue and white cushions the roomheld. "I don't even really
understand why | should need to | earn sonething that-violent and sensel ess.
There's just no confusion to the feeling: | do need to learn it. "

"But you don't even know if you can depend on this new ability of yours,"
Garth said, following me over to the cushions to crouch beside ne, the

di sturbance in his mnd reflected in his eyes. "It's making you believe you
need to do sonething without giving you any reasons for the belief. Wat if
you're misinterpreting the whol e thing?"

"Then |I'd be making a fool out of nyself for nothing," | answered with a
shrug, feeling the annoyance and frustration rising inside me again. "But you
have no idea how strong the feeling is, practically to the I evel of

conpul sion. You called it a new ability; Garth, 1'mnot even sure it is! What
am| going to do?"

"The first thing you have to do is stop putting out that static," Len
interrupted before Garth could say anything, comng over to seat hinself to ny
left with an expression of mld pain on his face. "It was a | ot worse when we
first got here, and you're starting to slide back to it again. The power
behind it is so nuch higher now Terry, you're going to have to learn to
control yourself a good deal better than you have."

"I don't want to learn to control nyself,"” | muttered, with rebellion added to
what Len called static, ny eyes drawn down to the small-linked bronze chains
around ny wists, two of the five that nade ne Tammad's. "I don't want to
control mnyself, | don't want to be stronger, and | don't want anything to do

with new abilities. Wiy can't it all just |eave ne alone!"
"It won't |eave you alone," Len pursued, his voice relentless despite the
strain init, his mind fighting against the urge to shield itself fromny
output. "Your abilities are growing both in size and strength, and you can't
pretend they aren't. Al you can do is learn to control them before someone
gets hurt. Like nme, for instance."

| looked up to see the sweat on his face and the tension in his body, outward
signs of the way he was trying to fight me off w thout using his shield. Wen
| purposely moved into his mnd he flinched, expecting nore pain, then rel axed

with a sigh when he felt the soothing of pain control instead. | hadn't wanted
to hurt Len, but that seened to be all ny increased abilities were good for
Hurti ng peopl e and naking ne feel like a fool

"Stop pouting," Garth said, holding his sword out of the way as he changed his
crouch to a sitting position, his gray eyes annoyed. "Very few are born with
everything in life; nost of us have to work hard to earn whatever we have

Si nce you have nore than nost, you should be feeling grateful instead of
resentful. You're not an infant, Terry; stop acting like one."

"I"lIl act like anything | please,” | replied with all the surliness |I was
feeling, tired of trying to be reasonable. It isn't possible to be reasonable
when you're constantly surrounded by infuriating unreason, and | was

di scovering | resented Garth's lack of jeal ousy. Al nost everyone around him
was an enpath, either active or latent, but Garth didn't feel left out. He
knew t he probl ens of being an enpath, understood them from having seen them
and was inordinately pleased that they weren't his problems. | envied the sure



sel f-acceptance that was his, and wished |I could figure out how he did it.
"Well, | feel like acting |ike someone about to eat," Len put in, rising to
his feet then heading toward one of the trays. "How are Tammad's | essons
comng, Terry? I'll bet he's taking it easier with you than he did with ne."

"He's not," | denied with a headshake, |ooking down at ny wi stbands agai n,
ignoring the small sound of vexation that came from Garth before he rose to
join Len at the tray. "He's trying to stop hinself fromfeeling insulted over
having to take | essons froma woman, but it keeps getting away fromhim If |
couldn't filter it out 1'd have the same headache you had, and that woul d be
the end of the I essons. |If Tammd thought he was hurting ne, he'd refuse to
let it continue."”

"I wish to hell h could figure out how you do that filtering," Len said with
heavy frustration in both m nd and voice, bringing back a bow of fried neat
strips to the place he'd taken earlier. "You said it's like letting down a
thin curtain, but I can't detect it when you use it. Do you get it the way you
get the shield you showed ne how to forn"

"No," | said, noving the bottomof my gown aside so that | mght stroke the
bands on ny ankles. "It cane when | needed it, just the way it did when I was
struggling with that intruder in the resting place of the sword of Gerleth. If
| need it it forns, but I can't formit if |I don't need it. Do you want to try
needing it?"

"I have to think about that,"” Len nuttered, a glance confirm ng the unease his
m nd was evincing, his hand just holding a nmeat strip without his seeing it.

"It didn't formwhen | needed it with Tanmad, so there's no reason to believe
it will against you. Maybe there's a trigger for it that we don't know about."

"That's a very pretty gown you' re wearing, Terry," Garth said suddenly, only a
smal |l portion of his attention on the neat chunks and veget abl es he' d brought
back. "You really do | ook good in pink, which is probably why Tanmmad enj oys
seeing you in it. Wen are you going to tell himabout the experinenting we've
been doi ng, the experinmenting you ve had to do to find the linmts of your new
abilities?"

Garth had kept nost of his question casual, tying it into his easy observation
about my gown, but there was nothing casual about the alertness in his nmind or
the ook in his gray eyes. | found | was staring at himintently, the distress
inm mnd so suddenly intensified that | had to fight to keep it inside, and
Len choked where he sat to ny left, then waved a hand at Garth.

"Gve me a break, will you?" he gasped, putting one hand to his head even

t hough his shield had forned al nost i mediately. "If you' re going to do that
to her, how about warning me first? If you were trying to find out if | could
formthat filter curtain, the answer is no."

"I"'msorry, Len, | didn't nean to cause you pain," Garth apol ogi zed, but his
eyes hadn't noved fromny face. "I was just testing a theory | had, and the
test turned out positive. It |looks like Terry is worried again over her
relationship with Tammad, afraid of what he'll do if he finds out her

abilities have increased. Don't you think it's about tine you |learned to trust
him Terry?"

"I do trust him" | came back, trying not to sound as defensive as | felt,
unconfortably aware of Len's gaze joining Garth's. "I'Il tell himwhat we've
been doing, as soon as | find the right tinme."



"Terry, take your hand away fromthe band around your throat," Len said with a
sigh, his blue eyes filled with sadness. "I don't even have to open ny shield
to know Garth's right. You've been stroking and playing with the other four
bands as if trying to menorize themagainst a tine they' |l be gone, and now
you're holding the fifth band as if you had to defend it. You're obviously
afraid Tammad will unhand you if he finds out your abilities have increased,
but I don't understand why."

| hadn't realized | was holding the fifth band, and Len's pointing it out was
faintly enbarrassing as well as upsetting. | dropped my hand to nmy lap, found
that nmy fingers went inmrediately to a wist band, and suddenly di scovered

was | osing all vestige of control

"Why do you keep asking me these questions?" | flared at Len, then sent the
sane to Garth. "I have no idea what Tammad will do if he finds out about the
increase, but I'mstill afraid! Are you silly enough to think only untal ented
peopl e hate and fear Prines? If you are you're in for a shock, but | can't
handl e the thought of a shock like that. I'mtoo much of a coward."

| turned away fromthemto stretch out on ny stomach on the carpet fur

hugging a pillowto me with all the strength of the agitation | felt. | did
trust Tammad, as nuch as | loved him but expecting the inpossible from people
only leads to horrible disappointment. Tammad had accepted nore insanity on ny
behal f than al nost anyone el se woul d have found possible, but how nuch could
he be expected to take? This new thing | was now able to do-would that be the
final straw?

"Come on, Terry, it's not all that bad," Len said after sonething of a
hesitation, and I knew he'd exchanged significant |ooks with Garth; | could
hear the overheartiness in his voice even if |I couldn't reach his shiel ded
mnd. "We got used to the idea w thout any trouble."

"And Len and | had reason to do just the opposite,” Garth quickly agreed, his
tone urging belief even though his mnd worried over what 1'd said. "If it was
all that bad, would we have hel ped you with your experinenting?"

"You hel ped ne because you were feeling guilty," | pointed out, staring at the
bright, sunshiny w ndows. "Tanmad puni shed ne because of what you two told
him and it bothered you afterward that it took ne as long as it did to stop
crying. You volunteered to help because it nmade you feel better, and you stuck
with it because you got curious. How would you like to run into that
particular talent without it being a carefully controlled experinment? Do |

hear any volunteers for that?"

Al | heard at that point was a thick silence, which wasn't particularly
surprising. Still holding the pillow !l turned around and sat up, then | ooked
directly at my two | unch guests.

"Well?" | prompted, seeing how they couldn't quite nmake eye contact with ne.
"You both had a taste of that talent before I got it under control and
st rengt hened. Which of you great, big, strong, newy made |'lendaa wants to

try it again?"
"Now, Terry," Garth began in a soothing way, and, "Come on, Terry," Len said
with cal murging, both sets of eyes worried, and that really annoyed ne.

"Now, Terry, cone on, Terry," | mmnicked, letting them see how di sgust ed

felt. "Can't you two find anything else to say? One of you is braced and j ust
short of cringing, and the other refuses to drop the protection of his shield.
You're so uninmpressed with nmy new abilities that you don't even argue with e



anynore. One frown and you both junp like frightened birds."

"That's not fair!" Len protested with heat while Garth colored in enbarrassed
resentment. "We weren't arguing with you just for the fun of it! W were
trying to make you see how Tammd really felt about you! Now that you know he
| oves you, what's there to argue about?"

"If you're trying to suggest we're afraid of you, you're wong," Garth

grow ed, his anger glowing in his eyes, displacing the hesitancy his m nd had
trenbled with. "Len and | might have a good deal of respect for your talent,
but we're not afraid of it-because we've |earned to have the same anount of
respect for you. What you did to us that day was an acci dent; we've |earned
you're not into doing it on purpose just for the fun of it. O at least |
have. "

H s angry gray eyes noved to Len, and Len didn't need to be unshielded to know
what he was thinking. Garth was facing me without protection while Len wasn't,
and Garth was right in believing that that was naking things worse. If one of
my own didn't trust ne-

"What has fear or respect got to do with anything?" Len denmanded, trying to

di sgui se enbarrassnent behind indignation. "It's not nmy fault | don't have the
strength of a Prine to fend off her output! You can't afford to criticize
until you know how it feels, Garth. Do you renenber what you went through
during sword practice yesterday, when that big ape kept poundi ng on your
weapon until he broke through your guard and floored you? It's a lot like
that, only it's nmy head that gets pounded on. | didn't see you throw ng away
your sword, so what's wong with keeping ny shield up?"

"Garth kept his sword up only while he was under attack, Len," | pointed out,
wondering how | could sound so calmwhen | felt so rotten inside. "You ve been
shielding a lot lately, only |I hadn't really noticed it sooner. Have you been
under attack all that often then?"

"It's that static you're |eaking," Len nearly begged, one hand out to ne, blue
eyes filled with tragedy-but shield still firmy in place. "You know | don't
i ke wal ki ng around shi el ded, Terry, but you're not giving ne a choice! It's
either that or devel op a permanent headache. How can | make you believe ne?"

"What-if | told - you | could get through that shield, Len?" | said suddenly
wi thout really meaning to, alnost as surprised to hear the words as Garth.
"What-if | said your shield was good agai nst nothing bur the static?"

"That's ridiculous," Len | aughed, but uneasi ness turned the | aughter uneven.
"You know you can't get through my shield. You ve tried it before, nore than
once, and you haven't been able to do it."

"Not since the change," | said, the words soft and easy to match the strange
floating | seened to be in the mddle of. | felt nothing but a mild curiosity
as | reached out to a nolonger smling Len with my mind, comng up very close
to his shield. Round and shining that shield was, at first seem ng as
unbreachable as it always had-and then | saw the key. The shield was solid if
| ooked at from a distance, but very close up | could see the spaces between
it, the spaces |I could slip through. |I had to thin nyself to do it, nore than
I'd known was possible, and then Len's mind was before me, shivering and
filled with a terrible fear. He was afraid of ne, horribly afraid, and when |
sent cal mand reassurance to soothe him panic flanmed i nstead. He dropped the
bow of neat strips with a strangled shout, fought his way spasnodically to
his feet, then ran out of the room He'd had trouble wenching the door open
but none slaming it closed behind him | could have foll owed his desperate



run through the halls for quite a distance, but | didn't. Despite the way the
floating was holding me up and bracing me, | put ny face into the pillow | was
hol ding and tried to stop living.

"Poor Len," Garth nmuttered after a mnute, both voice and m nd shaken. "He
really is afraid. What did you do to him Terry?"

"I reached through his shield,” | answered with nmy face just above the pill ow,
not understandi ng why | was responding. "I couldn't do it before but | can
now, and he hated the invasion. The same way he hates nme. The way Tammad wil |
hate me if he finds out."

"Terry, what's wong with you?" Garth demanded, suddenly concerned as his hand
cane to my face. "You sound like you're in a trance! Snap out of it!"

H s hand shook ny face and then both hands were on ny shoul ders, shaking ne
hard enough to rattle nmy teeth. The floating had hel ped ne break through Len's
shield, but it didn't seemto be strong enough to resist physical assault. It
left nme as abruptly as it had cone, substituting sight of Garth's worried
face, and suddenly | could feel what |1'd done.

"No, no, | didn't do that," | begged, grabbing at the Kabran's armin a way
t hat stopped the shaking. "Please, Garth, don't be afraid of me! | didn't do
that! | was imagining it, lying, naking it up! You don't have to be afraid of

me, really you don't!"

| had scranbled onto ny knees and had captured one of Garth's hands in both of
mne, the terror turning nmy heartbeat to a deafening thud, the desperation
choking my voice. Garth was staring at ne with such dismay that ny thudding
heart nearly stopped; he was paying no attention to the way | was crushing his
hand, and then he was pulling me to himone-arned, holding ne even tighter
than I was holding him

"No, Terry, no, it's all right," he said hurriedly, repeating the words over
and over, his armholding ne tightly to him his mnd pouring out conpassion
and a determination to soothe. | was shivering hard against him tasting the
pani c Len had al nost drowned in, mles beyond being able to control nyself. |
had done it again, and | just couldn't stand it.

It took quite a while before Garth was able to cal m me down, before he was
able to coax me into turning his hand | oose. The warnth of his body had
finally been able to nelt the ice around mne, but the ice turned out to be
the only thing holding me upright. | slunped against Garth's shoul der, w shing
| had fainted, wishing | could stop my mind fromthinking ever again.

"Are you all right now?" he asked quietly and gently, his voice nearly a
mur mur, | ooking down at ne in a way | could feel

"I"'mjust great," | answered dully, shoul der-deep in depression and slipping
| ower by the minute. "Now there's another category to add to the list of al
t hi ngs new and wonderful. | think I'Il kill nyself."

"I'f you junped out a wi ndow, you'd probably discover you can fly," he said
with gentle teasing, his armtightening around nme as his free hand stroked ny
hair. "Or levitate, which is not exactly the sanme thing."

"How can you joke about it?" | demanded, appalled at the thought, pushing away
fromhis chest to stare at him "Now there are two things | have to try to
hi de, and Len will never come within half a mle of nme again!"



"Three things," he corrected, reaching out to brush the hair out of ny eyes.
"And Len was upset, but he'll cal mdown and conme back. Until he does, why
don't we talk about what's been happeni ng?"

"I'f you've gone crazy, don't expect ne to join you," | answered, not
under st andi ng how his gray eyes coul d | ook-and be!-so calm "The last thing
want to do is go into it all over again."

"Now let's see," he nused, pretending he hadn't heard what |1'd said, |ocking
hi s hands behind his head as he lay down on the carpeting. "The first of the
three is the ability you're not sure about, but we'll count it anyway:
the-feeling-you get that certain things have to be done. Have you had t hat
feeling about nore than | earning swordwork?"

"No," | said to his gray-eyed gaze, wondering why | wasn't sinply ignoring
him "lsn't once enough?"

"We' || put a question mark next to that one, but we'll leave it on the list,"
Garth decided, still not hearing anything he didn't want to hear. "The second

entry is this newest thing you ve devel oped, the ability to get through Len's
shi el d. Does that mean you can | ook through your own shield? And al so work
t hrough it?"

"How shoul d I know?" | demanded in exasperation, but the enotion was nore for
nmysel f. Now that Garth had raised the questions, | found myself suddenly

curi ous.

"Well, we'll give you a little time to look into that," he very generously
al l owed, just short of grinning. "The third itemis the ability you've been
practicing, the ability to change people's characters. It's something you can
do even if they're braced against it and resisting, probably because of your

i ncreased strength.”

"The character change is no nore than the end result of changing the enotiona
outl ook,"” | corrected, noving unconfortably where | sat. "Since your actions
al ways reflect your feelings, changing your feelings changes your actions. I|f
| sat here pulling ny hair out, for instance, you' d have to change the insane
mael strom of ny feelings before you could get me to stop. You feel up to
trying it?"

| wasn't really starting to cry, but Garth didn't have to be an enpath to be
aware of the w de-eyed desolation | was |ooking at himw th. He sat up

i mediately and pulled ne to himagain, and held nme as tightly as | needed to
be hel d.

"Now, don't go back to feeling that way," he soothed, rocking me gently. "You

don't have to face this alone, I'"'mright here to help you. | don't hate you,
I"'mnot afraid of you, and I will help."
"How?" | demanded, not arguing but needing the reassurance. "I don't know

what's happening to me, or why it's happening so fast! Unless you can think of
a way to stop it, how can you hel p?"

"Maybe | can hel p you accept the fact that it's not sonething that can--or
shoul d-be stopped,” he answered, only dimy aware of the pleasure he was
feeling at the way | clung to him "Maybe | can help you understand that you
owe it to yourself to be the very best you can be, in whatever you do. Trying
to deny your abilities nmeans you're trying to deny yourself, Terry, and that's
wrong. You nust always be proud of what you are, and that will help you to be
proud of what you do-and do things to make yourself proud."



"How am | supposed to be proud of chaos?" | asked, feeling tired but
fractionally |l ess upset. "Things are comng at nme too fast, and | just can't
handl e them "

"You still don't want to handle them"™ Garth corrected, gently but refusing to
be argued with. "Of course things are coning fast, how el se did you expect
themto come? When a baby learns to walk, the first steps take the |ongest;
once they do cone, though, everything else follows with blinding speed.
Striding, hopping, running, clinbing-and falling down. There's no shane in
falling down, girl, only in refusing to pick yourself up again."

"You think nmy new abilities are normal devel opments?" | asked with a frown,
| eani ng back again so that | mght see him "How could they be normal
devel opnents? | didn't only just becone an enpath.”

"I'n a manner of speaking, you did," he said, one finger scratching at his
cheek as his mnd worked. "I hadn't |ooked at it that way before we began

tal king, but now it seenms obvious. Before the blank time you spent recovering
fromthe storm danage, you used al nost nothing of your abilities even when you
wer e awakened. You began stretching your nental muscles here on Rimlia, but

i f physical devel opnment takes tine, why shouldn't nental ? You were hurt by the
t hunderstorm and the battle you had with that intruder, but once the hurt was
heal ed you were devel oped enough to go on to bigger and better things. Now
you're ready to hop, skip, junp-and naybe even fly."

"Flying you can forget about,"” | told himfirmy, but couldn't hel p matching
his grin. What he'd said nmade a strange kind of sense, and also fit in with ny
own wondering thoughts on the subject. Enpaths on Central were taught to use
their abilities, but only up to a certain point and were definitely

di scouraged from experinenting. It wasn't even possible to think about
experimenting unl ess you knew there was sonething to experiment with, and
bei ng unawakened-whi ch was the way enpaths |ived on Central -meant the very
menory of the talent had been taken away. My people had evidently worked hard
to keep me tied up tight, but now |l was beginning to slip the |eash.

"I don't think I really blame Central for trying to limt their enpaths," |
said after a pause, losing the grin Garth had helped me find. "If what 1've
been running into is a sanple of what we're capable of, they have a right to
be frightened."

"CGarbage!" he snorted, riveting nmy attention to himand away from ny

wri stbands. "They have the right to denmand that you obey their |aws, but not
to cripple you because of a .suspicion you mght not. You don't back away in
fear from sonething you don't understand, you try to understand it so you
won't fear it. And some people won't fear it even if they don't
under st and-1i ke Tammad, for instance."

Those gray eyes were staring straight at ne again, obviously not having m ssed
the place nmy attention had wandered to. | deliberately put ny right hand
around ny left wist, letting the feel and presence of the band soak into ne,
its hard strength hel ping ne to ask what had to be asked.

"How do you know?" | put to him this time challenging himfor solid facts
rather than enpty reassurance. "Len is an enpath and he was afraid. What makes
you think Tamrad won't be?"

"Sinmply the fact that | know Tammad," he answered with a shrug, his mnd
showi ng not the | east doubt. "You know he never really understood your talent,
but when was he ever afraid of it? How many tinmes did he take a switch to you



for what you did, no matter what anyone el se thought about your 'power'? O
are you worried that now that he can appreci ate what you're capable of, now s
the tine the fear will start?"

"Why shouldn't it?" | asked, beginning to feel defeated. "Len never used to be
afraid of me, but now . "

"But now he is," Garth interrupted, annoyed again. "It would help if you were
able to read the reasons behind an enotion, not just the enption itself. Sure
Len's afraid, but not of you. He's fascinated by your new abilities and woul d
| ove to have them hinsel f, but he saw what you went through before you

devel oped them and is now afraid he doesn't have the strength to go through
the sane thing without breaking. He's also afraid he won't have a choi ce about
going through it, and that's sonething that has himjust about talking to

hi nsel f. Wuld Tammad feel the same way' ? Is there any sort of challenge you
can possibly think of that Tammad woul d be afraid to face?"

"When he's even planning to take on the entire Amal gamati on and i ntends.

wi nni ng?" | asked, delight and relief seeping into ne around the fading doubt.
"That would be the day. On, Garth! Do you really think it'll be all right?"
"I"'mpositive it will," he said with a grin, patting the hand I'd put on his
arm "Especially if you deci de you need sone coaxi ng practice."

"Dam it, | alnost forgot about that," | said with the m nd-equival ent of
falling to the earth and squishing, the delight instantly evaporating. "I
still have to figure out howto get around that."

"You can get around it-nmaybe-by telling Tanmad what we've been doing," Garth
said, and again his tone wasn't allow ng any argunent. "The |onger you put it
off, the harder it will be."

"I know, | know," | grunbled, and then |I |ooked at hi magain. "You think
there's a chance that telling Tammad why | want to learn to use a sword-as far
as | can say why-won't change his mnd? You think he'd still nake ne-coax

hi nP"

"I may be wrong, but that's what | think," he agreed, this tinme | ooking
faintly frustrated. "I don't know if | can explain this, you' re obviously not
male. On Central or Alderan, training a wonan to do a man's job doesn't nean a
t hi ng; most of those jobs could even be done by a trained panith, and no one
woul d notice the difference. Here on Rinmilia though, being a warrior, a
|'"lenda, is a thing to take pride in, sonething a man has to work hard to

achi eve, something he has to be willing to risk his life for. No worman coul d
ever hope to match a Rinmilian |'lenda in sword skill, and training her to it
could be | ooked on as deneaning that skill. It's a man's thing, and not for

worren to get involved in."

"Then you think he won't say yes no matter what | do," | said, oddly relieved
despite my confusion. "But that doesn't explain why you said . "
"I"'mconmng to that,"” Garth interrupted, holding up a hand and waggling it at
nme. "Because swordplay is a man's thing, Tammad night ordinarily refuse-but he
| oves you very much. He wants to make you happy by giving you whatever he
can-if you really want it. It won't take himlong to see you don't really want
it."

"But of course | want it," | protested, confused now as well as annoyed. "I
told you how strong that feeling is, so strong that | can't ignore it. Wy
woul d I have asked if | didn't really want it?



"You asked because the feeling was that strong," Garth sighed, running the
hand he'd waved t hrough his long, dark hair. "You' re very female, Terry, and a
highly sensitive enpath, and you think of swordwork as violent and

sensel ess-you said so yourself. The feeling you have doesn't give you a reason
for learning it, only the conviction you nust, so you're unconsciously | ooking
for a way around the need. By hating the idea of coaxi ng Tammad, you found
that way."

| pronounced an unl adyli ke word and punched the pillow |I'd dropped earlier
just about the only reactions | could think of to what Garth had said. I'd
heard the same thing from Gay Ki ng under other circunstances, but this tinme |
couldn't argue the point. Despite the roundabout niceties Garth had used, his
expl anati on suggested | was a w np.

"It sure is a good thing you respect me and ny talent," | nuttered after a
m nute, looking up at himdarkly. "If you didn't, you mght say sonething to
get me mad."

"Ch, 1'd never do that," Garth said with a headshake, his grin w der than

ever. "If | did then Tanmad woul d notice, and |I'd have to face him If you're
| ooki ng for someone | both respect and fear, don't bother |ooking any farther
Wth himl don't have to wonder what m ght happen to nme. | know. "

"You can't distract ne that easily," | said with inpatience, still glaring at

him "You may feel normal fear at the thought of facing Tammad, but you're not
afraid of him Now that you' ve told ne exactly what | am tell ne what | can
do to change it."

"Changing is your job, not mine," he denied, |ooking around on the carpet fur
for the bow of nmeat and vegetables he'd dropped, finding all of the nmeat and
nost of the vegetables still init. "My job is giving tactical advice and
eating, the second of which I .now intend getting on to with enthusiasm so
"Il have enough strength to do the first. If you're waiting to learn the
right technique, just keep watching."

"How can you just sit there and stuff your face when | still don't know what
to do?" | demanded, feeling his appreciation of the food he ate-and his
anusenment. "All you've really said is that maybe Tammad will teach me to use a
sword if | tell himwhy | want to | earn, and maybe he won't. And if he does
decide to teach me, maybe he won't make me coax him but you think he will. If
he understands why | want to |earn, why would he still make me coax hin®"

"Men on this world are taught that nothing of value is gotten in life wthout
paying a price for it," he munbled around a sl oppy mouthful, nore of his
attention on the food than on me. "The price has to nean sonething to the one
paying it, has to be nore than a gesture, otherwise it buys nothing but its

own value. If you're not willing to pay that sort of price you won't get what
you think you want, even if soneone decides to let you have it. If Tammad does
it at all he'll do it the right way, and your price will be paid in full. If

you decide you really want it."

He | ooked straight at ne with those gray eyes again before going back to his
food, and only then did | begin to understand that Len and Garth were being
taught nmore of Rinmilian ways than how to use a sword. What he'd said to nme was
probably somet hing not usually said to a woman, as npbst wonen woul d have no
need to know about it. Paying a price for sonething was obviously one aspect
of the Rimlian code of honor, and wonen weren't expected to have anything to
do with honor.



When Garth's eyes left me | rose silently to nmy feet, then wal ked around the
bat hi ng pool to stare sightlessly out of a window The trouble with a code of
honor was that it was horribly habit-formng, |ike a dangerous drug; once you
got a taste of it you found yourself lured to other aspects of it, wondering
if you could handle it under real pressure. Calling it a stupid waste of tine
is one way of adnmitting you don't have what it takes to cut it, and | wasn't
ready to admt a defeat like that. | closed one fist around a handful of sheer
white curtain, knowi ng that refusing to admt it didn't negate a defeat, but I
wasn't beaten yet. | might end up beaten, but | refused to anticipate an end
before it reached ne. | wanted to win-if | could just figure out what it was I
was fighting for-and agai nst.

I wasn't very good conpany for the next couple of hours, but Garth didn't seem
to mind. He made a considerable dent in the contents of both food trays, then

| ay down anong the cushions sinmply to watch nme. | became aware of that al ong
with the hunming in his mnd, the sort of humming Rimlian nen usually did
when they | ooked at me. But Garth wasn't Rimlian, not originally at any rate,
and | wasn't used to getting that sort of humfromhim It was enough to bring
my attention back to ny lunch guest, and when he saw ny eyes on him he

gri nned.

"Tammad ought to be getting back soon," he observed, raising the goblet of
wi ne he'd poured to sip fromit. "Have you nade any deci sions yet?"

"Dozens," | answered, pulling nmy eyes away fromhimand trying to do the sane
with ny mnd. "If | can nmanage to stick with even one of them | night be able
to acconplish sonething. "

"Why don't you stop wandering around the roomlike a | ost soul and take it
easy?" he asked, his anmusenent rising again. "If you keep up that pacing for
very much | onger, you won't have the strength to coax Tammad even if you
decide that that's what you want to do."

"I's that what's you got you turned on?" | denmanded as | jerked around to face
hi m suddenly understanding the reason for the hum "Are you expecting himto
| et you watch?"

"I don't have to watch," he said with a grin, still sipping at the wi ne. "Just
knowi ng what he'll make you do is enough. Sonme day |'ll have a woman of ny
own, and I'lIl do the sane thing with her. Wat he'll be teaching you is that
no matter how strong you get, he'll still be the boss. On this world, nen

al ways are."

"Are they really,” | said, straightening where | stood, the anger threatening
to fill me conpletely. "Wuld you |ike a dissenting opinion on that?"

The fact that | hadn't raised ny voice erased Garth's grin and replaced it
with a narroweyed, wary | ook, but | didn't get the chance to tell nyself that
whatever | did to himhe nore than deserved. The door to the hall chose that
m nute to open, and the one opening it was Tammad.

"Ah, Tanmad, you're back!" Garth called out at sight of him rising quickly to
his feet with relief flooding his mnd. "How did the neal go?"

"Rellis has no doubts concerning the wisdomin joining our efforts against the
Amal gamation,” the big Rimlian answered as he closed the door behind him "He
wi shes to hear further upon the matter which is primarily your province,
therefore shall you soon be summned to speak with him It will be necessary
that Lenhamtranslate for you, yet do | see that he has al ready departed

Wher e has he gone?"



"I"'mnot sure, so |I'd better go look for him" Garth said, finishing his w ne
in a single swallow before returning the goblet to the tray it came from "It
woul d be rude to make Rellis wait."

I f Tammad hadn't already noved away fromthe door, he would have been in
definite danger of being run down despite the fact that Garth wasn't his giant
size. He got a quick nod and smle and then Garth was gone, getting out while
the getting was good. Garth still wasn't really afraid of nme, but he had nore
sense than to hang around after getting me mad.

"For what reason does the Garth R Hem Sol ohr act so strangely?" | was suddenly
asked, the words turning ny attention to the frown that acconpani ed them "For
what reason was his | eave-taking so hurried, and for what reason had Lenham

al ready gone?"

Those bl ue eyes were reflecting the abrupt suspicion be hind them the
suspicion that there mght be a matter of duty to be attended to. Tanmad
considered it his duty to punish me when | did things he didn't approve of,
usual ly things that could conceivably get me hurt or killed if | did them
under other circunstances. My hanak was trying to keep me safe and alive, but
| didn't particularly care for the way he went about it.

"One of the reasons Garth left so abruptly is that | have sonething to tel
you," | forced out, nerving myself to do what had to be done. | still didn't
really understand why | could say just about anything | liked to Len and
Garth, but couldn't do the same with Tanmad. My fingers tw sted nervously at
nmy wai st as he approached ne, and | could feel the questioning com ng out of
t he blue eyes | ooking down at ne. The top of my head didn't even reach his
chin, his giant, well-nmuscled body was nearly twice as wide as mne, and the
sword hanging at his left side that he could handl e one-handed was too heavy
for me to lift even with two. | looked up at himwith as little of the di smay
| felt as | could manage, and blurted, "Are you afraid of nme?"

I knew |'d botched it as soon as the words were out, but it was too late to
call them back. Tammad was | ooki ng down at ne al nost bl ank-faced with

i nconpr ehension, his m nd-wi de-eyed, if a mnd can be said to be

wi de-eyed-with total |ack of understanding and the begi nnings of serious
concern. If that didn't nmean he thought | was going crazy, no other reactions
of his ever woul d.

"Should a man be wise, he will indeed | ook upon wendaa with a certain fear,"
he answered slowy after a very long minute, carefully choosing his words.
"Wendaa are small and usually hel pl ess, and should a man allow this truth to
slip fromhim he may easily, although inadvertently, cause themharm To fee
such a fear and guard against its loss is the duty of a man, for no true man
woul d wi sh to harm his wenda. Is this what you sought to speak to me of ?"

H s m nd was now cautiously trying to approach mne, a habit he'd picked up in
the [ ast couple of days. Wen an enpath | ooks at soneone, he or she | ooks wth
mnd as well as eyes, and Tammad was as nuch of an enpath as I-or Len.

"No," | answered, |ooking down fromhis stare even as | stopped his funbling,
nostly untrai ned probe fromreaching ne. "For the |last couple of days |'ve
been-experimenting-with ny returned abilities. Len and Garth have been hel ping
nme. "

"I see," he said, the words a good deal nore neutral than his inner response.
Hs first reaction, anger, was being held down, tenporarily put to one side;
he wanted to know what was goi ng on, and why everyone was acting so strangely.



H s second reaction, annoyance, was just as sharp as the anger, but wasn't
being controlled as well; he hadn't liked ny keeping himfromny mnd, and
really wanted to say sonething about it. "This-experinenting you have done.
Wiy was | not told of it sooner?"

"I-had to know what there was to tell, before | could tell anyone anything," |
answer ed, keeping ny eyes fromhimas | began to nove around the room agai n.
"There have been sone-changes in ny abilities, and sone-additions."

"Changes of what sort?" he asked, and the concern was there again, overriding
everything el se. "Were you given harmthrough the power of that stormafter
al | ?"

"l suppose that depends on how you look at it," | said, feeling the coo

mar bl e under ny bare feet as | stepped onto it fromthe carpet fur. "MW
abilities are stronger now, nuch stronger than they were, and they're
spreading out to allow nme to do other things. Len and Garth were hel ping ne
learn to control all of it, both of themacting as subjects. Len's nind is
stronger and better trained than Garth's, but we discovered that that made no
difference. He couldn't resist ne any nore than Garth coul d, and maybe not
even as well. Len left early because we found that | could get through his
shield, and he was-upset; Garth left as quickly as he did because he said
somet hing just before you cane in that got me angry, and he thought | was
about to-"

| broke off the junble of words and just stood | ooking down into the marble
bat hi ng pool, unfortunately having no trouble feeling the whirling agitation
inthe mnd only a few feet behind me. Tammad was nearly as upset as | was,
which was really a feat.

"Garth felt you were about to touch himin sone manner," Tammad said after a
nmonent, the whirling of his thoughts again slowi ng his speech. "Was his
concern well founded? Wre you indeed about to touch hinP"

The questions had been quietly put, nore gentleness than harshness in them

al nost as though they were a casual attenpt at information-gathering. | would
have felt better if |I could have reached into his mnd to confirmthat, but
his agitation wasn't letting ne do it. | turned ny head reluctantly to | ook at
him seeing the outward cal mhe usually wore |ike a skin, wondering how | was
going to answer those questions. I'd really wanted to do sonmething to get even
with Garth for what he'd said, but would | have actually gone through with it?
| opened my mouth, found nothing inspired comng out, so | closed it again. |
felt like an idiot just standing there nmoving ny lips |like a wooden dunmy, but
| was saved from further enbarrassment by a knock at the door

At first Tanmad seened determined to ignore the knock in favor of waiting for
nmy answer, but then he did sonething |I'd never seen himdo before. He sent his
mnd to find out who was at the door, the action seem ng nore automatic than
careful ly thought out and done deliberately. He was faintly startled when he
reached that other mind, but | couldn't tell if he was startled at what he'd
done, or at finding that our caller was a deeply disturbed Dallan. The big
barbarian turned away fromnme with a frown, and strode to the door to open it.

"Tammad, | have cone to ask for your assistance and that of Terril," Dallan
said imredi ately, his pretty blue eyes showing his concern. "The guard has
searched everywhere, but they have been able to find nothing. G nnan is beside
hi msel f. "

"They have still found nothi ng?" Tammad asked, stepping back to let Dallan
enter the room Dallan was just as inpossibly big as Tammad, his hair as



bl ond, his eyes as blue. Mdst Rinmlian men were the same, blond, blue-eyed and
big, but Dallan was also drin of Gerleth, prince to his father Rellis's Chand.
Dal | an had an ol der brother, Seddan, but Seddan was still being kept close to
bed by the heal ers.

"I, too, find it difficult to believe," Dallan agreed, so distracted that he
didn't even look ny way. "I had not thought there were that many places in
this house where a wenda nmight hide. Cearly, anger gives them cunning as well
as strength.”

"Wendaa!" Tammad said with a grow of annoyance, shaking his head. | didn't
know what they were tal king about, but since Dallan's request for help had
i ncluded nme, there was no reason to stay in the dark

"Who is it that you discuss?" | asked, wal king forward away fromthe bathing
pool, speaking Rimlian so that Dallan woul d understand ne. "Who has been | ost
that you now attenpt to find?"

"My cousin Aesnil again feels herself unjustly put upon," Dallan answered,
giving ne sonething of a snile to go with the automatic humin his mnd that
started as soon as his eyes touched ne. "She has done so well in putting her
short time of slavery fromher menory, that this norning she attenpted to

di sobey Ci nnan. He, of course, refused to allow her disobedi ence and strapped
her for it, and when the puni shment was done she fled their apartment in
tears. He allowed her a short time to herself before seeking her, however
found hinmsel f unabl e to discover her whereabouts before his presence was
required at the meal with ny father. He then set the guard to searching in his
stead, yet have they been as unsuccessful as he."

"Perhaps he has earned such | ack of success," | suggested, thrilled that now
had something else to add to ny distress. "Had he not found it so necessary to
strap her, he would now find it unnecessary to search."

"You woul d have had hi moverl ook his duty?" Dallan asked with brows raised,
surprised that | would question so obvious and necessary a thing. "Aesni
remai ns as arrogant as ever, and should C nnan stay his hand from her

puni shrent, those in Grelana will suffer when she resunmes her place there as
Chama. Have you so soon forgotten what we all of us had at her hands?"

| shook ny head at his calm sober question, not likely to ever forget what
Aesnil had done to us. Dallan, her own cousin, had been declared a
servant-sl ave in her palace, his brother Seddan declared a vendra and sent to
the vendra ralle, the arena, to fight for his life. Tanmmad and C nnan had al so

been sent to the ralle, and I-1 had been forced to act as her secret weapon
agai nst her dendayy, threatened with being thrown to the wild male slaves to
keep ne in line. No, | wasn't likely to forget what Aesnil had done to mne-but

| also remenbered that she was the one who had escaped from Gel ana with ne.

"I't may perhaps prove true that C nnan has indeed erred in his punishnment of
her," Tammad said, | ooking down at me rather than over at Dallan. "Should this
be so, howis he to learn of it and nmake anmends while the girl remains

unf ound? An exchange of words is inpossible when one nust exchange words wth
onesel f."

The cal mhe felt was now shielding his nmind as well, but behind that calm]l
could feel the electric outlines of his continuing agitation. If we stayed in
that roomwe'd be right back to our previous discussion, and that was
sonmething | wanted to avoid. A flash of annoyance touched me as | realized
was being forced to obey himin two different ways, but | also couldn't argue
with the truth in what he'd said. Aesnil did need to be found, before she did



somet hi ng foolish

"Very well, I will assist you all in searching for her,"” | grudged, wanting
themto know | wasn't happy about it. "The doing should not prove overly
difficult."

Bot h nmen nodded to show their approval of ny agreenent, and we left to begin
the search. | really didn't expect it to take long to find her, but what we
found was sonething else entirely.

Aesni| had di sappeared from Gerleth, and she hadn't gone al one.

Chapter 2

"How is one to take the word of a seetar?" Ci nnan demanded, so upset that al
he coul d do was pace back and forth across the room "Howis a seetar to know
what occurs in the world of men?"

"The ability of seetarr was discovered by us when we searched for Terril anobng
the Hamarda," Tamuad said for the third time, trying to convince G nnan wth
cal mand patience. "Wth Lenhami s aid, we found that my own seetar was able to
follow Terril across the sand, and thence to Aesnil's palace in Grelana. Do
you doubt that we were able to find Terril ?"

"No, certainly not," C nnan denied with a gesture of dismssal, but the
gesture referred only to finding, not to believing. "I continue to find
difficulty in understanding not how a seetar may follow, but how it may speak
of what occurs about it. How is such a thing possible?"

"I know not," Tammad adnmitted with a sigh, then his eyes came to ne where
sat. "The woman has great facility with seetarr, and perhaps her own words
wi Il aid our understanding. "

All the eyes in the roomcane to nme then, nost of them questioning. Tanmad,
Cinnan, and | were in Rellis's entertaining room and the Chand and his son
Dal l an were there with us. W all sat rel axing agai nst cushions in the gold,

red and marble room goblets in our hands, all, that is, except for C nnan. He
carried his goblet of drishnak around with him the same drink all the nen
had. | was the only one drinking a gentle golden wine, sonmething | wasn't

quite as happy about as 1'd once been

"The seetar whose nmind | touched was yours, Cinnan," | explained, privately
wonderi ng how nmuch good the explanation would do. "H's concern for Aesnil is
yours, as it is fromyour mnd that he took it. He felt surprise at her
appearance in the stabling cavern w thout you, displeasure that the sweets he
had had fromthe two of you in the past days were not forthcom ng, then
curiosity as to what she was about. He was indignant that she chose anot her
nmount rather than taking her place behind you upon his own back, then saddened
that she rode away without once having greeted him That he felt no worry
concerning her well-being indicated that she was acconpani ed, an indication
confirmed by the disappearance of two further seetarr. The-discussion | held
wi th your seetar was a good deal |ess clear than the manner in which | present
it to you, yet aml certain of the interpretation | have made. The word you
have is nmine, not that of a seetar. "

"She woul d not have ridden fromme in such a way," Ci nnan said, also repeating
hinself for the third or fourth tine, his face and eyes stubborn. "The | ove we
found together could not have been put aside so easily by her, as though it



wer e naught. The seetar is clearly mstaken.”

"There is no mstake," | said as if it were a nmenorized speech, feeling the
annoyance and frustration rising higher and higher in me. G nnan was so
frantic with worry that he was all but broadcasting, forcing me to keep ny
shield tightly closed, which may have been a good thing. He was barely naking
a token effort to acknowl edge ny presence anong all those inmportant |'lendaa
as it was, and had just about called me a liar. Tanmad wasn't likely to get
insulted on ny behalf, not with the sympathy and conpassion fairly oozing out
of himfor Cnnan's | oss, but nmy own reactions were another story. It was that
dammed concept of honor, that habit-forming drug that was com ng at ne from
yet anot her slant. C nnan woul dn't have spoken to me like that if |I'd been a
man, but what did he have to worry about with a nere wenda?

"Cinnan, three seetarr have indeed been taken," Rellis told himgently, rising
to his feet to console the younger man. "Also are two serving wendaa gone from
t he house, none knowi ng to where. Had ny ni ece renai ned behind, we woul d
surely by now have found her. It is a virtual certainty that Aesnil departed
in conpany with the two m ssing wendaa."

"Where m ght three wendaa have gone to al one?" C nnan demanded, finding
not hi ng but further wildness in the truth he could no | onger deny. "Wio will
there be to protect them upon such a journey, to hunt for them to guide then?
How did they dare to depart al one, and where have they gone?"

"They have gone to where Aesnil meant to go when we fled Grelana,"” | said
suddenly wi thout knowing | was going to say it. "They have gone to Vedi aster."

The news was greeted with staring silence by everyone in the room nost
especially by me. |1 could feel their eyes on ne as a physical weight, but I
was too busy closing a fist in the carpet fur and watchi ng ny hand hol di ng the
goblet trenble, to have attention to waste on stares. | wasn't guessing about
where Aesnil had gone, | knew, just as surely as if she had told ne about it
before | eaving. The know edge was a compul sion, |ike the conpul sion about

| earning how to use a sword, and | had no nore idea where the second

convi ction had come fromthan | had about the first.

"What | eads you to believe such a thing, wenda?" Tammad asked in the deep
silence, his voice calmand gentle. "Was it gotten fromthe seetar along with
the rest?"

"No," | said, still not up to |ooking around, not with the way |I could fee
those stares. "No, this is a thing | know i n-another manner, yet am| just as
certain. Aesnil has gone to Vedi aster. "

"To a land ruled and run by wendaa,"” Cinnan said, distaste strong in his
voice. "To a place where fenales dare to take to thensel ves the calling of

warrior. | shall not allow Aesnil to remain among ones such as they, for she
is not of their sort. I will ride after her and find her, else shall | not
return. '

"You shall not have to ride alone, Cnnan," Dallan told him rising to his

feet as his father had done a few mnutes earlier. "I will ride with you, and
we will find nmy cousin together. "
"Your presence will be nost welcone, drin Dallan,” C nnan answered with warm

gratitude, noving across the carpet fur to clap Dallan on the shoulder. "As
will be the presence of your bl ade."

"I believe |, too, will acconpany you," Tanmad said slowy, thoughtfully. "



must continue with the task | have undertaken to protect our people, yet are
the directions many in which the task has already taken me. The road to

Vedi aster may be | ooked upon as no nore than another direction.”

"Tammad, ny friend, you, too, are nobst wel cone," Cinnan said, watching with a
relieved smle as the big barbarian also rose to join everyone else. "Should
we sonehow | ose the trail, your wenda may be of sone aid in rediscovering it.
Shoul d you nmean for her to acconpany us."

"You are correct in assuming | nean exactly that," Tammad reassured the ot her
big man, his hand going to his shoulder. "I have given ny word that she shal
not again be allowed to | eave nmy side, and she may indeed prove to be of sone
assistance. As the day is nearly gone, let us depart with the newlight."

"No," | said as Cinnan and Dallan agreed with Tammad, Rellis also nodding in
approval, but none of themheard me. | was about as inportant in that
gathering as a piece of furniture, the sort of furniture you put sonething
down on w thout even | ooking, knowing it will be right where you expect it to
be. | raised ny voice and repeated, "No!" and the second tinme it got through
to them

"I't would be foolish to depart sooner, Terril," Dallan said with parti al

attention, speaking for themall. "Wen the new day begins, we shall begin as
well."

"That is not what | was referring to," | said at once, before they could go
back to their terribly inportant planning, getting to my feet to nmake it

unani nous. "My disagreenment referred to ny presence, which will be absent from
your di stingui shed conpany. | have no desire to join you, therefore shall
remain behind. My loss will be devastating, | know, yet are you |'lendaa and
surely able to bear up beneath so terrible a | oad. You have ny good w shes for
your endeavor, though | scarcely believe you will find them necessary.

Success, as always, will certainly be yours."

| put ny goblet of golden wine down on one of the snall tables the room held,
not bothering to drain it first, ignoring the thick silence | noved through. |
knew | was being stared at for a third tinme, but | really didn't care; they'd
made it abundantly clear that | wasn't one of them that | wasn't good enough
to be one of them so I'd made ny answer just as clear. | was a Prine

Xenonedi ator of the Centran Amal gamation, and | was damed if |'d be treated
like a piece of furniture. | then wal ked to the door, opened it, and sinply
left.

When | got back to the apartnent | shared with Tanmad, a servant was there
lighting the candl es agai nst the approachi ng darkness. She carried an encl osed
candl e that supplied the flane she passed around, and al so had a bag over her
shoul der that contained fresh candles to replace any that had burned all the
way down. The bedroom had al ready been taken care of before my arrival, and

t he bathing roomwas quickly finished up. The girl sniled to me on her way out
and | started to return the smle nechanically, but even that feeble gesture
was | ost to me when her opening of the door to the hall showed I'd been
followed fromRellis's entertaining room The expression on Tammad's face
reflected his usual calm but his mnd was back to whirling behind that calm
| turned away from himand wal ked to the center of the room and didn't turn
back even when | heard the door close.

"How long a trip do you think it will be?" | asked, |ooking at one candl e
flame that was destined to grow brighter as soon as it got darker. "You'l
probably find it hard to believe, but I'll mss you."



"I truly have no doubt of that, wenda," he said with a sign, slowy noving
across the carpet fur toward me. "And it has cone to ne that we have not as
yet conpl eted the discussion earlier begun between us. Clearly is it necessary
that the matter be seen to. "

"There's very little that needs seeing to," | said with a shrug, unconfortably
aware of how cl ose he stood behind me. "I'Il be careful with my experinmenting
whil e you' re gone, and probably won't even | eave these roons very often. How
long do you think it will be before you get back?"

"Wenda, there is a great deal remmining to be seen to," he argued, holding the
tops of nmy arnms, his deep voice fractionally |less gentle. "This-experinmenting
you have done with Lenham and Garth has not been good for you, and there wll
be no nore of it."

| tried to turn around to disagree with him but the hands on ny arns were
already directing me toward the roonm s nound of cushions with a firmess that
brooked no refusal, as if to insist we get nore confortable before the fight
started. When we got there Tammd sat and pulled ne into his | ap, so that our
faces were alnost on the sane |evel

"You must hear ny words, hama, for | have been greatly disturbed by what has
been told ne," he said, serious blue eyes |ooking straight at me while one big
hand smoothed nmy hair. "I had thought having Lenham and Garth near you woul d
be an easing for you in your new place, a last tie to the old which would
assist in your acceptance of the new. In believing this | have, instead,
caused you harm"

"Tammad, that's not true!" | began, putting ny hands to the bare chest | sat
so near, but his hand tightened at the back of ny neck as he shook his head.

"Terril, it is no other thing than truth,” he maintained, the sadness in his
eyes replaced with determination. "I had thought the two men of your worlds
wel | along the road toward | earning proper behavior, yet is this patently not
so. Your request for their assistance should have first been discussed with
me, to learn if such a thing had nmy approval. Neither of them even spoke of
the doing afterward."

"But that was because | asked themnot to!" | protested, deliberately
refraining frommentioning that Len and Garth had vol unteered to hel p, not
nerely agreed when | asked. | hadn't asked, but | didn't want to get theminto

nore troubl e.

"It matters not that you requested such a thing of them" he said, shaking his
shaggy bl ond head again. "It was their duty to speak first with me, for | am
the man to whom you bel ong. Such decisions are nine alone to make."

"No," | said with a headshake of nmy own, unable to take my eyes fromhis face,
nmy voice suddenly without strength. | wasn't trying to argue what he's said,
and he was well aware of it; what | was trying to deny was the entire concept,
the very thought that he would do that to nme, but he wasn't allow ng deni al

"I't may be | ooked upon in no other way, my sadendra," he said, the sadness

returned but the determination still firm "You are ny bel ongi ng, ny wenda
and your obedience to me nust be conplete. To have allowed you time to accept
this was also an error, one which will not be continued. You will perform no

further experinentation, and in fact are forbidden even to speak with Lenham
and Garth ever again. "

"You can't mean that!" | whispered, so deeply shocked that nmy mind felt nunb



and cold, ny hands |ike wood on the chest | still held them against. "Tamrad,
pl ease don't say that, you know I can't "

"But you shall, wenda,' he interrupted, his calm even voice so renorsel ess
that it made nme want to shiver. "The pain and distress given you by cause of
your power has already been far too great; | will not allow there to be nore

To be accepted and desired as an ordi nary wenda was your deepest wi sh; it is
this wish | nean to see granted you."

"But 1'mnot just an ordinary woman," | protested w de-eyed, so confused | was
growing dizzy. "I'ma Prime and getting stronger so quickly that | don't know
what's happeni ng! And Len and Garth! | can't just "

"You shall," he repeated, interrupting again, those blue, blue eyes refusing
to release ne. "Though it was surely not done by intention, Lenham and Garth
are the cause of your present upset. They | ook upon you not as a woman but as
a Prime, and are able to deny you nothing. In their mnds you stand as |'lenda
to them one to be |ooked up to and obeyed. This has |led you to expect the
same fromall nen, and brings you distress when you fail to receive it. You
shall not receive this fromnen, Terril, for you are not |'lenda and never
shal |l be. You are wenda, and nust now |l earn to accept the place."

What he was saying was so insane and unreal that | couldn't accept it, not the
| east, smallest part. He believed it conpletely and was determ ned to go
through with it, but | couldn't let himdo that to me. | wanted to be his,
with every part of ny mind and body, but not as a sl ave!

"You're wong in everything you' ve said," | got out, |ooking down fromhis
eyes and starting to get out of his lap. "Just give ne a minute to straighten
nmy thoughts, and I'Il prove to you that '

"You will prove nothing, Terril," he denied, refusing to let nme nmove away from
him frighteningly still wapped in that calm "Does ny error lie in the
insult you felt when Cinnan failed to give you thanks for your presence on the
search? One does not thank another man's wenda for acconpanyi ng hi m where he
goes, yet you felt the lack as insult, a thing nade clear by your parting
words. O perhaps ny error lies in the fact that Lenhamand, to a |esser
extent, Garth, have come to fear you, and therefore have | ed you to believe I
woul d do the sane? Are these the things in which I am m staken?"

| looked up at himagain with the chill back and spreadi ng, his hand on nmy arm
and his armaround ny wai st two metal bands of irresistible strength, finding
nmysel f inmredi ately recaptured by his light blue stare. | had wanted to have

nothing nore to do with ny abilities, and it had bothered ne deeply that Len
feared me and Tammad might do the sane, and | had been feeling insulted over
the way the nen were treating nme, but-

"I can't obey you conpletely and be nothing nmore than anot her wonman,"

whi spered, still whirling with confusion that spun out thin tendrils of fear
"Tammuad, please, if you really love ne you won't ask ne that. There are tines
when | wish it were possible to have nothing nore to do with ny talent, but
that only happens when I'mtired fromthe fight to control and understand it.
When |'mnot tired | know better than to wi sh for such a thing, because ny

talent can't be ignored or forgotten about. | want to live with you and never
| eave you, but it has to be in a way we both can accept. If you ask nme to give
up using ny abilities and be something I"'mnot, it will destroy everything we

have together."

"Hama, | shall not allow anything to destroy what we have together." He
i medi ately soothed me, drawing ne close to | ean against his chest, the hilt



of his sword brushing nmy right side as he did so. "And | woul d not demand t hat
you cease being what you are, for that cannot be done. You will use your power
when | find it necessary for you to do so, and in the interimyou wll
continue with nmy teaching. As for asking you to obey nme and being no nore than
anot her wenda-Terril, those are things | would not and do not ask, nor would
any true man. These are things | shall have fromyou, as ny due, for I amthe
man to whom you bel ong. You have not been given the choice of obeying, for
such a choice would be difficult and denmeaning for you to make. There is no
choi ce before you; you shall obey."

| tried to shake nmy head in denial of that terrible cal mand rock-hard
decision but his arnms tightened around ne, hol ding me agai nst himexactly as
he wi shed. | wasn't being asked to obey him-I was being told that | would, no
argunents, buts, excuses, or exceptions. | struggled agai nst that warm broad
body, fighting to get |oose, but how was | supposed to fight against strength
like his? I squirnmed wildly, but even that didn't dent his calm

"Your upset now is great, | know, yet shall it soon pass," he said, trying to
send a portion of his calmto soothe ny desperate panting and struggle. "You
now believe you face a terrible fate, yet shall it prove to be nore

pl easurable than terrible, nmore delightful than confining. The burdens will be
gone from your shoul ders, and your heart will be light with song. Al

deci sions of weight and upset will be mine to make, and your |ot no nore than

to give me your love. Is this too great a thing | ask, that you give nme your
| ove?"

| tried to | ook up at himand found that | could, discovered that he was
letting me do it. But there was sonething el se that was happeni ng, sonething
could feel although not understand or fight back agai nst, sonething that was
taking me over. | hadn't cried in a while, hadn't really wanted to cry, but
his last words and that sudden, terrible feeling had brought the tears out to
roll slowy down my cheeks.

"Please don't do this to me," | begged, the sobs al ready begi nning to shake
me, feeling so terribly, terribly small in the circle of those mghty arns. "I
don't know what you're doing to me, but you have to stop it! You have to!"

"Wenda, | do no nore than reassure you of ny love," he said with gentle
sadness, wiping at ny tears before cradling nme in his arnms again. "Do you not
feel the sane |ove for nme, the sane burning desire | have ever felt for you?"

As he said the words | did feel it, the bottoml ess, insatiable need to have
himagain, to be held in his arms and kissed fiercely, to belong to himw th
every part of me. My tears increased as | shook nmy head yet again, trying to
beg himto stop, but he would not. H's hands were already noving slowy over
me, his mnd clearing to the growl of desire, his eyes demanding my very soul
In an instant | no longer sat in his lap but lay on the carpet fur beside him
his lips brushing mne, his hand nmoving up beneath ny gown to slide to ny

thigh. I put nmy own hands to the broadness of his shoul ders, shuddering at
what his stroking touch was doing to ne, closing nmy eyes to stop the usel ess
flow of tears. | had to fight himbut | couldn't, couldn't and was rapidly

reaching the point where | didn't want to, couldn't even remenber why | had
to. He was so strong and hard under ny hands, stronger and harder even than
the fur-covered marble floor | lay on, warmer even than the fur carpeting
itself. His lips came to ny lips again and | accepted them hungrily, noving
agai nst his hands even as | tried to touch all of himw th mne, whinpering
when his swordbelt and haddin kept ne fromit. H s mnd chuckled but his Iips
refused to | eave nmine, one broad fist going to nmy hair to hold nme still.

What ever was done woul d be done the way ' he wanted it, and allow ng nme ny way
wasn't what he want ed.



By the time he let ne up | ong enough to pull ny gown off, | was alnost in
tears again. | struggled out of the wetched thing as quickly as possible and
| ay back down on the carpet fur, then had to wait while he slowy renoved his
swordbelt and haddin. H's eyes touched nme all over as he rid hinmself of
encunbrance, as slowy as his hands had noved, as thoroughly as he had taken

my kiss. | burned so terribly that I wanted to withe where | |ay, nmpaning for
what | knew he woul d soon give nme, certain | would die before he decided he
had tortured ne enough. | closed ny eyes and tossed nmy head back and forth,

holding to the fur to either side of ny body, and then he was |ying down
beside me again to take ne in his arns.

"Do you doubt that you are mine, hama?" he asked very softly, his hands on ne
setting the flames to | eaping and crackling. "Are you able to oppose nmy wll?"

"No," | whispered with a violent headshake, knowi ng | spoke the absol ute
truth, clutching at himwith a frenzy beyond ny control. "I am yours beyond
doubt and deni al, hanmak. Take me now, | beg you to take nme now"

"You have only to ask, sadendra mine," he answered, his mind glowing with the
pl easure of ny having spoken to himin Rimlian. "You shall never find the
need to do nore than ask."

In no nore than a heartbeat he was thrusting inside nme, gathering nme to him
and taking ny lips even as he began to stroke deep. | held to himas he took
my soul, mindless with the joy he gave, trying to nake himknow that | never
wanted himto stop. It went on for a tinme that was just short of forever, to
that place of total fulfillment and shuddering ecstasy, and then, when

awar eness returned though the glow still remained, | |ooked up to see him
crouching beside ne. | hadn't even completely come out of it yet, but he had
al ready replaced his haddin and swordbelt.

"I go now to speak further with C nnan and Dal |l an, concerning the journey we
begin tonorrow, " he said, one wi de hand snoot hi ng back nmy sweat-soaked hair.
"Rest yourself now and regather your strength, then plan what you do not care
to | eave behind you. Wien | return we will take a meal, and you may ask for
what you wi sh then."

He went to one knee and gave me a quick but very definite kiss, his nind

t horoughly appreciating me, and then he was up and striding toward the door
and out. By the time | was able to do nore than just lie there on the carpet
fur he was | ong gone, but by then my mnd was beginning to creak back to
functioning. | rolled to ny side and forced nyself to sitting, put ny head in
nmy hands to ease the dizziness, then nanaged to wonder what the hell he had
done to ne.

After another couple of mnutes | was able to get unsteadily to nmy feet, but I
didn't even | ook toward mnmy di scarded gown. The first thing | needed was in a
silver pitcher on one of the side tables, a light, pretty wine | had cone to
enjoy. | stunbled over to it, tried to get as nmuch of the wi ne as possible
into the cup, then held the cup in two trenbling hands. | had al ways been told
that wine wasn't nade to be gul ped, but the fools who had told ne that had
certainly never experienced what |'d just been through. | gul ped down
everything I'd poured into the silver cup, closed ny eyes and took a deep
breath, and only then felt ready to try standing w thout |eaning or holding
on.

"I don't believe it," | muttered to nyself, grateful for the way the w ne was
starting to force nmy blood into noving again. "l absolutely and conpletely
don't believe it."



The small, wavery image in the silver goblet | still held didn't believe it
either, and | was glad there were two of us. Sonehow sone how Tammad had
overwhel med ne with his mind, a mnd that wasn't anywhere near as strong as
m ne. How the hell had he done it?

The sane way he did it the last time, the wavery silver imge answered
soundi ng smug and knowit-all. You tried to force himinto taking you back to
t he enbassy, and he nearly blew your circuits. This tine he refused to let you
di sobey him

That's stupid, | retorted with ridicule, not quite up to gesturing such
nonsense aside. Last time he used the strength of anger and outrage. This tinme
he wasn't even annoyed. And wouldn't | have felt him attacking? Wy didn't |
under stand what he was doing until it was way too | ate? And what happened to
my filter curtain and nmy shield ? Wiy didn't one of themactivate to bail ne
out ?

If you didn't know you needed hel p, how do you expect unreasoni ng defenses to
have known it? the imge sneered, just short of laughing at me. He isn't of
Centran stock, you know, so why does his talent have to be |ike yours? Even
identical twi ns have differences, and he got you with one of the differences.

There's got to be a defense against it, | canme back with nore desperation than
certainty. There's got to be a way to keep himfromdoing that to ne. | can't
spend the rest of my |ife being nothing nmore than a-a

Rug? the image suggested hel pfully with a snicker, and that absolutely
finished it. | threw the goblet across the roomw th every ounce of strength
I'd recouped, then sank down to the carpet fur with ny hands in ny hair.

"I just had an argunment with a reflection,” | said out |oud, wondering if
that's what it felt Iike to lose your mind. "And | don't even think I won.
What am | going to do?"

This time there were no answers handily avail able, which wasn't quite as
conforting as it should have been. | didn't knowif | would rather be crazy,

or forced to do everything Tammad's way. He | oved ne so much he was even going
to protect me fromthinking for myself.

By the time Tanmad canme back, | hadn't so rmuch pulled nyself together as
scraped the scattered shards into sone senbl ance of neatness. After 1'd gotten
into ny gown again, it suddenly cane to ne that |I'd been told |I was going
after Aesnil whether | wanted to or not, and definitely not as one of the

chi ef searchers. Sonething inside ne |aughed hollowy at that, wi th nothing
resenbling real anusenent. There would be trouble if | went, certified and
guar ant eed, but what good would it do just saying | "knew' it? Lately | was
begi nning to know a |l ot of things, and one of them was that whoever said
"know edge i s power" was an idiot.

Tammad was followed into the bathing roomby a servant carrying a tray, and
once she had made her delivery he closed the door behind her. | sat calmy and
cooly anong the room s cushions, ny |legs folded nodestly to ny left, my hand
hol ding the silver goblet I'd retrieved and refilled, my mnd closed tight
behi nd the heaviest shield | could buffer up. Garth had wondered if | could
wor k through ny own shield the way I'd worked through Len's, and so had I. If
it did turn out to be possible, I'd find it out some other tine.

"I see you have bat hed, hama," he observed, wal ki ng over to investigate what
was on the tray the woman had brought. "Once we have eaten |, too, shal



bat he, and then we may see to giving one another further joy. For what reason
did you not greet ny return as you usually do?"

He turned around to |l ook directly at me then, his question decorated with just
the right hint of faint disappointnment; not criticism mind, just

di sappointnment. He did it so well that | wondered briefly what full mnd
control could possibly do to inprove it.

If you don't mind, I"'min the mddle of getting stinking drunk," | said,
raising the goblet to illustrate nmy point. "Right after that |I intend killing
nmysel f, so don't waste your time waiting for the answers to any questions.”

"You may not kill yourself, hama, for you have not asked ny pernmission to do
so,"” he retorted, a faint grin touching his face and eyes, knowi ng damed wel |
there hadn't been enough wine left in the apartnment to make a child drunk
"For what reason did you not greet ny return as has become usual with you?

"I can't decide whether to junmp out the wi ndow or to drown nyself," | nused,
firmy refusing to remenber what Garth had sai d about jumping. "Wat about
poi son' ? Maybe | can find some poison."

"Per haps one of these dishes here has been poi soned,"” he suggested, beginning
to get into the spirit of the thing. "Come and join ne for the neal, and we
may investigate the matter together. "

"I don't want to die with you," | said. |ooking down into what was left in ny
silver goblet. "I may not be able to live without you, but | don't want to die
with you."

There was silence for a nonment after that, and then he was crouchi ng down in
front of ne to put a gentle hand to ny face.

"Do you find Iife as my woman so intolerable, then?" he asked softly, the
words faintly tinged with hurt. "Have | brought you too great an anount of
pain to bear?"

"Stop that!" | snapped, startling him sending ny glare directly into those
i nnocent blue eyes. "When | said | wanted you to see ne as clearly as you see
others, | didn't nean | wanted to be mani pul ated! Haven't you done enough to

me for one day?"

"Truly do you sound as though you had been beaten, wenda," he said with a
dryness that surely covered annoyance, taking his hand back to hang the arm on
one broad thigh. "As you seemto feel the need so greatly, perhaps it would be
best to grant it to you."

"Not all beatings have to be physical," | nuttered, swallowi ng the urge to
back away fromthat hardened stare. "How would you like it if | did the sane
thing to you?"

"Wul d you attenpt such a thing?" he asked in turn, the words now very soft,
opposing the ook in his eyes. "Wuld you seek to do to me what the Garth
R Hem Sol ohr feared you would do to hinP"

"Certainly," | answered after trying not to swallow very hard. "Then | could
stop wasting time | ooking for ways to kill nyself. It would be taken care of
wi thout ny having to lift a finger."

"Indeed,"” he said with a nod, his grin strong. "lIndeed would the matter be
qui ckly seen to. For what reason do you upset yourself now? For what reason do



you not wait till the horrors of your new life have been experienced before
agoni zi ng over thenf"

"I like to get started with things as quickly as possible," | replied, not
caring nuch for his version of hunor. "You don't seemto think I'll have any
problem but you're not looking at it fromwhere |'mstanding. | won't be able

to do it, you know. "

"Have no fear, all necessary doings will be mne," he reassured me, the grin
still strong. "Have you thought upon what you will need on the journey?"
"Tammad, | don't want to go to Vediaster," | said, trying to make him
understand how serious | was wi thout projecting the feeling. "If | do go,
somet hing wi | | - happen. "

Ch, good, | thought, watching himfrown faintly with [ ack of understandi ng.
Such detail ed description and fl owi ng verbiage is guaranteed to make him see
your side of it.

"What sort of thing do you believe will occur, wenda?" he asked, working at
soundi ng reasonabl e. "That Vediaster is ruled over by wendaa shoul d not

di sturb you, for you, too, are wenda. L'lendaa are not encouraged to visit
there, yet are they allowed to do so and also to depart in peace. There will
be danger for neither you nor we. What is it that disturbs you?"

"I really wish I could tell you," | answered, frustrated over having not hi ng
nore than a stupid feeling. "You'll just have to | eave nme behind."

"Wenda, such a thing mght have been possible had you not spoken as you did
earlier in Rellis's chanber,"” he said, nore reproof than regret in the eyes

t hat | ooked down at ne. "Your words were a challenge to nmy authority over you,
and therefore may not be allowed to stand. You shall not be left behind. "

"Dam it, if you go alone there won't be any trouble!" | nearly shouted,
rising to ny knees in response to the way he'd strai ghtened and headed back to
the food tray. "If | go with you, sonething will happen!"

"Indeed,"” he said without turning to | ook at nme, reaching to the pitcher of
wine the tray held. "What will occur is your learning full obedi ence. \Wat
things do you wish to bring with you upon the journey?"

"I don't own anything to bring with nme," | answered with the fum ng anger |
felt, filled up to there with frustration and upset. "I don't own one single
thing on this world, and ny possessions equal ny value, which is just the way
you want it. The only problemis, you won't regret it nearly as nuch as |
will."

| sat back down on the carpeting turned away fromhim one knee up with el bow
resting on it, hand to head. H nts, hints and nore dammed hints, but nothing
solid but a feeling! If | hadn't been so angry | would have begun feeling
frightened, that and sick to my stomach. , Sonet hi ng unpl easant was going to
happen, but what ?

"Terril, when one fears a certain thing, justifiably or unjustifiably, al
ot her things about that central object take on a reflection of the fear it

generates," Tamuad said fromnot too far behind nme, his voice filled with
conpassion. "You fear the Iife which will be yours beside ne, and therefore do
you begin to fear all occurrences in that life. | shall not allow harmto cone

to you, hama, and for that you have ny word



When his big hand touched my shoul der | twi sted around and grasped his arm
two- handed, really needing to put my face to it. He'd be hurt because of that
prom se, | knew he'd be hurt, and | had to do sonething about it.

"Hamak, please!" | nearly begged, strangling his armwith the hold |I had on
it. "When are you going to teach me how to use a sword?"

"Hama, | have not yet given ny agreenent to do so," he canme back, his voice
suddenly very neutral. "lIs this the sole manner in which you wish to ask for
t he thing?"

| hesitated briefly before |ooking up at him but using ny eyes didn't tell ne
anything | didn't already know. The nman |'d been banded by wore no particul ar
expression, neither encouraging nor discouraging. Neutrality is at tinmes a
very fine trait, but | suddenly noticed that he also wasn't maki ng any

prom ses.

"Doesn't it matter to you that now | know | have to | earn swordwork because of

you?" | asked, reflecting that the nore upset | got, the nore answers | seened
to get. Maybe if | got hysterical, which wasn't, at that point, too farfetched
a possibility, I'd know it all. "Don't you want to be as safe as you promni sed
I would be?"

"To wish to learn sword skill in order to protect your hamek is a fine and

nobl e nmotivation, wenda," he allowed, a twinkling in his eyes despite the
continued sobriety of his expression. "There is, however, your hamak's

perm ssion first to be obtained, which may perhaps be gotten by pleasing him
Do you nean to pl ease hinP"

That's a good question, | thought, still looking up at him I'd just
di scovered that the reason | needed swordwork was to protect ny bel oved, but
nmy beloved, a true |'lenda, considered that too funny for words. It so

happened | did too, especially since G nnan and Dal l an woul d be with us, but
none of that answered the question. Tammad thought it was funny, but | knew
was | going to let sonething terrible happen to himbecause | was too good to
bend a little?

"It so happens | do intend pleasing him" | replied with a sniff, finally
letting his armgo. "Wat do | have to do first?"

"That, wenda, should be fairly obvious," he said, straightening up and raising
to his lips the goblet he was carrying, probably to hide a grin. "You have not
yet greeted my return in the manner which has grown usual with you."

He spent sone tine swallow ng the wine he'd taken, but why he wasn't choking

was beyond ne. He knew dammed well 1'd have to drop my shield to give himhis
greeting, and that would put me at his nercy again-if | couldn't figure out
what he was doing and how to stop it. He didn't seemw lling to discuss what

he'd done to ne; was that because he was hi di ng somet hi ng-or because he didn't
understand it hinsel f?

"Now, how could | have forgotten to greet you?" | asked in a murmur, deciding
to go for broke. It was tinme to answer a previously asked question, and al so
time to dent some of that nauseatingly thick snugness ny hamak was w apped in.
For the first tine | made the effort to really | ook at the inside of ny
shield, just as |I'd | ooked at the outside of Len's. At first there was
not hi ng, no single crack or crevice, nothing that would allow the faintest
breath in or out-and then it came to ne that | was looking at it wong. Len's
shield was the way m ne had been before the trouble, adequate for the purpose
but full of spaces if you |looked at it properly. Mne | acked those spaces-but



that didn't nean | couldn't go around it. "Around” wasn't the right word any
nore than "spaces" was, but that was the closest | could conme to verbalizing
somet hing that could only be felt. My shield had no spaces, but | could go
around it.

It felt odd reaching around with nmy shield still in place, as though | were
reaching out with a hand that didn't nove fromny side-yet could still get to
and grasp anything in normal range. An invisible hand it was, or an enotion

i nvisible to another enpath, to soneone who was watching closely for ny shield
to drop. Rather than beconi ng aware of my unshi el ded nmind, Tamad felt instead
the bodiless kiss | had taken to giving himin greeting, the sensation that
was interpreted as having a pair of lips pressed to his. He started when he
felt that unexpected sensation, and then he was frowni ng down at ne.

"What have you done, wenda?" he denanded, his annoyance and outrage
del i berately pushing at nmy shield. "You could not have touched ne as you are."

"The wi se teacher nmakes sure to stay a few steps ahead of her student," |
comment ed, drawing ny knees up to hug themwith my arns. "I told you ny
abilities were growi ng stronger and spreading. Didn't you enjoy your
greeting?"

"Ever shall | find joy in the greeting of ny wenda," he said as he stared down
at me, his annoyance so high that his voice had nearly become a growl . He
seened to want to say sonething else, but rather than do so he turned abruptly
and went back to the tray, lifted the pitcher, then took his tine pouring nore
wi ne. When he finished his task and turned back to nme, he was well in contro
of hinsel f again.

"There is a thing you perhaps fail to conmprehend, hama," he said, the words as
snooth as his expression. "When a man bands a wends she is then conpletely
his, to be touched and used by him as thoroughly as he wi shes. No wenda is
permtted to keep herself from her menmabrak, the man who has banded her, in
any manner what soever. Should you truly wish to please ne, you nust also do
the sane."”

H's blue eyes were full of satisfaction as he sipped fromhis refilled goblet,
the satisfaction of knowing he would win no matter what | did. If | obeyed him
| would be unshielded, if | disobeyed he could forget about teaching nme to use
a sword. There were definite disadvantages in being paired with a strong,
intelligent |eader of nmen, | could see, but | really had no choice. It was
annoyi ng that he was making it so hard for me to protect him but | wasn't
about to give up just because he was a stubborn barbarian. | could be stubborn
too, and | had to learn to counter whatever it was he'd done to ne at sone
time or other. | would have preferred later to sooner, but it wasn't working
out that way.

"OfF course no worman shoul d keep herself from her memabrak," | agreed after
only a slight hesitation, dropping ny shield even as | rose to ny feet. "What
else may | do to please you, hamak?"

"You may now join nme in our neal," he answered, the grin returning when he |et
his eyes and m nd brush ne. The humof interest in his mnd was al ways so
strong that it intimdated me somehow, making me feel small and weak and very
vul nerabl e despite the fact that I knew he would never hurt me. O, rather,
that he would never hurt ne voluntarily. Sometines when he nmade | ove to nme he
| ost control of hinself; although he never caused any serious danage, it was
enough to rem nd a woman of the price she sonetinmes had to pay for being

m ndl ess enough to get involved with a barbarian in the first place.



| wal ked over to himnear the tray, joined himin decidi ng what we both want ed
to eat, then carried one of the chosen bows as we took them back to the
cushions. Every step of the way | was aware of his attention on me, the humin
his mind that could turn to a grom at any tine, his very close proximty

wi t hout the | east touch of his hand. He was brushing me with his restrained
desire, forcing me to feel it, getting ne ready for what he'd want after the

nmeal . He knew | |ost control when he did that to ne, that | becane aware of
the soft fur under ny feet, the silken gown draping ny otherw se bare body,
the five bronze, small-linked chains that were the bands he'd put ne in. Soon

t hose things would focus on and highlight my own desire, and control of ny
abilities would be conpletely beyond ne.

"Do not sit yet, hama," he directed, breaking into my thoughts just as we
reached the cushions. "First | would have you renove that gown, so that I
m ght | ook upon all of the woman who is mine."

| could feel his eyes on ne as | bent to put nmy bow on the carpet fur, but I
didn't dare | ook up. Wthout the gowmn | would be totally naked, in a room
where anyone could walk in at any time. Mst people knocked before entering a
bat hi ng room but not everyone and not every tine. He was trying to fluster
me, and was unfortunately doing a damed good job of it. It took very little
time to slip out of the gown and put it aside, and then | stood in nothing but
ny bands.

"How | ovely a woman is in the sight of a man," he said softly, this tine
drawing my eyes to him He had renoved his swordbelt and seated hi nsel f anong
t he cushions, his goblet on a small, lowtable not far fromhis left hand, the
bow he'd chosen in his right. He sat cross-1legged as he | ooked up at nme, and
that |ight-blue stare conveyed the absolute sense of possession all Rimlian
mal es felt when they | ooked at their wonen.

"Come and sit beside nme, hama, so that we nmay share our neal as always," he
said, patting the fur to his inmrediate right after shifting the bow to his
left hand. "And you may also, if you wi sh, speak of what you woul d have of
ne."

| retrieved my bowl and sat down where he'd indicated, my right side to his
right thigh, angled to face him |egs together and bent to the left. | was

al so very busy cursing himout, silently but nevertheless vitriolically. He
had made nme strip naked while he remained clothed, and that was the way | was
supposed to ask for lessons in sword use? | was a wonan, nothing but a [owy
wenda, and he was going to nake sure | understood that fact in every fiber of

ny bei ng.

I had chosen spiced fish cubes and he a neat and cooked vegetabl es concoction
and there was silence while we fed ourselves and each other. Wen | put a fish
cube in his nouth, he took it with the feeling of being given what was his
anyway; when he fed ne sone of the nmeat and vegetabl es, he was sharing what
was al so his, what he generously gave to one who had none of her own. The
enotions were a little blurry around the edges and too wide and full to be
accidental or natural, but that doesn't mean he wasn't really feeling them
Tammad was magni fyi ng what he considered the truth, hel ping ne out to make
sure | didn't mss it. He didn't want ne confused about who and what | was,
where | stood and what was expected of me. |'d been spoiled up till then
allowed to believe as | |iked, but now that was over

W shared another two bow s of food, then two after that, and every once in a
whi | e Tanmad gave nme his goblet to drink from The wi ne was soft and gol den
rather than hot and tawny l|ike drishnak, suitable for a woman as the strong,
spicy drishnak was not. By the end of the nmeal | was gritting ny nental teeth,



fighting to resist his deliberate propaganda, but | was finding it harder and
harder going. | was a wonman and | did belong to him and standing up to him
had al ways been so dammed difficult. Wen | sipped fromhis goblet, taking
wine with his perm ssion, sonmething inside ne wanted to throw up its hands and
wal k away in defeat.

"Now t hat we have had our neal, we may spend a time speaking together," he
sai d, taking his goblet back after nmy last swallow then stretching out anong
the cushions on his rightside. "WAs there any matter you wi shed to discuss?"

The eyes watching me were open and innocent, the m nd behind them confortable
and patient. He was nore than aware of what | was feeling, and had no
intentions of letting me regain ny self-possession before pressing the point
of sword lessons. | was female, and had to be taught howsilly I was for
wanti ng sonething that was strictly for nen.

"Hamak, | woul d-have you teach ne the use of a sword," | got out with
difficulty, |looking down fromhis eyes, know ng why | was speaking Rinmlian. |
was a Rimlian woman asking sonething of a |'lenda, and that was the only

| anguage suitable. Both of nmy hands were on ny bare right thigh, and the
enbarrassment was so severe it was painful

"Harma, | would give you all that | might, yet am| far from convinced of the
necessity for such a thing," he answered, also in Rimlian, his deep voice
grave with the weight of a decision that just might have to be no. "You nust
speak to ne of the reasons you feel such a need, and also urge ny belief. No
wenda of our city has ever asked the sane."

The gentle reproof in his voice was making it worse for nme, telling ne |

wasn't being the best wonan to him| could possibly be. I loved himso nuch
wanted to be the best wonan possible for him which meant he was pitting ny
own feelings against ne. | was being nmade to feel that what | wanted was
wrong, but the feeling wasn't comng fromhim | |ooked up hesitantly to find

that he had turned to his back in the fur, a cushion under his head, his
gobl et put aside. He held his arnms out to nme, telling me to come closer, and
was so eager to obey that | nearly forgot our conversation. | put ny hands on
himas he drew ne close to his chest, and then he sinmply waited. Wth his
warm hard flesh under nmy hands it took nme a minute to renenber what he was
waiting for, and another mnute after that to force myself not to say to hel
with it and begin kissing himall over.

"Hamak, | nust learn sword use for | feel that |I rmust,"” | said, haltingly,

| ooki ng down into the eyes that |ooked up at ne. "There is a-a feeling-that |
have, that will not let ne rest; it whispers to ne constantly. You have ny
word that | will do my utnost to keep from sham ng you."

"I have no doubt of that, hama," he said, using one hand to slowy stroke ny
hair. "And yet nust | be sure that this-need-you feel would not interfere with
what other duties | set you. Are you able to reassure ne of this?"

Reassure him He was holding me and stroking ny hair and making sure | could
feel the humin his nmnd, and | was supposed to reassure him |'d never heard
it called that before, and al so discovered that what it was called didn't nake
much di fference. He wanted to be coaxed and | was going to have to do
it-without a single guarantee of success. | still had the choice of forgetting
about it, but that was one choice | didn't care to nake.

"Surely you know, beloved, that | would never neglect you," | rmurnmured,
| eaning down to put ny lips to his face, then gently work ny way to his ear
and neck. "Please, Tammad, | ask a very great deal, | know, yet are you one of



the few strong enough to be asked such a thing. OGther men would nerely | augh
and refuse, but you-you have the strength and understanding to do nore than
sinmply reject ny need. You are a nman anong nmen, and nay do as others cannot."

The di al ogue was naki ng me queasy, as was the wheedling tone | was using, and
ki ssing himthat way was maki ng ne want himnore. Aside fromthat, though
things weren't going as badly as 1'd thought they would. Tammad was a Rimlian
['"lenda, and Rimlian warriors were used to letting thensel ves be coaxed into
things by their women. | could feel his sudden realization that what |1'd said
was beginning to sway him and decided to press ny advantage as far as
possi bl e.

"Ah, hanak, ny respect for you is boundless,” | purred, letting himfeel how

much | was enjoying running nmy hands over him "To take on the burden of

i nstructing one who is so hel pl ess and weak! Truly is that an undertaking for
a man with capabilities far beyond those of others. You are strong, and brave,
and generous, and- GCh!"

I'"d cried out involuntarily at the sudden, unexpected sensation, a sensation

t hat was conpl etely nonphysical in origin, no other thing than physical in
application. Both of his hands were on ny back, holding me to him but just as
| hadn't used lips to give himhis kiss, he hadn't used a hand to touch nme in
his favorite place. He'd been | ooking for a way to distract me from sayi ng
what was obviously getting through to him and it seemed as though he'd found
it.

"Ah, you felt ny caress, then?" he said with surprised satisfaction, really
very pleased with himself. "My progress clearly continues and inproves, just
as you wi shed. Are you not pleased as well?"

"I ndeed, hamek, | amgreatly pleased," | gasped out, finding it inmpossible not
to try pulling away fromhim finding the pulling away just as inpossible.
Slowy, clunsily, but very definitely, he was touching ne, exactly the sort of
touching he was trying for

"It was not ny intention to interrupt you, hama," he said, his hands al so
nmovi ng slowy over my back, under ny hair. "Please continue with the thought
al ready begun."

"The thought,"” | echoed, trying to remenber what |'d been saying, ny hands

al ready closed tight on his arms. Ch yes, swordwork, a sword that cut rather
than only pierced, a sword worn to the side in a sheath rather than under
a-"The feeling-the feeling will not let me rest, hamak," | babbl ed, beginning
to feel dizzy and even nore aware of how naked | was. "It is for your sake
that | seek such a thing, only for your sake. For your safety, for your touch
for your |ove- Chhh!"

| lost it entirely, then, squirmng up to bury nmy fists in his hair so that |
m ght kiss himw ldly and nadly. He had apparently paid attention to what he
was receiving at sone tine when he nade love to ne, and that's just what | was
feeling then, that he was prepared and begi nning to nake | ove to ne. The
sensation of the first touch of his flesh to mne was what | had, that and no
nmore, and | knew | couldn't live without nore. | nopaned and begged as | kissed
him dying for him and he wasted no tinme giving me what | begged for

Chapter 3

The early nmorning was dimand chilly, especially in the stabling cave where



the seetarr were kept. The torches on the walls were | ow from havi ng burned
all night, and that seened to add to the lack of warmh. | hugged nyself

agai nst that chill, then had to adnmit its source was nore inner than outer

I'd been given a new sort of inmad and caldin to wear, in place of the gowns of
my former, tenporary wardrobe, and another set was already packed in with
Tammad' s things. My nenabrak had bought me the | ong-sleeved, blouse-Ilike inmdd
and ankl e-length, full-skirted caldinn for the upcomng trip, both articles of
clothing warmy made agai nst the cooler air we would find higher in the
nmount ai ns. He had al so bought me a pair of lined, soft-leather foot coverings,
but those were just then al so packed away. They woul d be given to nme when
needed them when ny nemabrak decided | needed them until then I wal ked

baref oot on the snmooth rock floor of the cavern, sinply huggi ng nyself agai nst
the chill.

"Tammad, al dana,"” Dallan called softly in greeting as we neared him his voice
both hollow and nuffled in the large cavern. "I have nyself only just arrived,
yet has G nnan been here for some time. Did he ride alone, he would already be
gone. "

"Though one m ght wish it otherw se, one cannot follow a trail one is unable
to see,"” the barbarian answered, his mnd throbbing with synmpathy for Cinnan
"Let us ready our seetarr as quickly as we may, so that the man need not
agoni ze the longer."

"Most certainly,"” agreed Dallan i mediately, also feeling the synpathy
strongly, then they both turned to what had to be done. Neither one spoke to
me or even |looked in ny direction, but that didn't nean they weren't aware of
me. Tammad, especially, was very aware of ne where | stood, about ten feet
back in the shadow between torches, hugging nyself and | ooking down at ny
still-bare feet.

The ni ght before, our "conversations" had continued the way the first had
begun, with the barbarian being pleased and nme barely in control of any

| anguage what soever. After giving ne what | had begged for he'd had ne bathe
him then he'd given ne a few | essons of a kind other than nmental. H s body
was nostly healed fromthe terribl e whipping he'd been given by the intruder

but the remaining scars and ridges upset me out of even nore control. | didn't
want himto be hurt again so I'd kept trying to ask my favor, but he hadn't
wanted to be asked. By the tine he'd carried ne to the bed furs, 1'd been as

linp as a rag and totally beyond speech

Earlier the next morning |I'd awakened before him to lie in the furs and stare
into the darkness. Tanmad had refused to believe what |1'd said about ny going
to Vediaster, but I knewit wasn't something that could be avoi ded by

di sbelief. He also had refused to listen to a request to | earn swordwork, and
that was a request he could put off indefinitely, especially during a trip
when there would be very little time or opportunity for that. At first |
hadn't known what to do, and then it had cone to me that both of my mgjor
probl ems could be solved with a single effort, the effort to stay behind. M
avoiding the trip would keep the three nen who were going safe, and while
Tammad was gone | would be able to find someone to teach ne swordwork, with
the help of ny talent if necessary. Rellis felt he owed me a favor for saving
Dallan's life by ending the intruder, and there was sure to be sonething
could do with that. If | hid out somewhere with my shield closed tight unti
the three were gone, and then told Rellis |I'd been too afraid at the thought
of Vedi aster to let nyself be taken with them everything ought to turn out
just fine. 1'd known Tammad woul d be angry with ne when he got back, but 1'd
preferred the thought of himangry to the thought of himhurt.

Once 1'd made ny decision 1'd slipped quietly out of the furs, tiptoed through



t he darkness into the bathing roomto find my gown, then had gone toward the

door to the hall. It was difficult seeing well with all the candl es bl own out,
and I'd been groping for the door when a big hand cl osed about ny arm M
heart had al nost stopped still fromthe fright, but that was only the

begi nning of it. Behind the shield of deep, deep cal m Tanmad had rigidly

i nposed on hinself had been his anger, an anger he'd let me feel once it was
no | onger necessary to stand hunter-still in the darkness. He'd waited to find
out if | really had been trying to sneak out of the apartnent, and once he'd
known for sure he'd punished ne for trying to di sobey him

"Al dana, wenda. " Dallan's voice canme, bringing me back to the stabling cave.
He was |leading his two seetarr, the first a saddle aninmal with a pack ani nal
behi nd, and he'd stopped a couple of feet away fromme. "I give you greeting
for this fine new day, Terril."

"I thank you for your greeting, Dallan,” | answered, |ooking up at himwith
very little enthusiasm "Please allowne to returnit, for it seens only
fitting to do so with one who is able to find approval of a day such as this."

"You find the | ook of this day unacceptabl e?" he asked, raising his brows with
a surprise he wasn't feeling. Dallan was teasing nme, and knew wi t hout doubt
that I knewit. "I had not thought you would prefer clouds and rain."

"My preferences matter not in the | east upon any matter one would care to
cite," | informed him in no nmood for even the gentlest of teasing. "The sole
poi nt of satisfaction nowremaining to me is that soon you will no | onger
consider this day quite so fine."

"OfF what do you speak, wenda?" he asked, narrowi ng his eyes as his anusenent
faded. "What is it that you anticipate?”

"I?" | asked, raising my brows as he had and with just as little rea
surprise. "I amno nore than a wenda, no nore than the bel ongi ng of one of
true worth. In what manner mght | anticipate doings concerning |'lendaa?"

Exasperati on touched himthen, the sort that straightened |'lendaa to their
full height to | ook down at you with hard blue eyes, but I wasn't in the nood
to be intimdated. | was in the mood to be scared stiff, but that wouldn't
have done ne any nore good than trying to run away had.

"As you seem so well aware of your true place in our world, perhaps you would
care to reconsider the response you have given ne," Dallan said, still keeping
his voice low "O would you prefer that | speak with Tanmad concerni ng your
behavi or ?"

"Speak with himor not as you will," | retorted, making sure | avoided
Dal l an's eyes. "You may be sure, however, that | shall not speak with him for
I no longer feel the |east concern over what may becone of that beast. Nor

t hose who call thenselves brother to him"

"I had thought, Terril, that you and I were also helid," he said, using the
Rimlian word for a very close, non-bl ood, nonsexual, relationship. "Have |
given you insult with either word or deed?"

| looked up at himthen, his features nore clearly illum nated by the dying
torches than mine, and saw the sober face of truth | ooking down. Dallan was
asking ne not to take nmy mad at Tanmad out on him which was a reasonabl e
enough request for anyone in the nood to be reasonable. The only trouble was,
to that point being reasonable had gotten me nowhere, and | was tired of
wasting the tine and effort.



"You ask ne to speak to you of ny nisgivings so that you, too, nay have
opportunity to give ne insult?" | said, noticing that my question brought back
some small part of his amusenent. "I amnot that nuch helid to you, Dallan."

"I gave you no insult, wenda," came another voice, one | was nore than eager
to forget. Tammad had his own seetarr ready, and had brought them over beside
Dallan's. "Merely did | weigh your words and find them unsubstantiated, and
then did | strap you for disobedience. Insult was neither thought upon nor

gi ven."

That dammed cal mwas back in his mnd, the cal mhe usually noved through life
with, the calmhe used in place of the true shield he didn't seemable to
form the calml didn't have to look up to his face to see. This tinme it
wasn't covering anything but nmore calm but even if it had been | wouldn't
have been in the least interested. The strapping he'd given nme had been very
short, but he'd made sure it would hurt; | wasn't going to be allowed to

di sobey him and that's all he cared about. For my own part | didn't even care
about that rmuch anynore, and was beginning to hope |1'd get killed. He'd be
sorry then that he hadn't listened to ne.

"What words of hers did you find unsubstantiated, Tanmad?" Dal |l an asked when
it was clear | would be neither |ooking at nor speaking to the big barbarian
"Perhaps Cinnan and | should hear themas well."

"The wonan w shes to renmain behind, Dallan,"” Tanmmad said with a sigh of
| ong-suffering patience, his calmfaintly rippled with annoyance. "She has

been told that she will be taught proper obedi ence upon this journey,
t heref ore does she seek to avoid naking it. She has said that her presence
will bring us ill; is such a contention to be credited when we ride to

Vedi aster? Perhaps in another city her fears might well be justified, yet in
Vedi ast er ?"

"I see the difficulty," Dallan admtted with his own sigh, one that tried to

di sgui se the fact that he had already switched sides. "In a city of |'lendaa
there m ght well be sone nunber who woul d stand agai nst you for the possession
of a green-eyed, dark-haired wenda such as Terril; in Vediaster there is

unlikely to be even the thought of such a thing. The wendaa who rule it would
not all ow such thoughts."

"Exactly," the barbarian agreed, his annoyance gone. "I have never nyself
visited that city, yet have | heard of it fromothers. The woman fears naught
save the wailing dark."

Dal | an shrugged wi t hout addi ng anything, trying to catch ny eye to |l et nme know
he' d been as open-m nded as possible, but that was his opinion. Mne was that
I'd get nore positive, intelligent response by |ooking for it in the stone of
the cave fl oor.

Wth all packing and conversations taken care of, | was herded al ong between
the two men as they went to where Cinnan waited for us. The third Rinmlian was
dressed the way Tanmad and Dal |l an were, which surprisingly wasn't in their
usual haddi nn. Under their swordbelts all three nen wore tight cloth pants
like the leather pants Dallan had worn as a servant-slave in Aesnil's pal ace,
pants that had a good deal of stretch and were made of the sane cloth as ny

i mad and cal din. Tammad had a tight, |ong-sleeved shirt and short, |ined boots
to go with the pants, but both shirt and boots had been packed away for use at
another tinme, probably the sanme thing the other two men had done with their
accessories. Cnnan's pants were gold, Tammad's tan, and Dall an's blue; both
sets of nmy inodd and cal dinn were of a lovely, delicate pink.



"Dal |l an, Tammad, | give you greeting for this new day," C nnan said warmy as
we canme up to him "I had not thought you would be prepared so early to
depart. You both have my thanks."
"Thanks are unnecessary, Ci nnan," the barbarian said with a shake of his head,
di smissing Cinnan's al nost-pathetic gratitude. "There is a question | would
ask one final time, however: you both continue to feel it w ser that we |eave
our followers behind rather than have them acconpany us? W three alone wll
be a nore effective force?"

"We three alone will cause the wendaa in Vedi aster |ess distress,"” Dallan
said, Cnnan's firmnod supporting the statenent. "W would not wish themto
believe we ride in conquest, and cause themto send their fenal es agai nst us
in defense of their city. W go to retrieve a wenda, not to slay hordes of
them™

"I ndeed, " said G nnan, his mnd as confident as Dallan's. "Were we to ride
agai nst them we would certainly be victorious, therefore do we refrain from
causing themfright."

How chi val rous, | thought as Tammad nodded his own agreenent, now conpletely
convinced. The tall, generous |'lendaa of this area nagnani nously allowed the
poor little females to believe thensel ves safe due to the strength of their
own swordarns, chuckling indulgently all the while. It came to ne then to
wonder why |'lendaa from another area, not quite as generous with an entire
city and its surroundi ng countryside at stake, hadn't already ridden in and
def eated t hose poor, hel pl ess wonmen. Renenbering the pair of twin nale slaves
brought as a gift to Aesnil by the anbassador of Vediaster, the two big,
beautiful nen whose minds had been so full of fear and cringing that slaves
were all they would ever be for the rest of their lives, | would have enjoyed
aski ng about previous invasion attenpts. | really did want to ask the
qguestion, but the three big, strong nmen | acconpani ed had al ready disnissed
the subject, and were too busy leading their seetarr out of the stabling
cavern to be bothered. | was herded along with the rest of the animals before
t he question could even be franed.

Qut side the cavern the rising sun was already beginning to warmthe air, and a
small crowd was there to see us off. Rellis and a recovering Seddan, anong

ot hers, said good-bye to Dall an; Loddar and Kernman and a dozen ot hers wi shed
Tammad a swift journey, and C nnan's nmen confidently assured himthat he would
soon be returning with Aesnil on his saddle fur, holding to himw th the deep

| ove he had nade her feel. | tried to find Len and Garth in the crowd, checked
again when | couldn't, then remenbered that the barbarian had forbidden nme to
see them ever again. | stood alone in the mddle of all those friendly,

chatting people, an island of silence in a sea of conversations and | aughter
and | ooked down at the flagstones of the courtyard. Tamad said no and Len and
Garth obeyed him and | was already beginning nmy newlife. A bright newlife,
full of all the hope and pronise and love |I'd been told it would have, as
deeply satisfying as anyone coul d ask. The fl agstones were rough and hard
under my bare feet, but | had | ong since becone used to wal ki ng baref oot.
Peopl e can becone used to anything, if they're kept at it |ong enough.

The good- byes and good wi shes |asted until we rode away fromthem G nnan in
the | ead, Tammad and Dal | an together behind him I, of course, was on the
saddl e fur behind the barbarian, ny arns around his body as |I'd been ordered
to keep them The saddle fur was a lot softer than the saddle itself would
have been, but | was still in a good deal of disconfort fromthe puni shrment
I'd been given. The disconfort was neant to be an extension of that

puni shrent, an object | esson on the consequences of disobedience, and |I'd been



forbidden to use pain control to nake the tine any easier. | tried to tel
nmysel f | wouldn't have used pain control anyway, would have preferred feeling
the pain to help nyself remenber that | didn't care about that beast any

| onger, but after only a few m nutes gave up the effort. It hurt to sit and
ride like that, hurt in a way that was terribly hum liating, but | wasn't

being allowed to avoid the sensations. | was being nmade to feel themand |earn
fromthemeven if | didn't want to. | was a banded wenda bei ng taught to obey
her | | enda.

Depression is a funny enotion; it can be weak enough to sinply sour a good
nmood, or strong enough to cause suicide or nurder. It makes you very aware of
the grimthings happeni ng around you, but |ets you ignore anything pl easant;
events are never neutral under its sway, only dim bad, or dreadful. W rode
away from Dal |l an's house back up to the mountain road Aesnil and | had been
caught on during our escape attempt, followed the road to the turnoff for

Vedi aster, then followed that new road. It was narrow enough to cause us to
ride single file for quite a way, surrounded by the rock of the nountain, the
trail leading gently but definitely upward. C nnan's nount noved eagerly
forward, sonehow al nost snelling Aesnil's previous passage fromthe very air
we noved through, but no one asked ne about it. G nnan, up ahead, already knew
where the search was taking him and Dallan, bringing up the rear, was sinply
enjoying the ride and the pretty day. The barbarian | held to was busy with
his own thoughts, was enjoying the feel of nmy arns around him and was faintly
i npatient to be where we were going. |, as opposed to the others, was sinply
depr essed.

The higher we clinbed into the mountains, the wider the trail became. Wth the
wi deni ng cane the presence of sone grass and eventually a few trees, but |
couldn't seemto make nyself interested in the | andscape. The air was pure and
sweet, warmed by the sun but a good deal cooler than what 1'd recently grown
used to, and birds flew over us scream ng out their indignation at our
trespass or nerely watching us curiously. The slow, sw nging pace was boring
and soporific, and when Cinnan pulled off the trail and stopped, it was
scarcely an inprovemnent.

"This place seens wi de enough to halt for a nmeal," C nnan observed, | ooking
toward the two men who had followed himto the side of the road. "Wat think
you?"

"The sane," Dallan agreed, his casual words showi ng nothing of his relief.
When G nnan had kept goi ng beyond noon Dal |l an had begun thinki ng about his
stomach, but Tammad hadn't noticed. The barbarian was busy plotting and

pl anni ng again, sonething that tended to turn himoblivious of his

sur roundi ngs.

"The halt will do well for us all," he told G nnan, reassuring the other man
that they weren't nmerely wasting time. "Wien | rode in search of Terril |

| acked the good sense to know this of my own self, needing the words of others
to calmny haste. The woman is in no danger, Ci nnan, mnerely does she journey
as we do. When we find her, you will see the thing for yourself."

"Indeed,"” said C nnan with a heavy nod, dismounting as he worked to believe
what he had been told. "There is little danger in these nountains for those

upon seetarr, and once beyond themthere will be |I'lendaa to give what aid
m ght becone necessary, and then the wendaa of Vediaster. Aesnil wll not be
har med. "

"Before she is found,"” qualified Dallan with a chuckle, also disnmounting.
"Afterward | feel sure you will speak to her, Ci nnan, concerning the
fool i shness of a woman running from her nmemabrak and the responsibilities



whi ch are hers. My cousin seens greatly in need of a speaking to."

"I ndeed,"” Cinnan said again, but this time he didn't add to the single word.
Dal | an' s conment had done nore to distract himthan the barbarian's
reassurances, sonething

Tammad knew and didn't mind in the least. He chuckled quietly as he slid from
his mount and then turned to lift ne down, a chuckle that anticipated what
Aesni|l woul d get once they caught up with her. As soon as | was on ny feet he
went to see what C nnan was al ready di ggi ng out of one of the packs, |eaving
me alone to nmove painfully on the thin, stony grass. | was stiff and aching
fromthe ride, nore so than | had been that norning, but that was the way |
was supposed to be. It was all part of mnmy punishnent to teach ne to be a good
little girl.

Once | was sure nmy legs would hold me, | wal ked as far fromthe road as
possible, right up to the side of the mountain | oom ng so high above us. The
grass was slightly thicker there with fewer stones, and the angl ed sunli ght
was thick as well. | lay down facing the brownish rock, on ny left side in the
grass, ignoring the thoughts of confort conming fromthe barbarian's nount. 1'd
already told himl| wanted no confort, but he refused to | eave nme al one. He
cared about ne and could feel the shape and notion of ny thoughts, and kept
trying to pull me out of the depression. But realizing that the only one
really concerned about nme was a seetar sinply pushed ne further down into it.

| lay in relative peace and quiet for a while, aware of the casua

conversati on exchanged anong the nmen but not really listening to it, and then
nmy solitude was ended. A pair of feet wal ked up to nme through the grass, and a
mnute later a hand touched my arm

"Why have you not yet come to nme for your food, harn?" the barbarian asked,
his hand warm on ny arm even through the sleeve. "W nust soon resune our
journey."

"I don't want anything to eat," | told him making sure ny mnd didn't nove
toward his. "lI'mafraid |'mnot feeling very well, but it should pass after a
while."

"You are not ill, wenda," he said, noving his hand to stroke my hair. "Merely
do you feel the punishnment you were given for di sobedi ence. The ache will

i ndeed pass, yet not, | hope, the |l esson."

"No, the lesson isn't likely to | eave me very quickly," | agreed, ignoring the
hand on ny hair. "Especially since it was a lesson | asked for. | wanted you

so nuch | didn't stop to ask what |1'd be getting, but you' re certainly hel pi ng
me to find out. Fromnow on | plan on doing a |l ot of thinking before deciding
| want sonething."

"What do you speak of, wenda?" he said, his confusion touched only lightly
with disturbance. "What is it you nean to ask for™."'"

"I ask for nothing, nemabrak," | answered, reverting to Rinmlian as | sat up
away fromhis hand. "Should it be your wish that | take a neal, | wll
certainly do so."

"There-is no need if you have not the desire for it, hama," he said, his voice
a shade nmore unsure as | stared at the brownish stone in front of nme. For the
first time that nmorning he deliberately tried approaching me with his

t houghts, but there was nothing out of place for himto find. Every one of ny
enotions was seal ed up and unnmovi ng, and he was far too new at what he was



doing to separate and interpret them | wasn't resisting himin the slightest,
but there was nothing inside ne for himto touch

"Per haps-you would do well to nmerely rest till we ride again," he said at
| ast, upset and frustrated at not being able to find something he couldn't
even define to hinmself. "I will sunmon you when your presence is required.”

| had the inpression he was about to reach out to touch me again with his
hand, but the touch never came. |Instead he strai ghtened and wal ked away, and a
mnute later there was nore | ow voi ced conversation. | sinply |lay down again
on ny side, and stared at weat her-browned rock

After a while | was called over to the seetarr, lifted to nmy place on the
saddl e fur, and our trip was resuned. |'d been able to feel a sort of
curiosity in the mnds of all three of the men when I'd rejoined them but I
hadn't cared what they were curious about and hadn't even | ooked at them The
road kept going upward and we followed the road, the m nds of the others

wor ki ng whil e nine seened bogged down in the mud. You were a damed fool and
now you're paying for it, something inside nme kept saying, paying for it the
way every damed fool should. You decided you're a big girl now, too big to
keep running away from comm tnents, so you made the comm tnent your gonads
screanmed for and now you're stuck with it. You can't run away and you can't
change it, and you sure as hell can't live with it. There's not much of
anyt hi ng you can do, and you know it. Even if you shed a streamof tears it
won't hel p, because no one cares. | knew the sonething was right, that even
didn't care, just like the browned, weathered rock all around.

"So, Terril, your memabrak tells us you nmean to |l earn the doings of a woman of
this world."” Dallan's voice cane suddenly fromny right, pleased approval
beside lighthearted interest. "As that is your wish, |I shall nyself begin your
| essons with a dish unknown to all save ny famly. | nust have your word that
you will speak of it to no other, of course, for its preparation is to be a
secret between us. WIIl you give ne your word?"

"You may have what you wi sh, drin Dallan," | answered, |ooking at nothing but
t he broad back | sat behind. "I wll, of course, do as you say."

"OfF course," he echoed, the approval and interest gone el sewhere, a
fam liar-seening frustration and di sturbance fighting to fill his nmind. "Wen
we nmake canp for the darkness, we will begin."

No ot her answer seened necessary, but it cane to ne that three mnds seened to
be waiting for one anyway. Even Ci nnan had apparently listened to the very
brief conversation, but the browned rock and I didn't care.

As we rode higher and the light got |ower, the tenperature started goi ng down.
It still wasn't as cold as it would have been if we'd been going over the top
of the nountain instead of through a relatively | ow pass, but after the warnth
of the rest of the country we'd passed through, the difference felt extrene.
By the time sundown cane and we found a place for the night, the nen had
already pulled their shirts on and nmy feet felt nunb. There was very little
nore than stones and rock all around, and | was given nmy new ankl e- hi ghs as
soon as the barbarian took me fromthe saddle fur. | put them on without
sayi ng anything, then wal ked back and forth a few tinmes until ny |egs and back
st opped aching so much and ny feet felt |ess wooden.

The three |'l endaa took their seetarr to the left of our canping place to tie
and hobbl e them and relieve themof their burden, but Dallan left his tw to
the others and cane back al nost inmediately with wood for a fire. He built the
fire then went back to his packs, and this tinme returned with neat and a pot



and vegetables and all sorts of things. Wien he gestured to nme | joined himat
the fire, then started doing things at his direction. Every once in a while he
tried teasing ne, then finally gave it up

By the time the neal was ready it was full dark, the camp was conpletely set
up, and we needed to sit near the fire to keep from shivering. Three camt ahh
were now standing away fromthe road near the nountain wall, one for each of
the nmen. | served out the thick stew |'d nade according to direction into four
wooden bowl s, and wondered which of the three small tents I'd be sent to.

"This dish of yours seens quite interesting, Dallan," C nnan said as he took a
bow and sniffed at its contents, his brows rising in approval. "Likely the
wenda had a great deal to do with the manner in which its aroma takes one, yet
does it appear interesting.”

"I do not recall it ever being quite this tasty," Dallan said thoughtfully
after sanmpling the contents of his own bow. "Surely was it somehow i nproved
inits preparation. Wat think you, Tanmad?"

"It cannot be as enticing as it appears,” the barbarian said with a frown,
reaching for the third bow. "I have seen many di shes which appear quite
savory, few which taste the sane.” He fell silent while taking a small bite of
the stew, took a second, larger one with strong surprise, then | ooked again at
Dallan. "It is excellent, nmy friend, truly excellent! Confess now, the doing
was primarily yours."

"I didlittle nore than supervise,"” Dallan said with a | augh of enjoynent,
crouching nearer to the fire with his bow. "The actual doing was Terril's
al one, a wenda who will clearly require little teaching before beconmng a
worman | i ke no other. You are a fortunate man, Tammad, truly fortunate."

"I ndeed, " said G nnan with enthusiasm but whatever else he said was | ost
after that. | had left the fire after doing the last thing required of ne, and
had by then reached the seetarr. It was terribly cold away fromthe fire, and
dar k enough to nake the footing treacherous, but | couldn't hold back any
longer. | had to have soneone to share ny misery with, or it would expl ode and
break nme to pieces.

The barbarian's seetar knew | was coning, and runbled softly in encouragenent
until | reached him Once | was there he lowered his giant head to ny

shoul der, pushing me up against his great black body so that | night share his
warnth, his mnd imediately putting out soothing thoughts. He didn't know
what was bothering ne, didn't understand anything beyond the fact that | was
bot hered, but that didn't keep himfromtrying to confort ne. As | pressed ny
cheek to his soft, sleek hide and held himas far around as | could,

wondered just how many tinmes he had conforted ne since |I'd come to that world.
He'd been ny first friend, the only one who had never judged nme or tried to
make ne do things his way, the only one who had al ways been concerned wth
not hi ng but ny happi ness. He didn't understand why | couldn't seemto find

t hat happi ness, but that was because he didn't know ne for the damed f ool
was.

"I had thought as nuch," a quiet voice said frombehind ne, a voice that
startled two of the other seetarr. "Wen ny wenda takes herself fromthe sight
of men, there is but a single place she may be found. Howis it possible for a
man to feel jealousy toward a seetar?"

"Forgive ne, menmabrak." | said at once, pushing away fromthe big black body I
didn't want to | eave, turning to face the | arge dark shadow standi ng so near
"You sought to tell ne which of your brothers you woul d have nme gi ve pl easure



to. Speak his name, and | will go to him"

"His nane is Tanmad," the barbarian answered with a growl, and then his hand
was wrapped around ny arm "l see there nust again be words between us, for |
cannot bear this. Cone with ne."

The hand around nmy armpulled ne away fromthe seetarr and back toward the
fire, leaving runblings and bell owi ngs behind us. My friend didn't |ike having
me pulling away from himbefore he could confort me, not even by his owner

and he wasn't |eaving his unhappiness in doubt. If he hadn't been well tied
and hobbl ed, he mght have tried to follow us.

"Tammad, what occurs?" C nnan demanded as we reached the fire, his big body
standing and frowning into the darkness. "Wat has disturbed the seetarr?"

"They wish to give challenge for the possession of a wenda,"” the barbarian
answered, his voice as sour as his thoughts, pushing ne down next to the
warnth. "A wenda who has | earned to be perfectly obedient. "

"Cbedient," Dallan echoed, heavy distaste in his mnd. "May we ask what her
obedi ence entail ed?"

"She requested the name of which of ny brothers | neant to give her to for the
dar kness," was the answer while | tried to warm up enough to stop shivering.
didn't know what they were so upset about, but if all they were going to do
was carry on a conversation with each other, | could have stayed with the
seetarr.

"She had cause for such a question, had she not, ny friend?" C nnan asked,
turning near the fire to face the barbarian. "Also do |I believe that her
request was in no manner a refusal."

"She has become as all wendaa should be, Tammmad," Dal |l an observed, al so
turni ng where he stood. "For what reason are you disturbed and dissatisfied?"

"I am not disturbed and di ssatisfied," the barbarian said through his teeth,
his mnd seething, and then he blurted, "She calls ne nmenabrak."

"For what reason should she not?" Dallan asked, sounding calmand totally
reasonable. "Are you not her nemabrak, the one who has banded her?"
"Certainly,"
yet-"

the barbarian answered, trying for a calmto match Dallan's. "And

"And as she now obeys you wi thout question, you may indeed give her to Dallan
or nyself to warmour furs,"” C nnan put in, now adopting the cal mthe
barbarian wanted. "Wich of us will it be, Tamuad?"

"No!" the barbarian snapped as his mnd jangl ed, but then he caught hinself

wi th an al nost-audi ble snap. "That is, | would be honored were either of you
to accept the use of ny wenda, however there is something of a difficulty," he
sai d as he backtracked, his mind whirling madly. "The difficulty is-that is,
seens to be-rather, appears very much |ike-"

"Yes?" Cinnan pronpted pleasantly, hel ping out when the barbarian fell silent,
the nmuddl e of his thoughts rising to a clanmor. | wasn't |ooking at any of
them only at the fire, wishing | could clinmb into the niddle of it.

"If there is a difficulty, we would assist with it, ny friend," Dallan said,
soundi ng sonewhat |ess-anmused than G nnan. "Just as you would not hesitate to



assi st us."

"The difficulty,"” Tammad repeated, still horribly at a |l oss, and then he
seened to give up. "The difficulty is that she prefers the company of a seetar
to mine. That she calls nme nemabrak rather than hamak or sadendrak as she
formerly did. That the shine is gone fromher, the vibrant gl ow which was ny
bel oved. She now obeys ne as | demand, and in doing so is no |onger with ne.
One full day of conpl ete obedience, and | cannot bear it; | nust surely be
goi ng mad!"

"Do not despair, brother," Cnnan said very quietly, moving fromthe fire to
gently clap the barbarian on the shoulder. "The difference in the woman is so
great that | was drawn fromny distraction because of it. There is indeed
somet hing am ss, and we would do well to discover it."

"What is amiss is that this is no longer Terril we see," Dallan said, nore in
practical questioning than in pure synpathy. "As you said, Tammad, there is no
| onger a gl ow about her, no longer the sense of being in the presence of one
of unusual strength. She is as |lovely and desirable as ever, yet has she
becomne-ordi nary. "

"Ordinary," the barbarian echoed, filled again with that whirling disturbance.
"And yet, this is what she had wi shed to be, what | sought to help her becone.
For what reason are we neither of us pleased ?"

"The wenda's | ack of pleasure is likely due to her seeking to be what she is
not," Dallan answered, his voice and m nd very serious. "Yours, however, nore
likely stens from having m staken your own desires. | have no doubt that you
have had many wendaa, nost of them eager to be in your bands. For what reason
did you fail to keep themthere' ?"

There was no nore of an answer than an increase in mental whirling, an answer
Dal  an coul dn't nake nuch use of, but he had al ways been exceptionally good at
getting things fromsilences.

"You see," he said, just as though the barbarian had spoken. "You nade no
effort to keep those others in your bands, for you sought not the ordinary but
its opposite. Many nmen wi sh no nore than a soft, |oving, eager and obedi ent
wenda; you are not one such as that."

"You speak the truth, brother," the barbarian said with a sigh, still not over
his upset but finally calmng down. "It nobst certainly is not an ordinary
wenda that | desire, and now | am aware of what nust be done."

It took himno nore than two steps to reach nme, and then he crouched down to
ny left.

"Hear me, hama, for | wish to speak of an error that | have made," he said,
putting his right armaround ne. "I was nistaken in demandi ng conpl ete

obedi ence fromyou, for such a thing does indeed make you other than that
which | wi sh you to be. You no | onger need be concerned with obedi ence, for |
shall no | onger demand it."

H s words were warm and eager, his mnd filled with excited anticipation, and
his armtightened the least little bit, as though he expected me to turn to
himand throw my arnms around him | kept watching the |eaping, crackling fire,
and nodded very slightly.

"I thank you for your consideration of ne, nmemabrak," | said, wishing | had a
coat or a fur to put around ne. "Wien you have deci ded upon what degree of



obedi ence you wish fromnme, nerely informne and | will, of course, see to
it."

"What is it you speak of now, woman'?" he demanded, di sappoi ntment bringing
hi manger. "I have said you no | onger need be absol utely obedient. For what
reason do you renmain so-di stant and strange?"

"At first I was informed that | must be conpletely obedient,” | said, forcing
t he words out against a vast reluctance. "Wien | failed, | was punished to
teach ne ny error. Now that | have become conpletely obedient, I amtold that

you wi sh me to be otherwise. As | have no desire to be punished again, you
nmust tell ne what you wi sh and exactly how di sobedient | amto be. AmIl to
obey you only in the nornings and eveni ngs? Only through m dday? On alternate
days or perhaps every third or fourth day? Is the decision to be mne, or am|l
to disobey only at the direction of another? Speak to me, nenmabrak, and tel
your wenda exactly what you wi sh. "

| ended up looking directly at him the anger rising in ne so swiftly that it
was totally out of control, blazing at himthrough m nd and eyes. The
expression he wore was pure confusion, shock and dismay, a very accurate
sanmpl ing of what he was feeling. The next strongest enotion in himwas guilt,
brought about by the realization that his error hadn't been what he'd thought
it was.

"You attenpt to berate ne for ny foolishness,"
in feeling wonged, however "

he began, "and you are correct

"Wonged!" | repeated, getting nore outraged by the mnute. "I sought to keep
you safe fromharm and you gave me puni shment for the effort! | sought to
merge my life with yours, and you thrust me behind you! | fought to accept and
control what rises roaring within ne for your sake, and you dism ssed ny
struggle with disbelief and insult! Insult. Never will you know the true
meani ng of insult till you must face it w thout the presence of a sword and
the strength to ease it. The fault for all of this, however, is not yours but
mne. It was | who wi shed to belong to you, and now | do. The nore fool, I."

| stood up and wal ked away from both himand the fire, passing between a very
silent Cnnan and Dallan, feeling the weight of all their eyes and m nds but
refusing to let any of it touch ne. | didn't have to let any of it touch ne,
none of them was strong enough to force their will on mne, not even working
toget her. That, of course, was the key to stopping what Tamrad had done to ne
with his mnd, not wanting it to affect ne. He had overwhel ned me because |'d
| oved himso nuch I had wanted to deny himnothing, and that's exactly what
you get out of a softheaded attitude like that. Nothing.

Wthout really paying attention to what | was doing, | picked out one of the
cantahh and entered it. Once | was through the roofed-over verandah and in the
tent flaps | could stand straight again, but what | wanted coul dn't be reached
by standing up. I got down on my hands and knees in the absol ute darkness,
craw ed and groped around for the sleeping furs I knew would be there, then
pulled one to me when | found it. Getting angry had chased sone of the chil
away, but not enough to make the fur unnecessary. | didn't know whose tent |'d
crawed into, and | didn't care. | sinply wapped nyself in the fur and sat
staring into the darkness.

Not many m nutes passed before | heard a sound fromthe verandah, and then the
tent flaps were pushed aside. Tamad canme in holding a candle, shielding its
flame with one hand, then turned once he was inside to reach to one of the
tent braces. He let a few drops of hot wax fall onto the brace before setting
the candle on it, then was able to | eave the candle knowing it woul d stand



where it had been put. He sat hinself down about three feet away fromne wth
half a sigh and half a grunt, then | ooked at ne bl eakly.

"Truly nust a man be bereft to insist upon a wonan of pride, spirit, and
strength,"” he said, the disgust in his eyes and mnd nore than clear. "Wat
difficulty | face is self-chosen difficulty, for there are many wendaa i ndeed
I mght have had in your place. And it was not nmy intention to give you
insult. "

"Of course not," | agreed, nodding at him "All you were trying to do was
drive me crazy. Please accept nmy congratul ati ons on your success."

"Enough, wenda," he grow ed, annoyance flaring in him

"Your tongue has already stripped the skin frommy flesh. I will not allowthe
taking of the flesh as well. | attenpt to speak words of apol ogy."
"And what if | don't want to hear those words?" | asked, pulling the fur nore

cl osely about me, seriously neaning what |'d said. "What if | honor the
conmitment |'ve made to be your bel onging, but do nothing beyond that? You
can't touch any part of the inner ne if | don't allowit; what if | refuse to
allowit?"

"Have | truly given you that much hurt?" he asked, his light eyes filled with
sadness and pain. "The puni shment | gave was ny duty as | sawit, and would
not be withdrawn even were it possible. As for the rest-1 had not nmeant to
bind you to strangling, nor did | nean to give insult with disbelief. Should
you make the effort to see it so, |, too, was given insult. It was clearly
under st ood between us that my word woul d bind you, yet were nmy wi shes thrown
aside the nonent it suited you. The decision was yours that | woul d accept
your protection, whether | desired it or no."

The Iines of the disagreenent were suddenly a lot |ess clear-cut than they had
been a few mnutes earlier, but I wasn't about to let himtalk me out of ny
mad. He was really good at that, shifting the ground under ny feet, but this
time | wasn't going to let himdo it.

"Weren't you doing the same thing to nme'?" | denmanded, straightening where
sat. "Did you consider my wishes in anything you did? How would you like it if
| laughed and refused when you of fered protection? It would nake you fee
pretty cheap and small, now wouldn't it?"

"Protection of a man's wenda is his duty, Terril," he answered very gently,
still looking down at ne with that same expression. "It matters not in what
manner you accept the offer, only is the manner in which | discharge the duty
to be considered. Should you wish to |laugh you may do so; still shall

protect you with all the skill and deternination at nmy command. Do you nmean to
contend that you did not disobey nme, and therefore should not have been

puni shed?"

"I-was trying to do what was best for everyone involved," | maintained, upset
to realize that being | aughed at wouldn't have bothered him "You made the

pl ans and included me in them and not once was | consulted, not by any of
you. If you three can do it, why can't |7?"

"You have no need to be told the reason, for you already know it," he said
with such true, easy calmthat | wanted to avoid those |ight eyes pinning ne
with a stare. "We who are |'lendaa see to decisions such as that, and have no
need to consult wth what wendaa may be involved. Speak to nme truly, Terril:
are you |'lenda yourself, or a |ovely, desirable, beloved wench?"



"What's wong with being both?" | denmanded, hating the way he described a
worman for the way it made me want to be like that. "You said you coul dn't
stand ny being absol utely obedient, so you don't see anything wong with it
either. You want ne to be both."

"No, wenda," he disagreed, even nmore gentle than he had been, a faint, fond
smle curving his lips. "You were wi se to show ne the foolishness of what |
had demanded, for to be such a thing would nmake you no | onger yourself, no

| onger the wonman | | ove so deeply. You nust be what you are, yet does that
continue to nean a wenda, one who nust neverthel ess be as obedi ent as possible
to the man to whom she belongs. | have no doubt that you shall continue to
requi re puni shment, yet shall that puni shnment never be given for speaking the
truth as you did earlier. No nore shall it bring you than my apol ogies, for
havi ng wonged the worman | | ove."

"I hate you!" | cried, thrusting the fur away so that | mght throw nyself on
hi mand beat at his face with my fists. | did hate him desperately, for
maki ng everything turn out the way he wanted it to, for the fact that a rea
"l enda didn't need anyone el se's agreenent in order to be that thing-and for
forcing me to know how terribly I still loved him | didn't want to be nothing
but a wenda, but at the sane time | wanted to be nothing other than his wenda,
not hi ng but the bel oved of a nman who coul d apol ogi ze when he found he'd been
wrong. | screaned and threw myself at him raging at the way he'd pulled ne
back to himso easily, but he didn't even have to unfold his |l egs to defend
hinself fromny attack. Before nmy fists could touch himny wists were in his
hands, and then they were behind ny back and | was being pulled up agai nst

hi m

"You feel no hatred, mnmy beloved, no nore than do |I," he said, |ooking down
into ny eyes as | struggled uselessly against his strength. "No nore than
unhappi ness touches you, and for that | amindeed responsible. | wll strive
to the utnost to renove that unhappi ness, for never should it have been

al l owed to approach you."

He put one hand to ny hair then bent his head to kiss ne, at the sane tine
touching ny mind with his love. His |ips were so soft and warm agai nst ni ne
nothing to really fight against, nothing to hate or resent. He kissed ne
gently, lovingly, tenderly, this barbarian who could have crushed ne to broken

bones with only a fraction of his limtless strength. | suddenly found ny arms
were around his neck and | was ki ssing himback, but not with the nore
pristine enotions. | wanted himas much as | always did, with both body and

m nd, and when he realized that he chuckl ed.

"I't's not funny, you beast,"” | nurnured, pressing nyself to his body as |
ki ssed his face. "And | do hate you-for always w nning."

"Are not ny victories yours as well, hanma sadendra?" he asked, letting his
hands nmove over ne. "First you nust eat, and then |I shall give you the joy I
amable to feel that you desire. "

"I forgot about eating," | said with annoyance, but his mention of food
rem nded nme just how hungry | was. "But while we're at it, shouldn't we also
nove to your own cantah'?"

"Wenda, we are already in ny cantah,” he said with a grin, noving ne back off
his lap so that he mght get hinmself ready to | eave the tent. "Which other of
those we ride with would have set out two sets of sleeping furs?"

He gestured just before noving through the tent flaps, and | turned ny head to



see that he was right. The fur 1'd taken to put around nyself was his, but

m ne were spread out just beyond that. It annoyed ne that |'d gone straight to
his tent even when | was furious with him but sonething inside ne was snugly
satisfied. | crawl ed over and retrieved the fur |I'd dropped, wapped it around
me and sat where |I'd been, then decided that |I didn't nuch care for this
"somet hing inside nme." Having part of me be totally on Tammad's side struck ne
as the basest sort of betrayal, and I'd have to see what | could do to get rid
of it permanently.

A mnute |ater Tanmad was back, with the fourth bow of stew that had been
kept warmby the fire. |I took the bow and raised the scoop to ny lips, took a
good mout hful of the stewthen just | ooked at the crouching barbarian unti

I'd managed to swallow it.

"That was awful ," | got out at last, seeing his grin at the face | was naking.
"I thought you three said it was so wonderful ?"

"We deened it wonderful to give pleasure to you, wench," he answered, stil
clearly anmused. "Each of us was able to feel your great unhappi ness, and

wi shed to give you a thing to be proud of. For us your effort was filled with
true excellence, for we nmeasured the desire behind the effort rather than the
doing itself."

"You all lied to make me feel better," | accused, but the accusation brought
only a silly smle and a feeling of true warnth. "Thank you for doing
somet hing that-foolish. "

"To give others pleasure is never foolish, hama," he said with an answering
smle, no least feeling of insult in himat being accused of lying. "Finish
qui ckly, now, so that | may give pleasure to another."

"And of course take nothing for yourself," | agreed with a |l augh, then went
back to the awful stew It wasn't absolutely awful, just badly seasoned and a
little overcooked, but that put it way out of the running as far as regul ar
Rimlian cooking went. It annoyed nme that | hadn't been able to get it right
even with Dallan right there to help, and | nmade the decision to try just a
little harder next tine. After that the bow was taken away from nme, and al
the foll owi ng decisions were made by soneone absolutely determined to give
someone el se pl easure

Chapter 4

| carried both sets of furs out of the cantah the next norning, already having
folded them w shing | was wearing theminstead of sinply carrying them It
was cold at that early hour, really cold, and everyone was feeling it. I,
however, was also feeling something else, and for the life of me couldn't
under st and why.

"Hai, calmy, good beast, calmy,” | suddenly heard from over near the
seetarr, Dallan's voice struggling to be soothing. The pack ani mal he was

wor ki ng on had rumbl ed warningly with a good deal of anger, and even |'lendaa
wal ked carefully in the presence of an angry seetar. | headed over there to
see what was goi ng on, but was stopped before I could reach Dallan

"Come no closer, wenda, " he warned ne, giving the angry seetar all his
attention, but neverthel ess knowing | was there. "I have not the faintest
noti on what ails this beast, therefore are you to remain well away fromhim"



"I have no need to approach the nearer,” | told Dallan, having stopped beside
the barbarian's giant black nount to put a hand to his sleek neck while he
nuzzled at my hair. "The seetar is in disconfort fromthe |ast pack strap

ti ghtened, and wi shes to be eased. | will soothe him and then you may adj ust
the strap.”

| touched the angry animal with ny mind, letting himfeel nore clearly the
concern being put out by the man holding his | ead so carefully, and he seened
to cal mdown al nost i mmediately. H's previous anger began puzzling himthen
knowi ng as he did that the man he served woul d have adjusted the strap at the
| east sign of disconfort on his part, just as he had al ready done any nunber
of times before. Dallan hesitated very briefly, his mnd al nost as puzzl ed as
the seetar's, then he imediately fixed the strap while the beast stood
quietly and allowed it. As soon as that was done, he left the seetar to stop
in front of ne.

"What occurs here?" he demanded, dubiously eyeing the way the head of Tammad's
mount rose above mine with a soft runble of warning neant to tell himto watch
hinsel f. "That seetar is one | have used as a pack beast ever since it was
fully grown. For what reason would it come so near to being enraged with ne,
and for what reason does Tammmad's beast believe | would mean you harn? Wy are
the seetarr suddenly so strange?"

"The seetarr are not alone in being strange," | said, automatically cal m ng
the big black standing over ne as first C nnan and then Tamrad cane to join
our discussion. They'd seen what went on and had heard Dal | an's question, and
were wearing frowns alnost identical to his

"What disturbs you, hama?" Tammad asked, |ooking down at me with real concern
"I amable to feel your disturbance, yet cannot make out the nature of it."

"What disturbs ne is that the depression | struggled beneath all of yesterday
has again returned,"” |I told him putting one hand to ny head. "That there is
no reason for such a feeling is nore disturbing still, and I find nyself
growi ng angered at the sane time. Perhaps what | feel is in some manner being
passed to the seetarr.”
"That may perhaps be so," he mused, |ooking down at ne thoughtfully. "Shield
your mnd conpletely, so that we may see what, if any, results there are.™

"An excellent thought," | said at once, and as soon as the decision was made
nmy shield was there, cutting ne off fromthe m nds around nme. |Imediately, al
six of the seetarr seened to settle down, that indefinable air of tension
draining away like water in dry sand. The big black standing over ne like a
gi ant guardsman sighed and | owered his head, then snorted a greeting to the
man who usually nmeant so rmuch to him | mrediately, the depression and anger
I'd been feeling began easing off, obviously about to di sappear altogether. |
| ooked up at the barbarian ruefully, feeling like an idiot for not having

t hought of that nyself, but there was no accusation in the grin he showed ne,
only a sort of wyness.

"It seens | amno | onger the possessor of the facility wi th wendaa whi ch once
was mne," he said, putting a gentle hand to ny face. "Was this not so, your
di sturbance woul d have | ong since been replaced with pl easure.™

"Your clunsiness and ineptitude in the furs are well known anong all wendaa

who have been used by you," | agreed soberly, renenbering how wild he had
gotten ne the night before. "The fact remmins, however, that with ny shield in
pl ace, | am as undi sturbed as the seetarr. It would please ne to know what

occurs here."



"You, too, are no |longer disturbed?" Dallan asked, rescuing ne fromthe | ook
was getting from Tanmad over ny jocular reference to his abilities. "Then the
seetarr were indeed unsettled through your mnd. For what reason was your mi nd
SO unsettled?"

"I know not," | told himhonestly, then thought of one possibility. "Perhaps
my msgivings over this journey have now nmagnified to the point of affecting
me and those around me without ny being aware of it. |I certainly continue to

feel them strongly enough.”

"Despite ny assurances that your fears are unfounded?" Tammad asked, his
expression its usual calm but his eyes faintly annoyed. "Perhaps you had
cause to feel so before we spoke, yet now . "

"The wonan feared to acconpany us?" G nnan interrupted, his expression

di sturbed. "Had | known this when | requested her presence, Tammad, | woul d
willingly have withdrawn the request. There was little need to . "
"Fears nust be faced if they are to be conquered, C nnan," the barbarian
interrupted in turn, trying to soothe the other nan. "The wenda i s now as wel |
aware of this as we, and also nmust it be remenbered that we may require her
assistance in locating Aesnil. She does not acconpany us on a whim "

"This entire matter continues to seemstrange,"” Dallan said, staring at the
barely rising sun without seeing it. "O what did the woman's fears consist?"

"She feared that if she acconpanied us there would be difficulty for us to

face," the barbarian answered, now definitely annoyed. "Likely the thought of

a dark-haired, green-eyed wenda bei ng taken anbng so many strange |'l endaa

wi th none save three beside her disturbed her, yet is she no nore than vaguely
aware of the skill possessed by the three she so easily dism sses. Are you

al so of the opinion that there will be those who are able to take her fromny

si de?"

"Certainly not," Dallan said with a snort and a gesture of dism ssal; then he
noved his eyes back to me. "lIs this the sole content of your fears, Terril?
That there will be difficulty brought about by your presence?"

"I ndeed, yet not for the proposed reason," | said, sending the barbarian a
glance filled with my own annoyance. "Had | remrai ned behind the difficulty
woul d not have touched youyet would you al so not have found Aesnil. Damm!"

The [ ast word, spoken in Centran, startled themall, but |I was too furiously
frustrated to care. | hadn't known | was going to say that about Aesnil unti
the words were out, but nowthat |1'd said it |I could feel the truth of it. If

| didn't go they'd never find Aesnil, and that despite the fact that |I'd never
had any intention of helping them If | kept getting these flashes of bits and
pieces it would eventually drive me crazy-even if | survived whatever was
ahead of nme. | hugged the furs | was holding with a strength fierce enough to
strangl e what ever was doing that to ne, then becane aware of the stares from
three pairs of eyes.

"And what |eads you to believe, wenda, that ny Aesnil wll never be found
shoul d you not acconpany us?" G nnan asked, |ooking at ne oddly. "She is Chana
of Grelana, and well aware of the position. Do you believe she would forsake
her peopl e-and the man whose bands she wears-forever?"

"I-feel that she would eventually return, yet not in a manner you would w sh,"
| said, groping for the right words. "I do not nmean to upset you, Cinnan, yet



what comes to ne cones by itself, at its own pace and in its own tine. | know
of it in the sane manner | know that Aesnil rides to Vediaster, yet beyond
t hat ?"

My shrug really annoyed him his expression making ne glad that ny shield was
tightly closed, but there was nothing any of us could do to change things. Al
three of the men were dissatisfied with what 1'd said, and that nade four of
us. Standing around discussing it any nore woul d have been a waste of tine,

t hough, so we quickly broke canmp and nmoved on

The only difference between that day and the day before was the presence of

sl eeping furs draped handily across saddles, and the fact that Tammad sat ne
sideways in front of himinstead of astride behind him Sitting that way | et
me hold ny own fur around ne while the barbarian kept me fromfalling off, and
al so made ny legs and feet warmer. As soon as | was settled we started off
with G nnan | eading again and Dallan foll ow ng, and once we'd picked up the
road pace, | could feel two eyes | ooking down at ne.

"So your presence has now beconme necessary," the barbarian mused, his tone
al nrost as odd as G nnan 's had been. "Had you not acconpani ed us, we would not
be able to find Aesnil. "

"Believe ne, | didn't plan it that way," | assured him npoving against the two
arms holding me to his chest. "I'"'mgoing to turn just alittle so that I'm

| eani ng agai nst you with my back instead of nmy front. Watching where we're
goi ng m ght ease the nonotony just a little."

"The situation is not of your choosing, yet do you seemlittle disturbed by
it," he said, his arnms tightening just a small bit to keep ne from noving as
wanted to. "in truth your appearance seens one of pleasure, to find that your
i mportance has grown so considerably."

| looked up at himthen, to see those eyes on ne rather than just feel them
but I couldn't quite read the expression in them

"I hadn't |ooked at it that way, but | think you're right," | conceded,
suddenly feeling better than | had. "Not only am| not extra baggage, we now
know you three can't get along without me. Maybe the next thing I'lIl find out
is that | don't need |'lenda | essons, but can give them"

| grinned at the thought, not nuch believing in the possibility but Iiking the
way it sounded, then noticed that nmy grin wasn't being shared. My nmemabrak
still wore the sane expression he'd been wearing a nmoment ago, but now there
seemed to be faint anmusenent behind it

"And what were you told concerning the place of a wenda?" he asked, the
anusenment in himdoing nothing to soften his stare or take the decisiveness
out of his tone. "A wenda who is not and shall not be considered |'lenda""

"It isn't nmy fault if things aren't turning out the way you want themto,"

retorted, still feeling very confortable. "I didn't make the decision to be
i mportant, it just happened, and if someone's nmeant to be inportant there's
not hi ng you can do about it. Now, will you please |oosen your hold a little so

| can turn around?"

"Rel ease ny hold upon one who is nmeant to be so inmportant?" he asked, brows
rai sed high in feigned surprise. "Never would C nnan forgive ne if | were to
do such a thing, and risk the one who will enable himto recover his woman.
You nust be kept safe, wenda, for the destiny which is yours."



"But | want to see where we're going," | insisted, finding it inpossible to
struggl e while wapped inside that fur. "Tamuad, let me go."

"I shall not," he answered, and | could swear he was just short of | aughing
out loud. "Great inportance calls for equally great strength to bear the |oad,
therefore shall you require a good deal of rest to gather that strength. You
will have that rest during this journey, hama, for that you have ny word."

"You woul dn' t!" | wail ed, suddenly understandi ng what he was up to, but it was
much too late. Held between his arns and wapped in a fur, all 1'd get to see
of what was around us would be his chest and arm and any rock or tree that
rose above his shoulder. | was being punished for trying to step out of ny

pl ace, and | couldn't decide if this punishnment was better or worse than
getting strapped. Just sitting there and staring at nothing is so boring.

Despite the fact that the sun rose higher and higher, the air around us kept
getting colder and colder. After a while all three of the nen drew their furs
around them but we didn't stop while they did it. The cold was so intense we
were al nost able to see our own breath, something I'd heard it was possible to
do on the planet Medrin. Happily Medrin had never needed Mediating by a Prine,
so I'd never had to see that for nyself. The road conti nued upward and we

foll owed the road, and all there was was novenment and col d.

And boredom | was furious with the barbarian for punishing me like that, but
what can a normal -sized person do when an overgrown nonster says no and sticks
to it? Just once I'd tried | ooking over nmy shoul der instead of actually
turning around, but a quiet, "Wenda," had put an inmredi ate end to that idea.

If | tried getting out of that particular punishnent, there was al ways anot her
one that could be substituted for it, one that woul d nake the hard | eat her
saddle | half-sat on a lot harder and nore difficult to bear. So | sat between
the Barbarian's supporting arms with nmy fur held around e, |eaning agai nst
his chest, and sinply sul ked.

But sulking is boring too, especially when no one cares that you're sul ki ng.
There was absolutely nothing to do-except try to find out what was affecting
my mind. | brightened i mediately when | thought of that, but didn't rush into
di ssolving ny shield. | find no attraction in depression even as an alternate
to boredom and now that | was rid of that horribly flattening enotion, I
didn't care to invite it back

The first order of business was to think about what had been happening to ne;
considering the fact that | neither really knew nor understood any of it, that
wasn't an easy chore. 1'd told Dallan that ny upset over the trip might have
been causing the trouble, but after thinking about it that didn't make any
sense. |If that were so, shielding my mnd woul d have stopped the seetarr from
bei ng upset, but it wouldn't have done the sane for me. | was | ocked inside
with ny fears and apprehensions, but all | felt was bored and rebellious. No,
not hi ng i nside ne could have caused the depression, so where had it come fron?

The only logical alternative had to be an outside source. | freed one hand
fromthe furs and ran a finger back and forth over the soft, thick material of
Tammad' s shirt at rib height, trying to think of an outside source that could
have been affecting nme. It wasn't the people around me as none of them had
been feeling depressed, and the only aninmals in nental reach had been the
seetarr. It was possible the seetarr had been picking up ny enotions and
echoing themback to nme in a reinforcing pattern that increased their
strength, but that still didn't feel exactly right. There was sonething el se

i nvol ved, something | just wasn't seeing, sonething | mght never see. For al

| knew the nountain rock all around was doi ng the echoi ng, bouncing my out put
all around and intensifying it, affecting nme and the seetarr but not the three



men, two of whomwere latents with correspondingly | ess sensitivity, and the

| ast one who tended to shield his mnd automatically with a cloud of calm It
didn't nake nuch sense that way either, but none of what was happeni ng made
sense. As a possibility it was a definite possibility, and if it turned out to
be true there was sonething that mght keep it from happeni ng agai n. The
curtain that had devel oped when | needed it was designed to keep outside

t houghts and distractions away fromny working mnd, but it also nmght be able
to keep all but deliberate projections on the inside. It was definitely worth
atry, and if it didn't work I could always shield again.

I worked for a fewmnutes at feeling a need for that curtain, then gritted ny
teeth and let ny shield dissolve. At first | wasn't sure if ny deliberate need
had done the job, and then | becanme aware of what was being felt around ne,

but filtered as though through a heavy veil. G nnan was |lost in thoughts that
were hal f anxious and hal f angry, Dallan was relaxed but al so busy with nental
exercise, and the seetarr were alnost as bored as | was. Wth the curtain in
pl ace, | was protected fromthe world but not cut off fromit the way being
shi el ded acconplished, and apparently the world was al so protected from ne.
The rock walls towered over us quietly, the seetarr were unaffected, and

felt nothing of incipient depression. The grand experiment was a success, and
now | was free to | ook around.

At absolutely nothing. The emptions all around were about as exciting as the
scenery, and that included the big barbarian who held ne. He was back to
plotting and planning with only a small portion of his attention set to nake
sure | obeyed him his awareness of ny |eaning against himclosed away at the
back of his mind. For a minute | seriously considered experinmenting to pass
the tine, but without Len or Garth there that wasn't a very good idea. From
previ ous experience | knew there were | ess painful ways of conmtting suicide
than tampering with involuntary volunteers, and | no | onger had the depression
as a goad toward permanent ending. Al | had was boredom which doesn't
produce the wish for death, only the eager hope that something that exciting
m ght happen

More than half the norning was gone before |I realized that it wasn't getting
any colder, and we weren't clinbing higher. In point of fact we were angl ed
downward after a short tinme of noving on the level, but I hadn't noticed it
sooner because | wasn't watching the road. The thought that we were now com ng
down out of the pass excited me, but how | ong can such heart-stopping
excitement last? It tends to fade at the first realization that going down is
just like going up as far as interesting happenings is concerned, which is to
say no different at all. Time dragged and dragged and dragged, and falling
asleep was a positively uplifting experience.

| awoke to find that the cold had definitely | essened, and we were stopping by
the side of the road. Once again the sun had al ready passed its zenith, but
this time Dallan wasn't worrying about his stomach. Al three of the men were
relieved that they could get rid of the furs they'd wapped thensel ves in, but
bei ng big and brave and strong was their specialty, not mne. | intended
keeping ny fur until | had to fight for it, or until we got back to where it
was really warm And then | realized that the nen were warm which was nore

t han annoyi ng; how coul d they be warm when | wasn't?

Tanmad di snounted with the others, then cane around the seetar to lift ne down
to the ground. He was feeling satisfied and again faintly amused, so | stuck
my tongue out at himto et himknow how | felt. He grinned as he put nme down
and his mnd chuckled, showing he wasn't feeling a single trace of regret.

"Were you pleased with the punishnment you were given?" he asked very softly,
his right hand holding to the saddl e as he | ooked down at ne. Wen | shook ny



head with conplete ill grace, he tapped ne on the nose. "Should that be so,
you woul d have been well advised to consider your actions nore carefully,
then. Such a show of disrespect has now earned you nore of it."

"You can't mean that!" | protested, horrified at the thought of nore endl ess
hours of absolutely nothing to do. As he had already turned away | di scovered
that | was talking to his retreating back, so | pulled ny fur tighter and

hurried after him "Tammad, please, |I'll go crazy! People will start noticing
if you drag a crazy woman around, and you'll never find Aesnil. She'll hear
about us before we get anywhere near, and she'll hidel™

The mi serabl e barbarian stopped short and started to | augh, real, true
anusement, putting his hands to his hips as he threw his head back and roared.
C nnan and Dallan snmiled as they watched him faintly anused but not really
under st andi ng what was going on. |I'd spoken in Centran rather than Rinilian
unt hi nki ngly excluding them but they weren't left out of it long. As soon as
nmy sweet nemabrak regai ned partial control of hinself he explai ned what had
happened then translated what |1'd said, and then all three of them were busy

| aughi ng. The seetarr were quietly puzzled about what was going on, but | was
too disgusted to care even if they went enraged. It's always been the object
of my existence to becone a | aughi ngstock

There was a good bit of cold, unhappy-I|ooking grass on the side of the road
where we'd stopped, so | followed it back uphill away fromthe jolly threesone
havi ng so nuch fun. My thoughts were so black that they probably woul d have
shriveled the grass if they' d been uncurtained, but | wasn't feeling
depressed. Furiously enbarrassed and rebellious and nmad as hell, yes;

depr essed, no.

| stopped to stare at a section of that rocky, w dened road | hadn't been
allowed to | ook at on the way down, but | didn't get to stand there staring
for long. After a couple of minutes a hand appeared over ny shoul der holding a
pi ece of dinral, the standard pre-cooked trail fare for those traveling on
Rimlia, and | was too hungry not to take it. Breakfast had been the sane
dinral warmed in a small fire, but that had been a lot of hours earlier.

| ooked at the chunk before starting to eat it, then found that the neal wasn't
fated to be a silent one.

"I fear, wenda, that you grow ever nore detrinental to the behavior and

t houghts of |'lendaa," the barbarian said, accusingly. "I should not have

| aughed at your words as though | had not been shown di srespect, nor should

t he others have found a matchi ng amusenent. The place you stand in is not the
pl ace of a proper wenda. "

"If you're telling me I'mcorrupting you, it serves you right," | said around
a nmout hful, looking at nothing but the neat I held. "It isn't fair punishing
me again just because you can. "

"The puni shment will be for disrespect, not to exhibit ability, Terril," he
corrected, taking a bite of his own dinral. "No man need accept di srespect
from his wonan.'

"But a woman has to accept it froma man?" | countered, the disgust I'd felt
earlier growing. "And don't try to tell me nmen are usually polite to wonen on
this world. Being polite has nothing to do with giving respect.”

"One receives respect when one is able to command it," he said with a sigh
al nrost as patient as he sounded. "Also nust one have the ability to give

puni shment when that respect is not forthcomng, with a sword or with a

swi tch. When once that ability is yours, hama, then may you demand respect as



| do."

"You-don't think I have the ability to punish disrespect?" | asked with sudden
interest, turning slowly to look at him "You think that not using an ability
is the same as not having it?"

"Do not be foolish, wenda," he scoffed, |ooking down at me with that
expression that translated as stern. "How often must you pit yourself agai nst
me before learning that | shall not be bested?"

"How often?" | repeated, giving hima bright smle. "Again and again until |
win--or dietrying. I won't use ny abilities against you unless you agree that
I can-1 have |l earned that anything el se woul d be di shonorable. But if you do
agree, I'mfree to do anything | please-and can-until it's clear that one of
us has won. If I'"'mthe wi nner, you'll give nme the respect | want w thout ny
having to demand it."

"And should I stand victorious?" he asked, trying to hide his renewed
anusenment as he | ooked down at ne. "I, too, nust have the fruits of victory,
which will be no less than the follow ng: the wenda who attenpted to overstep
herself will be taken and strapped by the man to whom she bel ongs, and that
before the others they journey with. In their presence will she be taught
humlity, and then will she need to beg forgiveness fromthe nan she w onged.
Do you accept this condition?"

"But that's totally unfair!" | protested, instantly upset to see that he fully
i ntended collecting on his "condition" if he won. "How am | supposed to
concentrate on what |'mdoing with that hangi ng over ny head?"

"One who has the ability to accomplish a thing is able to exercise that
ability no matter the attenpts of others to halt him" he replied, stil

| ooki ng down at nme with anmusenent. "Does a |'lenda wield his sword because he
had been allowed to do so? Does he seek the perm ssion of his wenda before
swi t chi ng her?"

"Why do you al ways have to be right?" | demanded, |ooking up at himw th al

t he annoyance and exasperation | was feeling. "I won't have real control over
what | can do until | can do it against any and all opposition. You're
absolutely and perfectly right. Now all | have to do is figure out howto
acconplish that."

"While attenpting to find victory in our wager," he said finishing off the

last of his dinral. "Perhaps such wagering woul d best be left to another
tinme."
"WIl you hold off on punishing me until that other time?" | asked feeling

consi derably nmore confortable with the thought of challenge by appoi nt ment
t han by spontaneous occurrence.

"Certainly not," he said with a faint grin, getting a good deal of enjoynent
out of explaining the rules of the game to the novice. "One receives what one
has earned, whether it be respect for abilities or punishment for disrespect.
Till now you have earned no nore than puni shnent, wenda. "

"So it's do or die," I sumed up even nore annoyed by all that enjoynment he
was feeling, then took another bite of dinral as | shrugged. "Then we night as
well get on with it. If I'mgoing to be punished anyway, there's no sense in
not providing a real reason for it."

Sone of his satisfaction thinned at that comment, but he was too filled with



sel f-confidence to be really worried. He nodded his cal macceptance to ny
chal | enge, then turned and |l ed the way back down to the others. Ci nnan and
Dal  an had found rocks to sit on while they ate, and they |ooked up at Tanmad
when he stopped not far fromthem

"My wenda has come to the decision that she would have the respect normally
given only to |'lendaa," he announced, his tone so free of ridicule that it
was the next thing to grave. "In order to justify such a desire, she wll
exhibit her ability to punish insol ence and di srespect. She has been given ny
perm ssion to touch me with her power as she wills."

Ci nnan and Dall an made no vocal comments to what they'd been told, but as
Tammad nmoved to one of the pack seetarr the glance they exchanged was nore
than el oquent. They both found the thought of ny request highly anusing, about
on a par with seeing a small child trying to bend a bow three tinmes his own
hei ght. They hadn't missed the point that |I'd been given perm ssion to touch
Tammad' s mind, and as amused as they were, | was twi ce as furious. Although he
woul dn't have | ooked at it that way the barbarian was cheating, trying to make
me subconsci ously believe that whatever happened was happeni ng because he was
allowing it. That nmeant it would al so have to stop when he wanted it to, and
woul d never quite get bad enough to really bother him Wth restrictions |ike
that, even unconsci ous ones, |'d have about as much chance at w nning as that
child woul d have to bend the bow three tines his own height. But | would win
because | had to win; honor and dignity demanded no | ess.

Even as | opened the fur 1'd been holding around nme and let it drop to the
ground, | felt a faint surprise at the cal mdetachnent which had fl owed over
me in spite of ny previous anger. | should have been sputtering in outrage

i nstead of quietly watching Tammad t ake anot her piece of dinral fromthe pack
before turning away fromit, trying to argue with words instead of waiting for
himto establish his own ground between C nnan and Dall an. He was going to
gi ve me enough opportunity to make an absolute fool of nyself before calling a
halt to the attenpt, let nme know finally and wi thout argunment that | had no
right to anything beyond what he was willing to grant nme. | watched him
getting ready to sit down, and felt no doubt about what | had to do.

The first step was gathering everything I'd felt during that strapping 1'd
been given, the dismay and hum liation and pain and sense of being puni shed by
someone very much stronger than nyself. |'d done something like that once
before to the barbarian, but | hadn't been able to put rmuch strength into the
projection or hold it for long. This time there was no | ack of strength to
worry about, no uncertainty or doubt as to whether | was doing the right

thing; | took the punishment and sharpened its edges, then gave it to the nman
who refused to accord soneone respect w thout being forced into it.

"Aiii!" he shouted in shock, dropping the neat he held and throwi ng hinsel f
forward to hands and knees. 1'd timed the projection to match his novenents
exactly, and just as he'd lowered hinself into contact with the grass I'd
given it to himall at once. H s mnd had been braced agai nst every thing and
anyt hing, confidently prepared to resist any sort of attack, but he was stil
thinking in ternms of the physical even when he knew only the mental was

i nvol ved. He was sure beyond doubt that | couldn't touch or hurt him
physically, and tended to forget that all too often what our mnds felt was
preci sely what our bodies would feel

"You have now been punished for failing to give me the respect | mean to
have," | told himin Rmlian, the words so cal mthey should have put himto
sl eep. "You may not attenpt to deny ne again."

"May | not, wenda," he growl ed as he glared up at ne, his anger rising and



growi ng hotter when he found he could neither throw off the effects of ny
continuing projection nor shield his mnd against it. Dallan and G nnan stared
with frowns indicating their |lack of understanding as he began forcing hinself
to his feet, his nmind determned to do sonething to end what was happening to
him He made it erect with his teeth bared agai nst what he was feeling, his
face red from enbarrassnment, and then he was noving toward me, furious and
unst oppabl e.

O unstoppable as far as he was concerned. | waited right where | was until he
reached nme, until he stretched his big hands out to grab me by the arns. He
was going to shake ne until | lost the concentration necessary for projection

and then he was going to collect the spoils of his victory. H s furious hands
cane to me and began closing on nmy arnms, and that was when | split ny
projection, in a way |'d never done before. Even as | kept the original
projection going | also gave himthe sense of touching something so hot that
skin would blister and peel and bl acken if contact was nade and conti nued. He
pul l ed his hands away fromme with a hiss, his mnd clanging with shock and
pure disbelief, and then he had backed two steps, huggi ng his hands under his
arms in an effort to stop the flamng pain. He was bew | dered and suddenly
filled with uncertainty, his blue eyes staring at me in a very strange way,
and then the deternmination in himsurged through everything el se. There was
only one thing left to do, and he was going to do it.

Despite the pain he felt he reached one hand behind him and when it cane

forward it was hol ding a dagger. | could see that he had no intentions of
hurting me with it, but he was renmenbering the last time |1'd challenged him
publicly, the time I1'd tried facing himw th exactly that weapon. |'d been

afraid of the dagger, too afraid to do nore than collapse in hysterics when
he'd junped at me with a shout, but fear right then did not affect ne. He
grasped the hilt as tightly as he could, denying as much of the pain as
possi bl e, gathering hinmself to leap at me with a shout-but | was ready first.

Vertigo is a terrible affliction, one that robs people of all sense of

bal ance, all know edge of where the ground is and where they are in relation
to that ground. It spins themdizzily around with the terrible fear of
falling, and sends them down even when they're not sure where down is. Tammad
cried out in a strangled voice, dropping the dagger as he staggered backward,
his mnd | ost and hel pless in the overpowering mael strom unaware of Dallan
and Cnnan jumping to their feet even as he fell. The two Rimlians shouted in
di smay as he col | apsed, understandi ng nothing of what had gone on between us,
and then the pain of Tanmad's hitting the ground reached nme. It wasn't pain
had fooled his mind into believing in, it was real pain, affecting him
strongly because of the confusion and hel pl essness he was lost in. The
detachment and calml'd been held by broke instantly then, |ike a bubble, and
| suddenly knew just what | had done.

"No!" | screamed, running forward to drop to nmy knees besi de the barbarian and
throw ny arnms around his face and head. "I didn't nmean it, | didn't, please
don't be hurt! Please, hamak, please don't be hurt!"

"Terril, you must release himor he will not be able to breathe,” Dallan said
frombehind me, then tried gently to make me stop hugging Tanmad's face to ne.
When he found I was holding on too tight for gentleness he switched to
strength, and di sengaged ny arns from around the throat they clung to. Then he
pul | ed me back through the grass despite the way | was trying to struggle, to
| et Cinnan crouch down on the spot where |'d been kneeling. | heard a groan as
Tammad rai sed his hands to his head, heard G nnan speaking to himquietly, but
paid no attention to what was being said. For the sake of a stupid bet 1'd
hurt the man | |oved, caused himpain and hadn't given a damm that | was doing
it. I was so low |l didn't deserve his |love, and after what 1'd put himthrough



probably no |l onger even had it. | put my head to the ground and hid it in ny
arnms, already mourning the loss of something I didn't deserve to have. If 1'd
done anything serious to himl would kill nyself, and nothing and no one woul d
be able to stop ne.

| don't know how long it was before Tanmad was able to pull hinself together
but the tine wasn't a minute or two and both G nnan and Dallan had to hel p
him | kept my mind away fromall of themwth nmy curtain in place, ny back to
the three as | sat with nmy face in nmy hands, too mserable to feel the cold.
Why coul dn't you sinply have done it his way'? | kept demandi ng of nyself. Wy
did you have to devel op del usions of pride and ruin everything ? The match was
too inpossible for it to last very long, but why couldn't you have let it
continue nore than a matter of days? Is a nonth of happiness too usel ess a
commodity to buy with excess baggage |ike overstuffed pride and a tw sted joke
of a sense of honor? Honor! You wouldn't know the neaning of honor if it cane
up and spit in your eye.

"You seem conpl etely unhurt, my friend," G nnan said, obviously talking to
Tammad. "Perhaps it would be best if you were to rise to your feet and wal k
about a short while."

"Slowy and with our assistance,"” Dallan anended as a grunt canme am d the
sounds of mnovenent. "Are you able to speak now of what occurred?"

"I am not yet sure of what occurred,"” the barbarian answered, sounding as

t hough he had just been through a fight lasting hours. "The woman-gave ne her
concept of fitting punishment for disrespect, and when | attenpted to seize
her and put an end to it, |I found I could not. Her flesh was nore painful to
touch than the flames of a cooking fire, and I could not hold to her. | then
recal l ed her fear of weapons and thought to startle and frighten her with ny
dagger, yet when | nmade the attenpt a-a great dizziness cane over ne, SO great
that | could not remain erect. Al sight and sound abandoned me and in their
pl aces were a whirling and roaring, twisting ne about and swallow ng ne. |
recall naught fromthe time of its onset to the tine it faded."

The barbarian sounded so bew | dered and confused that Dallan and Cinnan said
not hing, building a silence that grew larger the longer it went on. | could
hear their footsteps behind me as they all wal ked about, trying to hel p Tamad
shake off the last of the dizziness, feeling not the | east urge to uncover ny
eyes and turn to look at them That was twice now that |'d been taken over by
that cal mdetachment, and it came to nme that | no |longer had to search for the
control | needed to handle ny abilities even under attack. The detached cal m
seened to be an ability inits own right, a tool to use to get the nost out of
the rest of ny abilities. Its existence was quite a nonentous discovery-for
anyone who didn't nmind being totally dehumani zed while under its influence.
found it horrifying and sickening, but not wanting it would not rmake it go
away. None of it would go away, not ever, no matter how terrible it got to be
| was a nonster growi ng nore nonstrous by the day, and nothing | could do
woul d cause it to stop.

"So, wenda, it seenms you have at |ast bested nme," the barbarian's voice cane
abruptly, stronger now and nore neutral than anything else. "You nmust allow ne
to offer ny congratul ations. "

"Thank you," | answered w thout taking ny hands fromny eyes, wondering how
could continue living with everything inside nme cut to ribbons by his words.
"The acconplishnent was certainly one to take great pride in."

"A clear denonstration of ability nust ever engender pride in the doer as well
as respect in observers," he said, as though he were comrenting on the



presence of rock all around us. "The respect you demanded is yours, wenda, and
nowit is tine that we continue on."

| heard his footsteps take himaway toward the seetarr, and really could have

| aughed. 1'd earned the respect 1'd wanted, and all 1'd had to give up for it
was his love. | took ny hands away fromny face to rub at ny arms, suddenly
very aware of the cold, stony grass | sat on. 1'd had the respect of those

around ne for nost of nmy life, but 1'd never known what it felt like to be

| oved. To be respected is a very fine thing, but to be loved is a feeling
that's nearly indescribable. To know that you nean something to someone, that
his eyes will light up when you appear, that the |love you feel for himis

mat ched and returned-that if you should die it would nake a difference. To die
is not particularly upsetting, everyone gets to do it at one tinme or another
but to die all alone, with no one to care-1'd always believed that the

| onel i ness woul d be unbearable, that there woul d be an awareness of it even
after the brain generating the awareness of mnd no |onger functioned. Once
again |'d gotten what | wanted, the respect I'd felt | couldn't do wthout,
and | couldn't say | hadn't earned it. I'd earned it, all right, and

everyt hing el se besi des.

"W prepare to depart, Terril," Dallan said, stopping to ny right with G nnan
a few steps behind him "You had best rise to your feet now, and go to
Tammad. "

"I do not nean to continue on with you, Dallan," | answered, making no effort
to look up at him unsurprised by the decision |I'd made wi thout knowing it. "I
will remain here a while before beginning the journey back."

"Wenda, you cannot remmin in these nountains alone," Dallan protested, seeing
not hi ng of the way the barbarian paused briefly in what he was doing near his
pack seetar before continuing. He'd heard what |'d said, but he no | onger
cared enough even to consider arguing with ne.

"And to return al one would be inpossible.” C nnan added his contribution
conmng forward to stand beside Dallan. "You would have no shelter and no food,
no seetar to ride and no protection. You must continue on with us."

"I cannot," | said, still [ooking at nothing but their feet and | egs, w shing
they woul d hurry through their token protests and then | eave me al one. There
was a terrible loneliness waiting for nme, but | was abruptly in sonmething of a
hurry to get started with it.

"The wonman may ride with you, Dallan,"” the barbarian put in wthout turning,
still conpletely wapped up in what he was doing. "As you and she are helid,
there should be little objection to the arrangenent."”

"You wi sh her to ride with me?" Dallan responded, the surprise in his voice
covering all traces of the reluctance he surely felt. "For what reason is she
not to remain with you?"

"Best would be that she becone accustonmed to being with others,"” the barbarian
answered, finally finishing with the pack beast and noving toward his nount.
"I'n preparation for the unbandi ng, of course.”

He swung up into the saddle and i nmedi ately noved out toward the road,

continuing on down w thout a single backward | ook. | thought of all the tines
I'd wanted himto do that, all the times I'd wanted himto be willing to
unband nme. | hadn't known it would be so easy to acconplish; all 1'd had to do

was want his bands with every cell in ny body.



"I have no understandi ng of what occurs here," Cinnan said, soundi ng vaguely
annoyed. "Ever have | considered nyself a man of adequate intelligence, yet do
| fail to grasp what now occurs about ne. Perhaps | have been robbed of the
intelligence |I thought was mne."

"Shoul d that be so, then the mal ady you suffer fromis nmne as well," Dallan
returned, frowning sternly. "I, too, have no understandi ng of what occurs, yet
do | mean to know. Up on your feet, wenda, and conme with me. As you have been
left in ny charge, you will ride with me till we canp for the darkness."

"I have already said | will no | onger acconpany this party,” | told him
finding that ny right fingers had gone to nmy left wistband. "Do you believe
he will be insulted if | retain his bands for a short while | onger?"

"Terril, | cannot fathomhis intent to unband you," Dallan said with

puzzl ement tinged with hurt, crouching so that he mght put his hand to ny
face. "Was there a thing that passed between you which C nnan and | are
unaware oft"

"You saw what passed between us," | said, finding no confort in the touch of
his hand as | once mght have. "As he said, | bested him is it any wonder he
no |l onger feels love for me? | have becone a nonster in his eyes, the nonster
| amin truth. Best would be that you | eave nme now, for nonsters are well
known for turning on those nearest them w thout provocation. | would not w sh
to see you harned."

| got to my feet and wal ked away from his stare, back uphill to where 1'd
stood when |'d decided | couldn't live w thout respect. The sun was trying
hard to warm everythi ng beneath it, but its efforts were as weak and

i nadequate as mine. |'d been trying for a small taste of |ife beside the man I
| oved; | hadn't thought the taste would be quite that small.
"Terril, your words hold no neaning for us," Dallan protested, and fromthe

sound of his voice | could tell he'd foolishly foll owed nme. "We have no fear
that you will cause us harm"

"You are fools, then," | said, turning abruptly to look at him Dallan stood
perhaps three or four feet away, Ci nnan a couple of feet behind him and wth
the sl ope of the ground neither one of them stood as high above ne as he
usual ly did. "Wse nmen never fail to fear nonsters, and take thenselves from
them as quickly as possible. Wuld you prefer to be harned?"

"You see yourself as sonething objectionable because of the skill you
exhi bited?" Dallan asked, showing no insult at being called a fool. "Because
of the power which was shown, we are now to consider you a nonster?"

"Shoul d that be so, you must consider us the sane,” G nnan put in, coning
forward to stand beside Dallan. "For what reason do you fail to show fear of
us' 2"

The two of themwere staring straight at ne, their blue eyes show ng no
attenpt at evasion, no indication that they weren't speaking the absolute
truth. 1 could see that even with my shield closed, the shield I'd closed as
soon as Tammad had mounted up and ridden away, but what | couldn't see was
what they were getting at.

"I fail to understand the neaning of your words,"” | said, |ooking fromone to
the other. "You are neither of you nonsters, therefore is there scarcely a
need to fear you."



"You believe there are none upon this world who fear |'lendaa?" Dallan asked,
his tone as sober as it had been, his manner as unrelenting. "Al'lenda is one
with skill in battle, one whose sword skill sets himapart. For what reason do
you not trenble in fear against the possibility of ny drawing ny sword and
striking you down?"

"You-woul d not do such a thing," | answered, upset by how grimthe two of them
| ooked. "To be |I'lenda is to be possessed of honor, and honor would not permt
the striking down of one who was unarnmed. You cannot be thought of as nonsters
simply because of the skill you possess.™

"And yet you woul d have us see you so for the same reason," Dallan pursued
taking a step forward. "You are a nmonster who m ght easily cause us harm
therefore are we to fear you. Strike then, nonster, for we do not fear you,
nor do we nean to | eave you be."

"Indeed,"” said C nnan, also stepping closer. "Strike, nonster, and end us with
your skill and power."

| looked at the two of them trying their best to deny what |1'd said, know ng
they really were fools. Al | had to do was |ower my shield and reach out to
them and they'd know the sane thing. | wanted to raise nmy head defiantly and
show t hem how wong they were, but for sone reason | couldn't. | felt very
smal |l and very hurt, and | just couldn't do that to anyone again. | |ooked at
themone last time with my fingers to ny wistband, then sinply and silently
turned away. | meant to continue on up the trail, but a big hand cane to ny
shoul der to stop ne.

"You will not cause us harmfor the same reason we woul d not harm you, wenda,"
Dal | an said, his voice now grown softer. "As you are unarned before us, so are
we before you. You, too, have a sense of honor which disallows unprovoked
attack. "

"Do not speak that word to ne!" | snapped, pulling away from his hand before
whirling to face him "It was the pursuit of honor which caused me to do as |
did, and brought about the loss | now face! OF what use is such a thing as
honor, when it brings only pain and | oss?"

"I't was not honor which caused your |oss, sister,” Dallan said, still |ooking
at me soberly. "The true cause continues to remain beyond our understandi ng,
yet was it certainly not honor. "
"Perhaps-it was no other thing," G nnan said slowy, his eyes focused inward
wi th thought, one finger rubbing absently at his face. "To be defeated is no
easy thing to accept, least of all for one who is denday. To be defeated by a
worman woul d cut nost deeply, and despite his strength Tammad is no nore than a
man. Perhaps his pride and sense of honor have been wounded. "

"Such a possibility had not occurred to nme," Dallan admitted with a frown,
consi deri ng the suggestion. "Should your thought be truth, what are we to do?"

"There is naught to do," | answered before C nnan coul d speak, feeling even
worse than | had. "His love for ne has turned to hatred, clearly shown in his
intention to unband me. How great a fool | was, to thoughtlessly cause such a
t hi ng. "

| looked down in msery at the band | was stroking, nearly sick to ny stonach
because of the stupid thing |I'd done, but Dallan made a sound of annoyance.

"You must cease this wallowi ng in accusation and self-pity, wenda," he said,



bringing ny startled attention to a pair of equally annoyed eyes. "No matter

t he pl easure you derive fromit, you nust recall that your chall enge to Tammad
was accepted-and accepted with anusement. Al of us have known defeat at one
time or another, yet were we scarcely to be found sul ki ng about at the
audacity of the one who defeated us. One does not dare to find victory over
another, one nmerely finds it; victory itself is the justification for
chal | enge. "

"And a man nust truly be a fool to believe he will find victory in a battle in
whi ch another's skill far exceeds his own," Ci nnan put in, |ooking al nost as
annoyed as Dallan. "The drin Dallan and | have both experienced your power,
and in no manner would we consider accepting a challenge with the weapon of
the mnd. I, at least, had not at first seen the matter in such a light, yet
is it all too obvious when thought upon. Despite Tanmad's new y di scovered
abilities, he should not have thought hinself able to best you."

"Clearly has menory of the battle you fought in the resting place of the Sword
escaped him" Dallan said with a nod of agreement. "The strength required to
best a man in such a way nust truly be great, yet did he assune that H s own
strength was greater. Above all things ; |'lenda nust be confident, yet not to
the extent of foolishness."”

"But it was not my place to humliate him" | protested, beginning to fee
very confused. "Hi s skill with a sword is far greater than m ne, yet he made
no effort to humliate me by giving challenge in such a way. It was

t hought| ess and inconsiderate of ne to do what he would not."

"Did you at any tinme deny recognition, of his skill?" Dallan asked, still not
very happy with ne. "In the absence of denial, he had no cause to give you
chal | enge. Your skill, however, was indeed denied, therefore was challenge the

sol e avenue left open to you. To prove one's skit is not the sane as giving
del i berate hunmiliation."”

"Then-he had no true cause to punish me," | said, struggling to break free of
t he confusion. "H s punishnment was a denial of ny skill."

"No, wenda, you fail to grasp the point," Cnnan said with a sigh of forced
pati ence. "As you wear Tammd's bands, it is his duty to give you puni shnent.
Even should he know he will be struck down for it, he is bound to nmake the
attenpt. His error lay in refusing to acknow edge your skill, a skill we are
all of us well aware of."

"Then you believe | should continue to be punished, no natter the power | have
exhibited," | said, staring at C nnan while exasperation added to the
confusion. "You see no reason for such a doing to be discontinued."

"Certainly not," Cinnan agreed, his attitude firmand without a trace of
doubt. "The skill you possess demands and nerits the respect of nen, yet do
you continue to be wenda. You, too, must give respect, and obedi ence as well,
el se may you confidently | ook forward to puni shnent."

He turned then to say sonething to Dallan, but I was too upset to bother
l[istening. | turned around and wandered away fromthem ny mind spinning and
my emotions flying in all directions at once. Rinilian men were inpossible,
every one of them and I couldn't understand how they could think that way.

They were willing to give me respect for ny abilities, but beyond that would
give nothing at all. | was a fenale, a wenda. and puni shment season was al ways
open.

| was trying to stonp through the unhappy grass, but the stones were hurting



nmy feet and anot her thought suddenly came to stop ny upward progress. Wat
about Tammad' ? He was right to be upset with ne for hurting him but was
Dal l an just as right'? He hadn't only accepted nmy chall enge he'd added a side
bet, and then he'd tried to win by cheating. Wen he |ost he rode away to
sul k, too put out over his defeat to even stay around and tal k about it. And
why had he said he was going to unband nme? Was that the extent of the love I'd
t hought was so deep and endl ess?

"Come, Terril, | will explain the decision C nnan and | have agreed on as we
ride," Dallan called, |ooking up toward nme where | stood. "W mnust find the
reasons for Tammad's actions, and you will assist us."

"How much cl earer might his actions be?" | asked, reluctantly novi ng downhil
toward him "He no longer wishes me in his bands."

"Shoul d his defeat be the sole reason for this, you will be well rid of him"
Dal | an stated, taking ny armas | reached him his eyes hard. "Wen a nan
feels true love for a woman, he will forgive her anything, even superiority in

some matter. Should his pride be too sensitive to allowthis, he is best |eft
al one with that pride."

I was then gently propelled toward the seetarr, Dallan's heavy annoyance ai ned
el sewhere than at nme. Cinnan seemed to be shaking his head in disgust, but
also not with me. | bent briefly to retrieve the fur |1'd dropped before
continuing on to the mounts, but | was now al nbost as upset as | had been
earlier. At some point ny shield had dissolved to | eave nothing but the
curtain, and the grimdetermnation filling both of the men made nme very
uneasy.

It wasn't long before we were back on the road, and | rode astride in front of
Dal | an, the fur w apped around me. Although the cold had begun to get a grip
on me again | hadn't wanted the fur, but Dallan had refused to let nme ride
without it. His arms around nme kept me in the saddle while | held to the fur,

and this time | had no trouble seeing where we were goi ng. Downhill was where
we were goi ng, ever downhill, w thout any sign of Tammad's passage that |

could see. | kept having the feeling that he woul d keep going rather than stop
at some point, and | would never see himagain. | didn't expect things to ever

be the sanme between us, but | couldn't bear the thought of not seeing hima
final tinme.

The sun was nearly gone before we found the place Tanmad had chosen for a
canpsite. C nnan and Dallan had been growi ng nore and nore annoyed the | onger
we had to ride, and the sight of the barbarian's cantah did little to calm

t hat annoyance. Dallan had told me that he and C nnan had deci ded on a plan of

action, and all | had to do was renenber not to interfere. He had refused to
go into nore detail than that, which had added to the confusion whirling
around inside of ne. | wasn't sure about how | should feel, and the cl oser we
got to the barbarian the more unsure | becanme. |'d known where he' d stopped

for sone tinme before we reached it, but | hadn't said anything to Dallan and
G nnan.

The two men rode their seetarr to a spot near Tamuad's before di snounting, and
when Dallan lifted ne to the ground | had to stop near the barbarian's nount
to calmhis distress and outrage. As far as the big black seetar was

concerned, | had no business riding anywhere but on him and he coul dn't
understand why | had. Maybe "refused to understand” would be a nore accurate
phrase, but | wasn't in the nmood to go into long, involved explanations. | |et

himfeel ny apology for upsetting him and he accepted the apology with a
smal | snort of pleasure. He seenmed to feel the error wouldn't be repeated, but
| couldn't say the sane.



Dal  an and G nnan unburdened their seetarr and then began to set up their

cant ahh, and to | ook at the barbarian you would believe we were all invisible.
He sat in front of the fire he had built, roasting a | arge piece of neat, nore
i ntent on what he was doi ng than on what was goi ng on around him | stood off

to one side, paying a great deal of attention to what nmy two traveling
conpani ons were doing, very glad that the cold wasn't nearly as bad as it had
been even that norning. The fire would then have been the only really warm
spot around, and although that was the place | npbst wanted to be, | couldn't
quite find the courage to go over there.

When Dallan finished with his tent he went to the fire, glanced at the
roasting nmeat, then settled hinmself on the ground with a small grunt. The
barbari an was wapped in a thick, brooding calm and didn't come out of it
until Dallan nade a noise in his throat.

"The meat will soon be done,” Tammad told himwi th an air of preoccupation
obviously ready to sink back into his mental stewing. "I trust the afternoon
was as uneventful for you as it was for nme?"

"Li kely even nmore so for us," Dallan agreed with a snooth unconcern he wasn't
entirely feeling. "As you nean to unband the wonan and have al ready given her
over into ny care for the journey, | take it you will have no objection to her
sharing ny furs this darkness?"

| hadn't expected Dallan to say that, and | wanted Tamuad to refuse as he had
the night before, wanted himto stride over to ne and pull me furiously and
possessively into his arns; instead he held very still for a nonment at the
abrupt, unexpected question, his mnd whirling with agitation, and then he
shrugged.

"\What objection might | have?" he asked, still staring into the fire. "Should
you al so wi sh to band her, ny own bands may be returned with the new light."

My throat had been tightening up at the way he'd been ignoring me, but when |
heard what he had to say | sobbed once, dropped the fur, then stunbled away
into the growi ng darkness. He really wanted to have nothing further to do with
me, didn't want to cone near ne again even to retrieve his bands. There was
such a terrible pain inside ne that | thought | would die of it, then | began
to pray that | would. No matter what Dallan said it was ny fault that he
didn't want ne, and | felt uglier and nore grotesque than | ever had in ny
l[ife. | was a nonster, and no one could | ove a nonster

I ran a short way downhill until I was well away fromthe light of the fire,
sobbi ng raggedly, then stopped to fold to the ground with the rock at my back
I'd been trying not to be such a weepy infant, trying to be as strong as
possi bl e to make ny hamak proud, but the tears running down my cheeks were
tears of pain, an agony |'d never have the strength to overcome. The ground
was hard and cold and the grass stiff and danp, but | lay curled up on ny side
wi t hout caring about any of that. If only it was just a bad dream ny nind
kept saying, if only it wasn't real. But it was real, and not a dream and
not hi ng woul d be able to change that.

"You had best return now, wenda," a quiet voice said out of the darkness, a
cal m shadow coming up to loomat the side of the road. "Dallan insists that |
deliver you wi thout bands, and now waits inpatiently by the fire. Once he has
banded you ( will depart, and you will no longer find the need to run from ny
presence. "

| looked up at his towering outline, hearing the deadness of his voice and



feeling the sane in his mnd. He had absolutely no interest in doing anything
ot her than unbanding nme, no object to his entire life other than that.
closed ny eyes at the stabbing | felt again in ny chest, totally unable to

speak, wishing | could will every organ in ny body to stop functioning. Most
peopl e can continue on if their life mates are taken fromthem and | knew
that if | nade the effort, | could, too. But I, like that small nunber of

others, had no wish to continue on, not without the one who makes |ife worth
[iving.

"Have you heard me, wenda?" he asked, still standing in the sanme place. "Let
us return now so that I nmay be gone as soon as possible.”

Gone as soon as possible. That idea was so very warming and attractive in the
chilling dark. | lay huddl ed on the ground, the short, stiff grass stabbing at
nmy cheek, ny gaze seeking again and finding the giant dark shadow standi ng not
far fromne. Everything was growi ng hazy and soft around the edges, conforting
like the thickest of furs, vague like the onset of drugged sleep. Farewell, ny
love, I will never forget you, not even in the vastness of forever. Wthout ne
your life will be full and happy; w thout you nmine is already done.

Chapter 5
"Terril, waken," the voice insisted, an acconpaninent to the hands that were
shaki ng me. "You nust conme awake now, wends. You nust return."”

"Go 'way," | munbled, nmoving around on sonething soft. | didn't want to wake
up the way the voice was insisting, | wanted to do sonething el se, but I
couldn't quite remenber what that something el se was.

"Her mind is confused, yet it rouses," another voice said, one that sounded
vastly relieved. "I cannot conprehend for what reason she has done this."

"Surely did | believe your know edge of wendaa to be greater than that of a
boy," the first voice returned, angry and deliberately insulting. "Wat nman
woul d fail to know the reason his woman. attenpted to take her own |ife?"

"The drin Dallan forgets that soon the woman will no | onger be mine," the
second voice answered stiffly, offended but trying not to showit. "She w shes
to be free even of the sight of me, and for this she cannot be faulted.

Repl ace ny bands with yours, and then I will go."

"For what reason would you believe she no | onger has deep feelings for you?" a
third voi ce asked, curiosity and confusion well mxed. "I heard no words
spoken to that effect. "

"Wth one such as she, words are unnecessary," the secand voi ce said, painful
hurt hovering just beyond the edges. "She attenpted to conceal her disgust and
loathing at nmy failure, yet was | able to perceive themin her mnd. So great
were these feelings that she even refused to | ook upon me, a thing you both
saw Wi th your own eyes. She woul d have renai ned behi nd sooner than travel the
| onger in ny conpany, and that | could not allow | will not see her come to
harm t hrough ny failure as a man."

"Shoul d what you have said be so, then you will find little difficulty in
replying to nmy query," the first voice said i nmedi ately, nmpost of the anger
gone fromit. "For what reason has she attenpted to take her own |ife?"

"I had not known such a thing was possible,"” the second voice said, a shudder



of near-catastrophe in him "Had her mnd not opened to me when consci ousness
fled, I would not have been able to deny her will with my own. Clearly does
she now find such horror in ny conpany, that she woul d sooner seek death than
be forced to endure it even for a short while. "

"Once | knew a wenda who | oathed the very sight of me," the first voice
remarked, a nmusing to its tone. "So greatly did ny presence outrage her that
she woul d hurl whatever was about directly at ny head whenever | appeared. Not
once, however, do | recall her attenpting her own l[ife to escape ne. My life
she woul d have willingly taken-yet her own?"

"Also does it appear fromthe woman's face that she has wept," the third voice
put in, filling the silence left by the second. "I had not known that
detestation and | oathing would bring tears, even to a wenda so lacking in fire
as this one."

"Have you taken | eave of your senses, man?" the second voi ce denanded,
suddenly outraged. "To see this woman as one without fire is to see naught of
the world due to blindness! "

"It was scarcely G nnan who presented her as unspirited,"” the first voice
said, a hardness to it now "It was not he who decl ared her unable to | ook
upon one she | oathed, nor was it he who saw her search for death as the sole
manner of avoi di ng one she detested-one she knew woul d soon be gone. Cearly
does one in this cantah consider her not only unspirited but nindless."
"Your words have no neaning," the second voice protested, his outrage m xi ng
wi th confusion. "For what other reason would the wonan seek her own [ife?"

"Perhaps for the reason that she believes her sadendrak's |love |ost to her
because of the terrible creature she has becone,” the first voice answered, a
bl eakness besi de the hardness. "Perhaps for the reason that he has proven his
| ack of love by declaring his intention to unband her, and then attenpting to
do that very thing."

"Monster was the word used by her,"” the third voice said, painfully quiet. °
"So great was her horror at what she had done that she could not face any of
us. Also did she declare that none could feel love for such a nonster."

"It was self-loathing and sel f-detestation that you felt in her, ny friend,"
the first voice said to the stunned silence in the second. "Her powers are
great indeed, yet does she |lack the necessary training to allow her to take

pl easure fromvictory. The strength to face challenge is hers w thout doubt,
yet wendaa are sel domtaught to steel their hearts to the necessities of
battle. Your defeat touched you so strongly, then, that you were unable to see
this?"

"Defeat?" the second voice asked, the mind behind it whirling like a wind of
destruction. "Indeed was it a defeat, yet was it even nore a failure. The
worman requires strength in a man, else is she unable to consider hima man.
Ever before have | been able to call up the necessary strength, yet this tine
naught appeared save failure. Wiat wonman of strength and power would wi sh a
man with none?"

"You castigate yourself for failing to have a power to match hers?" the first
voi ce denmanded, his incredulity nearly drowning out the painful inadequacy of
the second. "Now do | truly give thanks that your newfound abilities are not
m ne, for what man woul d wi sh to becone a fool ? And one, noreover, who has
taken to seeing his own beliefs as truth, rather than | ooking upon the world
as it is?"



"You forget yourself," the second voice cane back coldly, deeply insulted. "No
man may speak to nme so, save with a sword in his fist."

"Sword?" echoed the first, pretending to great surprise. "One without strength
of any sort would consider the use of a sword? One who is no other thing than
a failure would think to face a prince and warrior?"

"The wonman has ever seened to suffer from deep feelings of inadequacy," the
third voi ce nused, ignoring the crackling anger flashing between the other
two. "Think you there is a |link between the power and such feelings, one which
nmust be watched closely to keep it fromaffecting a man's usual reason?"

"More does it seema matter of misinterpretation," said the first voice, his
mnd i mediately diving into the question. "The wonan feels what others do,
yet does she see those feelings in light of her own. Her difference touches
her profoundly, and many of her actions seemto arise fromthat. Tell ne:
woul d you have ridden from her as you did had you not touched her thoughts?"

"No," the second voice admtted, a glum depression having taken the place of
insult. "This new power tw sts me about, and although | attenpt to keep nyself
fromits use, the thing is nore readily deci ded upon than done. Mre easily is
it able to unman nme than a life threat, and | know not how it may be
conquered. "

"Allowing it its way with you will not give you victory over it," the first
voi ce said, refusing to show even a hint of conpassion. "You rmust |earn again
to |l ook upon all things as once you did, and harden your heart to necessity as
she is unable to do. The woman requires the strength you deem i nadequat e,
finding it nore than sufficient for her purposes. WII you refuse her your

ai d?"

"For what reason nust |ove make fools of otherw se able men?" the second voice
asked, beginning to sound disgusted with itself. "OF what use is it, when it
blinds a man to what occurs about hinf? | had thought to aid the woman by

departing fromher, and instead nearly drove her to self-destruction. | mnust
apply nyself to the | essons she teaches, so that | will not falter a second
time. I will have the strength she demands, else shall | fall to never rise
again."

"Apparently |l ove al so causes a nman to speak strangely," the first voice
observed, clearly anmused. "You believe it likely that another failure to
wi t hstand her power will cause you to fall and never again to rise?"

"Had you felt what | did, brother, you would not find the need to ask," the
second voice said with a rueful chuckle, now aware of how nel odramatic it had
just sounded. "Never before has her power seened so overwhel m ng, so

undeniable. It will take a good deal to resist it, yet do | mean to do no
ot her thing."
"A nore nodest aim yet surely nore fitting to one who is |'lenda," the first

voi ce said, and then it paused before addi ng, "The denday Tammad seens now to
have returned to hinself, do you not agree, wenda?"

| had been lying there with my eyes closed and conpl etely unnovi ng, but Dallan
had had no trouble realizing that | was fully awake. The lack of surprise in
C nnan's mnd showed he'd known the sanme, which left only the barbarian. He

al one started then began to nove to ne, but even the | oving encouragenent in
his mind didn't supply me with the nerve to open ny eyes and | ook at them



"Indeed,"” | agreed in a heavy voice, wishing | were still lying on stiff, wet
grass instead of furs which gave such confort. "lndeed has the denday Tammad
returned to hinself."

"And you have done the sane, hanma," the barbarian said, putting one hand to ny
face. "For what reason do you not sit up and open your arns to ne?"

"For the reason that I'mtoo disgusted with nyself,” | answered in Centran
turning nmy face to the left to escape the touch of his hand. "I've really
managed to ruin your life conpletely, haven't |7?"

"I'n what manner do you believe you have brought ruin to ny life?" he asked,
still sticking with Rimlian, the calmin himfaintly tinged with upset but
not uncertainty. "To find and band the worman he has ever sought may scarcely
be considered a man's ruin."

"But the powers of an enpath can be," | countered, turning conpletely onto ny
left side. "If I hadn't let you band ne you never woul d have found out about
your own powers, and would not now have to fight your way back to normal cy.
You said you were going to unband ne. Do it."

"Wenda, | cannot unband you," he answered, a gentle strength in the hand that
followed to touch my arm "Only the belief that you no | onger cared for ne
allowed me to consider such a thing to begin with, and that consideration
brought greater pain than | knew was possible. As | cannot |eave you, will you
instead attenpt to | eave ne?

The question was entirely neutral, the calmin his mnd telling me nothing,
the panic in nmy own mind saying it all. | tried to talk nmyself into it, tried
to convince nyself that it was for his own good, but all ny life I'd been
encouraged to be selfish, and | couldn't seemto break the habit. Instead of
answering imediately | sat up and | ooked at him then shook nmy head.

"I can't," | said, finding it inpossible to keep fromputting nmy fingertips to
his face. "If | had any honor at all | would change the |ove you feel to
conplete indifference, then watch while you sold ne to soneone el se and rode
away. That's what | ought to do-but | can't."

"Most certainly you cannot," he agreed with a laugh, lifting ne off the fur
and into his lap. "It would not be possible for you to change ny love to
anot her thing, and even should it be possible, you have not ny pernission to
do so. Such a doing would not be honor but dishonor."

"Are you again concerned with honor, wenda?" Dallan asked fromwhere he sat to
the left of the furs, close to the tent flaps. A single candle burned in the
cant ah, and G nnan crouched farther to the right, beyond Tammad. The drin of
Cerleth was staring at me in di sapproval

"For what reason should | not be concerned with honor?" | asked, sw tching
back to Rmlian. "I know well enough how little of it there is in remaining
with one who would do far better with none of ny sort to plague him and yet
do | nevertheless remain. Wuld you do the same, or would you have the courage
to go?"

"I would certainly do what was best, Terril," he said, suddenly watching his
words very carefully. "For you, best would be to remain with your nemabrak
obedient to his will."

"And yet, such a best is scarcely honorable,” | pursued, putting nmy arns as
far around the barbarian as possible and | aying nmy head on his chest, all the



while continuing to hold Dallan's gaze. "I have discovered that the one | care
nost for in all the worlds there are would fare far better if | were not
beside him Also do | know that the power is nine to free himfromhis |ove
for me. Should | use that power it will be his will to ride fromne and never

| ook back, and yet should I do so, life will no | onger have meaning for ne.
VWhich will am| to obey, Dallan? Which would you obey?"

"It matters not which he would obey," came the words fromthe chest | lay on
so close to being a grow that the anger in the mnd above was an unnecessary
addition. Dallan had devel oped a frustrated | ook and hadn't known what to say,
but Tammad took care of that for him "The drin Dallan has not been commanded
to a certain obedience, the while the wenda Terril has indeed been so
conmanded. The choi ce has not been given you, wenda, only the command. WI I
you obey, or will you be punished?"

Only then did | realize that his arms were around ne as | held to him

circling me a good deal nore firmy than | was able to accomplish. | could
then also feel his eyes on nme, and the way his nmind had hardened. | knew | was
still somewhat confused, but | should have been able to follow what was

happening a lot nore closely than | was.

"I cannot understand your neaning," | said, lifting my head to look up into
his eyes. "After what has occurred, you cannot be speaki ng of puni shrment

again. Have | not proven nyself able to halt you? Have | not earned respect in
t he manner you demanded?"
"I ndeed you have, wenda," he agreed, lifting one hand to snooth my hair. "The
respect that was earned is yours, freely given as was not earlier done. You
have proven yourself fully able to halt ne, yet do you no | onger have ny

perm ssion to use the power of your mind against me. WIl you touch nme so

wi t hout ny perm ssion?"

He | ooked at me with nothing but calm but | could feel what was waiting
behind that calm sonmething | had never quite been able to stand up to. He
knew | had the ability to stop any puni shnment even before it began, but he had
calmy decided not to let ne use that ability. It was outrageous, but he was
forcing me to obey hi m again!

"You m serabl e barbarian!" | hissed, hitting himso hard with a fist in the
side that it actually registered faintly somewhere at the back of his mnd
"You know |'mat the point where | can't bring nyself to touch anyone w t hout
their perm ssion! You' re cheating to make ne obey you!"

"Indeed,"” he said with a laugh filled with anusenment, his grin so wide his
face was in danger of splitting. "A nman nust use what is available to himif
he is to hold his owmn with his wenda. |Is the thought of parting fromne

per haps becomi ng nore attractive?"

| glared at himin disgust for a mnute, seriously considering what nmy answer
shoul d be, but | didn't have nuch choice there either

"No, it isn't," | said with very little grace, knowing | would probably be
stuck with that answer for the rest of nmy life. "You' re a beast and | hate
you, but you have me trapped. "

"And ever shall | keep the walls of that trap unbreachable,” he nurnmnured,
putting his hand under ny chin to raise ny face. "Wthout you beside ne,
wenda, | have not the will to go on, therefore shall | never free you."

He lowered his lips to mine, then, giving nme tenderness rather than passion



and | couldn't help but think again how much better he would do w thout a
nmonster at his side. He could have the will to go on without ne, if only | had
t he courage .

"Are we as yet prepared to take our neal ?" Dallan asked in the mddle of ny
beautiful kiss, the plaintiveness in his voice causing Tammad to raise his
head with a |l augh, and G nnan to chuckle. "Should the neat not have burned
itself to ashes in the fire, | will give fervent and very sincere thanks. "
"And should it indeed have been burned, your saddl e seetar will give thanks,"
| told him annoyed that he'd broken things up so quickly. "Already the poor
beast weeps and struggles to bear you."

"Your observation is scarcely anusing, wenda," he said with a stare of
annoyance whil e Tammad and G nnan both | aughed al oud. Dallan had been eating

everything in sight ever since we'd started the trip, but he was still about
as far fromfat as you can get. H's giant frame could have carried a good dea
nore weight than it currently did, and he still would have been trim hard and

wel | nuscl ed.

"An urgent need for a great deal of food has been nine since ny tine as a
slave in Aesnil's palace,"” he went on, shifting to an injured, put-upon air of
silent bravery. "The healer tells me such a happening is not unusual and will
soon di sappear, yet aml to cater to it the while it remains. Wuld you have
me di sobey the heal er?"

"Certainly not," Cinnan said rather gravely, only his mnd show ng his
anmusenment. "A man who wishes to regain his health and strength nust ever obey
a healer."

"I ndeed, " the barbarian agreed, also straight-faced, his hand on nmy neck
beneath ny hair. "W will soon be out of these mountains, therefore will it be
possi bl e to replenish our ravaged stores with little difficulty. | would,
however, were | you, keep nyself fromthat which is carried for the seetarr
Thei r under standi ng and conpassion is nost often great, yet not when they w sh
to feed."

"I have not eaten that great an amount," Dallan stated as he glared at all of
us, annoyed again at being teased. "As the matter disturbs you all so, | shal
be the first to hunt for us as soon as we are down out of this pass."

"I't would be best to | ocate sonmething large," | suggested, al so keeping ny
face expressionless. "So that there will be sone neat |left upon it by your
return to the canp, you understand. "

My coment was too nuch for Tanmmad and G nnan. The two of themthrew their
heads back and roared, nearly weeping tears of laughter at the thought of
Dal l an's nibbling at his kill during the ride back to canp. Dallan | ooked at
themin disgust, glared at ne in disapproval, then dropped a subject he was
begi nning to find awkward by turning and | eaving the tent.

By the time the rest of us nade it outside, the neat was ready to eat. Tanmad
had put it aside away fromthe fire when he'd cone after me, so it hadn't been
burned after all. Dallan divided it with his knife, very deliberately taking

the I argest piece for hinmself, and the other two nen spent al nost as rnuch tine

chuckling as eating. 1'd been faintly surprised that no one had yelled at ne
for starting to tease Dallan and then continuing with it, but then it canme to
me that that had to be part of the respect 1'd earned. |I'd shown what | was

capabl e of and had been given full marks for it, and was now permitted to joke
with the others as though | were one of them It felt good to have that sort



of freedom but | still didn't like what 1'd had to do to earn it. | sat on
the ground near the fire, my arnms wapped about nme against the chill of the
dar kness, feeling the quiet background enotions of the others filter through
the curtain over ny mnd. Wiy was it necessary to knock Rimlians down and
stonp on them before they becane willing to give respect? Wiy couldn't they
just take someone's word for it the way civilized people did ?

"Ah, an excellent neal," Dallan observed fromwhere he sat, patting the
material of his shirt that covered his flat mddle. "I believe | shall now
retire to ny cantah. Come, wenda. '

| looked at himblankly as he got to his feet, wondering what he was talking
about, feeling the same reaction in Tamuad, who sat to ny left.

"For what reason do you sunmon ny wenda, Dallan?" he asked, his voice puzzl ed.
"I had thought to sit awhile by the fire before retiring to ny furs, and the
worman may do the sane. "

"Your intentions are certainly yours to deternine, Tanmad," Dallan replied
wi t h pl easant ness and anusenent, his mnd chuckling. "The woman, however, was
earlier given to me for the darkness. Have you forgotten ny request-and your
own conpl ete agreenent to it?"

The barbarian stared up at Dallan with stunned shock, clearly renmenbering
their earlier exchange when he thought he would be |eaving forever, but | was
nmore frantic. | didn't want to spend the night with Dallan, | wanted to be
with Tammad, letting his arns and |lips and body help me to forget the doubts I
was still feeling.

"Hamak, tell himit was a mistake," | said at once to the barbarian, turning
fast to put ny hands on his arm "Tell himit was a n sunderstandi ng, and that
| don't have to go with him You know how | feel about that, and you said
you' d think about ny side of it before doing it again. Please, Tanmad. "

"Hama, | cannot," he answered heavily, speaking Centran as | had while he
| ooked down into ny eyes. "I agreed to the request which was nmade, and now
cannot retrieve that agreenent. | nust honor my word, and you, too, nust honor

it. You nust go to himand give himpleasure."

"l hate the word “honor,' " | told him furious that he felt bound to do such
athing to me, turning again to glare up at Dallan. He knew how | felt about
bei ng given to other nen, and was deliberately trying to huniliate ne.

"I believe you have been told you nust acconpany ne, Terril," the beast said
mldly, grinning as he offered ne a hand. "My cantah will be fully warmed this
dar kness, and other things as well. Come, now. "

| threw the barbarian a | ast-hope glance as | got to ny feet, but his enotions
told me | was wasting ny time. He was disappointed that | would not be there
to give himpleasure that night, but he was al ready shrugging off the

di sappoi ntment with a sense of, "Well, what can you do?" Handi ng wonen ar ound
was a usual thing to those barbarians, but that didn't nmake me hate it any

| ess.

Dallan lit a candle in the fire, then led the way to his cantah. By the tinme |
bent through the tent flaps he was already setting the candle firmy on a
brace, and then he turned to me with a grin.

"How odd that your excellent sense of hunmor is no |onger in evidence, wenda,"
he said, |ooking down at ne as he began to renove his swordbelt. "Have you no



ot her anusing observations it would please you to make?"

"So you've taken ne to serve you because of feelings of insult,” | grunbled,
finally seeing the point. "Do you also nean to take the others to your furs?"

"The others are by no nmeans as attractive as you, wenda," he answered with a
| augh, keeping his eyes on me as he put his sword aside. "I shall therefore
all ow you to make reparation for the group."

"And if | should refuse?" | asked, seething with the unfairness of it all.
"You feel desire for nme now, yet the state need not continue."

"I amaware of the fact that you are able to take the desire fromne." he said
with a cal mnod, reaching for the bottomof his shirt to pull it off over his
head. "Shoul d one face attack, one is well within one's rights to raise a
skillful defense, and I shall ever recall the time you did indeed take ny
desire. And yet, your nmemabrak has given ne his word. WIIl you shanme himwith
a refusal of either body or mnd ?"

He tossed the shirt away and sinply stood | ooking down at nme, his fingers on
his hips, his blue eyes calm his mnd confortable and conpl etely undi st urbed.
He wasn't in the least afraid of what | mght do to him and that despite the
fact that he'd had nore than one taste of what an enpath's sel f-defense could
consi st of. | suddenly began feeling very strange, an enotion | coul dn't
define flooding all through ne, one |I had, until then, felt only with Tammad.
It wasn't love or anything like that, and it nmade me very unconfortable.

"You know wel |l enough that | will not shame him" | nuttered, |ooking down at
my twisting fingers at my waist.

"You may do as you will, yet shall | find only a snmall part of the pleasure
find with him | have no desire to be here, and will not lie with a pretense
of eagerness."

"That is only as it should be, wenda," he said gently, putting his hand under
my chin to raise ny face to him "No nan takes another man's woman with the
belief that her pleasure will be as full with himas it is with her chosen
And yet do | sense an oddness here, centering about your great concern to
speak the truth. Can it be you seek to shame not Tammad but ne, with the
intimation that | intrude between two who should be in the arms of no others
save each other'? AmI| now to rel ease you fromyour obligation, and gallantly
return you to the side of your hamak?"

The armusenent in his mind was about of the same intensity as the twinkle in
his eyes, and as dimas the tent was it still wasn't too dimfor himto see

t he sudden blush in ny cheeks. | m ght not have been free to touch his nind
but there was nothing to keep me fromtrying to manipulate himwth
words-nothing, that is, but that dammable talent of his for seeing through to
the truth of things no matter how little data he had to work with.

"I expect nothing in the way of gallantry fromRimlian beasts!" | snapped,
jerking nmy face out of his hand. "You seek only to humiliate ne in revenge for
what was said of you, and | shall never forgive you for taking your revenge
only upon ne!"

"But I do not take revenge only upon you," he said, |aughing, suddenly
throwing his arnms around ne and bearing me down to his sleeping furs with him
"My brother G nnan's yearning for Aesnil has given his body the belief that he
has not had a woman for days w thout number, and seeing you sent to ne was
very painful for him M brother Tammad, on the other hand, had wi shed to do



no nmore than hold his wenda, to renove the nmenory of nearly having | ost her
Retention of that menmory will do best for him | believe, therefore have |
callously taken you fromhimfor this darkness. "

"How do you know all this?" |I demanded, imediately checking the m nds of
those we'd left outside. Cinnan sat noping at the fire with his mnd groaning,
his body so badly in need that he should have been up in flames. Tanmad,
however, was sunk deep in thought, and there was a definite enptiness shapi ng
and tinging those thoughts. It was painful for ne to sense himfeeling that
way, and | automatically began struggling against the wi de arms hol di ng ne,
trying to get free to go to him

"No, wenda, to spare himthe pain would be no service," Dallan insisted,

hol ding ne tighter against my struggles. "A man nust |earn to know the
consequences of his actions, so that his decisions may be nade on a basis of

t hought rather than feeling. No denday may act as hastily and thoughtlessly as
Tammad has, a thing he has forgotten in the face of his newfound abilities.
He nust relearn the |l esson of thought, Terril, and in such an instance you may
not aid him"

"How do you know all of these things?" | asked again, staring up at his sober
face, endl essly upset that he refused to rel ease ne. "Al nost does it seemthat
you are able to read themas easily as I."

"Cinnan's state | know of fromhis own lips,"” Dallan said, his careful calman
obvious attenpt to soothe ne. "He spoke of Aesnil, referred obliquely to his
needs, and fromthose things his condition became obvious. Tammad's feelings,
too, were obvious, largely fromthe manner in which he bade you acconpany ne.
H s | ack of anger and disconfort were clear to any with eyes, and am| not
famliar with his thoughts upon what occurred between you and the difficulty
he has had with his strengthening abilities? Wat need have | of your power,
wenda, when these things are all so clear to me without it?"

Everything he said was conpletely |ogical, but sonething still seenmed to be
wong with his explanations. | wanted to ook into it further, question him
nore thoroughly, but the upset was growing in nme instead of |essening,
especially when | saw himlook at ne in a very strange way.

"And you, wenda, you, too, require this darkness with me," he said, rolling
over to hold me down with his body while his hands snoothed ny hair back, "You
cannot deny that you continue to think upon the matter of aiding your nmemabrak
by making it possible for himto | eave you, and such a thing should not be.
You nust see for yourself what |ife would be, should he allow another to band
you. You would not find it possible to deny that other save with your power, a
doi ng whi ch may now be beyond you. You have not yet grown to the height al

'l endaa rmust have-an i nner hei ght from which vantage point a warrior may see
the pleasure in victory."

| began to protest what he'd said, tried to tell himas sincerely as possible
that he was wrong, but he wasn't wong and we both knew it. He used that night
to show me what it would be Iike to belong to someone ot her than Tammad, what
it would be like to be used by a man who was fond of ne and had no intentions
of hurting me, but who cared about little other than his own pleasure. Dallan
had never before nmade nme give himeverything while he gave back al nost

not hing, but one thing | didn't let himtake-I waited until he was asl eep
before I hid ny face in ny hands and shuddered.

Chapter 6



When Dallan et me go the next norning, | had to swall ow down the urge to run
to the barbarian and throw nyself into his arnms. It had been a really terrible
ni ght, but even the dimgray hal f-1ight of dawn was bright enough to let ne
see clearly the facts of Rmlian life. If | ran to Tammad just as everything
i nside nme screaned for ne to do, ny memabrak woul d probably chall enge Dallan
right on the spot. Tanmad knew Dal | an had used nme before, and knew as well
that 1'd had pleasure fromthose uses; a nman |like Dallan was able to give an
unbel i evabl e amount of pleasure, as nost Rimlian nen were. If | hadn't had
pl easure the night before it was only because Dallan hadn't wanted ne to have
it, and Rimlian nmen don't | ook kindly on other nen who do that to their
worren. It might not matter to Tammad that Dallan had been trying to nake a
point, and | didn't care to take the chance.

The barbarian crouched beside the fire, prodding it into fuller life, his eyes
and his surface thoughts seeing sonething other than the newborn flames. He
was agai n cal mbut now there was sonethi ng new, sonething hard and determ ned,
and right in the mddle of it was Tammad' s thought-feeling of me. | wasn't
sure | liked being in that position in his thoughts, but then he saw nme and
sm | ed, and everything el se became uni nportant.

"Hanna, you are awake," he said, rising fromhis crouch and opening his arns
to me. "Dallan, how went the darkness?"

"Acceptably,"” Dallan allowed frombehind me as | tried not to nove too quickly
into those arns waiting for me. "Only once have |I found naught of pleasure
with this woman."

"Was she ill?" the barbarian asked in surprise, his mnd automatically

begi nning to humfromthe touch of nmy body against his. That that was the only
expl anation to occur to himwas normal for a Rimlian, just as normal as
asking only Dallan about how things had gone. | was glad not to have to be
evasive to questions, but at the same tinme | was annoyed.

"The wonman was not ill," Dallan answered, crouching down near the spreading

bl aze with a smile, to pick up a stick and a pice of dinmral that waited to be
warned in the fire. "When the wonman made C nnan's capture possible by Aesnil's
guard, ny cousin was so pleased with her that she was given many gifts. One of
the gifts given to her, at her own request, was the presence of her
servant-slave in her new apartnent, all clothing having been taken from him
bef ore he was chai ned hand and foot to the floor. "

"Stripped and chai ned' ?" the barbarian repeated in outrage above ny head,
stiffening in insult by proxy. "At her own request?"

"I ndeed," Dallan agreed, his mnd beginning to chuckle. "I, a slave, was then
forced to submit to ny dendaya, which gave little of the pleasure usual in the
use of a woman. To be taken apparently brings less to a man."

"Men are not born to be taken as wendaa are," the barbarian stated, still nore
t han annoyed. "Such a thing should not have been attenpted, not to speak of

done. Had | known of this sooner, Terril, you would have been well puni shed
for it."

"I had the right," | said with as nuch stubbornness as |I could call up against
t he di sapproval of the man who still held nme, wishing | could throw somnething

hard at Dallan's blond head to dislodge the increased amusenent in it. "How
often have you told me that ability provides the right?"

"And yet you felt it unfair that | punish you nmerely because | could," he cane



back, his m nd sharpening noticeably. "Such was not the true reason for your
puni shment, yet you felt that it was and that such a reason was unfair. Does

t he doi ng becone | ess unfair when indulged in by wendaa rather than |'l endaa?"
"You're confusing ne," | protested, raising ny head fromhis cloth-covered
chest to look up at his face. "lI've never believed that ability provides the

right, but you've always insisted on it. Nowthat I'"'mtrying to use the sane
argunent, you're switching sides."

"Terril, you must make the attenpt to recall that speaking in your own tongue
with others present is extremely ill-mannered," he scol ded, |ooking down at ne
sober-faced. "I attenpted to correct you in this wi thout speaking of it in
words, yet have | now found the words necessary. WIIl | next find it necessary
to correct you as a child is corrected?"

"Do you find the answering of nmy question so difficult that you need to speak
of other things rather than that?" | countered, feeling the flush of
enbarrassnent in ny cheeks over the way he had spoken to nme. | knew it was
rude to use Centran with Dallan and G nnan around, but when | becanme upset it
just seened to slip out.

"Wends, when first | told you that ability provides the right, you were not
yet able to conprehend the entirety of the matter," he said with a sigh
rigidly keeping hinself from pursuing the scolding he'd started. "As | recall,
you were greatly incensed that | had taken use fromyou and had caused you to
feel pleasure. Was | to tell you then that it was my ability as a warrior

whi ch provided the right, a right which allowed ne to choose what uncl ai ned
worman | wi shed? The right was one earned with skill and tenpered by a

know edge of honor, yet you then knew naught of any rights save those which
had been given you by others. Rights earned bring with them a bal ance of
sorts, which nost often allows one to see what is proper; rights nerely given
to one by others provide no such bal ance."

"I believe | shall cease doing anything of any sort,"” | answered, so confused
that I wished I could | ock nyself away sonewhere for a while, to try to get
some glimer of sense fromwhat he'd said. | knew | was m ssing the point he

was trying to make, and all the | essons in proper behavior |I'd been getting
|ately were beginning to give ne a headache.

"You may not cease participating in life, hama," he suggested with a | augh

| ooki ng down at ne in amusenent while Dallan chuckled. "Only through doing is
it possible to learn, fromthose things which are done correctly, and those
done in error. For now you may exercise such doing by taking a piece of
dinral, and warmng it for us in the fire."

"I find your bravery unparalleled, Tammad," Dall an conmented, exam ning the
meat he, hinself, was warming. "My hunger is such that | dare not do the sane
as you, for burned dinral does little to satisfy the appetite.™

"You are a cruel man, drin Dallan,” | told himin a huff, resenting his
comment, his amusenent, and the deep chuckling he'd produced in Tanmad. "When
| have learned to cook with great skill, | shall be sure to use none of that
skill for your benefit."

"One of advanced age often finds little interest in skilled cooking, wenda,"
he replied, glancing up at ne with a grin. "Wen the time arrives, please
consi der yourself at liberty to disregard ne as you like."

The mi serabl e beast thought he was being clever, but worse than that the
barbari an seened to think the sane. He nearly strangled trying to keep from



| aughi ng I oud and hard, letting ne go so that he could turn away to struggle
in private. | put ny fists on my hips, wasted a glare on each of them then
gave it up to go take care of our breakfast.

| managed to get the piece of dinral nostly warmed wi thout doing nore than
singeing its edges, but that did not reduce the now unexpressed but definitely
still-present river of amusenent around nme. | was feeling so annoyed and put
out over that that we were already back on the road before | noticed the only
lack of unanimty anmong ny traveling conpanions. C nnan had stayed in his tent
until the | ast possible nonent, and had had to work at being polite when he'd
given the other two nen greeting for the new day. He'd then packed up fast

wi t hout eating anything, and had returned to riding point wapped in thick

sel f-made isolation. He'd pretended to ignore ne conpletely, but was so

i ntensely aware of my presence that the grow in his mnd kept trying to snap
out of his desperate control of it.

| was glad that ny sitting behind the barbarian made it difficult for ne to
see Cinnan; feeling his mnd was bad enough

When the sun came up high enough to feel, it becane clear that we were | eaving
t he deeper cold of the pass behind us. It took a short while for ne to realize
that, however; nost of my attention was on the Iesson | was giving. Not |ong
after we had gotten back on the road, ny memabrak announced that he was
falling behind in his |earning, and we were wasting valuable time. The next
thing I knew he was projecting sadness at nme, doing better than he had a few
days earlier, but nore in intent than in techni que. Sadness is one of the best
practice enotions an enpath can use; keeping it fromsliding off the scale one
way into indifference or the other way into grief takes a good deal of

control, and control was primarily what Tanmad | acked. W continued on down
the road out of the pass with ne trying to teach the barbarian control, and
his first few hours of practice acconplished nore than all the days we'd

wor ked before that. He was determined to try and determ ned to succeed, and
that made all the difference.

It was al nost precisely m dday when C nnan pulled off the road for the |unch
stop, which cane as a real surprise to none of us. He'd been so miserably
unconfortable during the norning's ride that even Dallan had al nost been abl e
to feel it, and Tammad had had to grit his nental teeth at times to keep from
bei ng swept up in the enmotions so often exploding at him M curtain had

hel ped to keep nost of it away fromnme, but that wasn't to say | wasn't

af fected. Just because there's a light rain between you and a forest fire,
doesn't mean you aren't going to sweat fromthe heat of the blaze.

"Somet hi ng nmust be done,"” the barbarian said to Dallan in a soft voice as they
both headed their seetarr toward C nnan, who had stopped. "Even should he
continue to find hinself able to bear it, | cannot."”

"At first | found the matter anusing,"” Dallan adnmitted, speaking just as
softly "You are aware that there is but a single thing which may be done."
"I amindeed aware of that," Tanmmad answered with a sigh, faint regret in his
mnd. "I had hoped for further time before such a requirement woul d again
become necessary, yet do we all do as we nust."

"One often grows accustonmed to a matter viewed as distasteful, through nore
frequent indulgence in that matter,"” Dallan said, for some reason soundi ng as
t hough he were conmi serating with the barbarian. "Wen upset has spent itself,
reason will bring to sight a clear view of the necessity."

Tammad nodded his agreement with whatever Dallan had said, giving ne the



distinct feeling that this time they were the ones speaki ng an unknown

| anguage. | | ooked from Dallan, who rode to our right, to the broad, shirted
back in front of me without any clear idea as to what they had agreed on, and
tried to decide whether or not to ask. | usually dislike not knowi ng what's

goi ng on around me, but 1'd discovered that sonetines you' re better off that
way. By then we were far enough off the road to stop, and Dallan and Tammad
di smount ed together. | had enough tine to see that we were a short distance
away from C nnan before two big hands took nme by the waist, and then | was
being lifted off the saddle fur and down to the ground.

"I regret the necessity, hama, but there is a thing | nmust require of you,"

t he barbarian said as soon as | was down, at the sane time reaching for his

shirt to pull it off over his head. "Cinnan is in great msery fromhis |oss
of Aesnil, and we nust aid him"

"I ndeed," said Dallan, coming around in front of Tammad's big bl ack seetar in
time to hear what the barbarian had said. "Tammad and | are unable to do this
thing, therefore nust it be you who does it."

"You wish me to aid Gnnan," | said, suddenly getting a suspicion of what they
had meant. Ci nnan could be rel axed and soothed with mnd power, but | would
have to be the one to do it, even if it got nme upset; Dallan had no consci ous
power, and Tanmad | acked the necessary control. | didn't really like the idea
but, as had al ready been pointed out, there wasn't much choice. | |ooked back
and forth between them then asked, "You see no alternative to such a doi ng?
You feel it would not be di shonorabl e?"

"How m ght it be dishonorable, wench?" Dallan asked with a puzzl ed | ook
putting one hand to the seetar we all stood near. He had renpved his shirt
even before he'd joined us, which made his shrug nore obvious. "Is such a
t hi ng not one of your purposes?”

"Perhaps you are correct,” | allowed with a nod, trying to make mysel f believe
that.' If sonmeone had a particular ability, using it could indeed be

consi dered one of their purposes, even if the using wasn't especially pl easant
for the user. "Cinnan requires aid, and we nmust aid him Al else nmust be
over| ooked for the nonce."

"Hama, your full understanding comes as a wel cone surprise,” the barbarian

said, his mind really pleased with ne, his snile warmand approving. "It is
i ndeed G nnan whom we nust now consider, for we will soon be out of these
nmount ai ns. He nmust not be nade to continue on into the presence of others

| aboring beneath so great a disadvantage. | will take you to himupon the
nmonent . "

"I have no need to approach himnore closely,” | told the barbarian with a
snmle of ny own, putting one hand to his armas he reached toward ne. "I am

well able to do what nust be done fromhere."

"You will do what nust be done fromhere," Dallan echoed with a very odd | ook
whil e Tammad raised his brows to stare at nme blankly. "You are indeed a
talented woman, Terril, yet do | feel that talent such as that is beyond even
you. "

"There is truly little to it, Dallan,"” | said, wondering why they were
behavi ng so strangely. "I have done the sane with Lenham and Garth, and find a
di stance so small as this no obstacle. To be truthful, | ameven able to do

the sane with a door closed between."

"Lenham and Garth nust surely be possessed of talents unknown to the men of



our world," Dallan said, switching his odd | ook to Tammad. "Never have | heard
of one of us able to do the same.”

"The tal ent, you nust understand, was mine," | explained, trying to keep from
soundi ng as though | were boasting.

"Though Lenham and Garth aided ne, the doing was al so mne

"Wait, wenda," Tammad said suddenly, the strange stare di sappearing abruptly.
"The doi ng you speak of refers to your power. Lenham and Garth aided you in
experimenting with your power, and you believe we wi sh the sane done with

G nnan. "

"Certainly," | agreed, for sone reason disturbed that he'd made such
statements. That was exactly what we'd been tal king about, so why had he felt
it necessary to restate the obvious?

"What a great relief,"” Dallan said with the odd | ook gone, exchanging a nore
anused one with the barbarian. "For a noment | feared for ny self-esteem
thinking I mght never again attenpt that which others are able to do at a
di stance. "

"At a distance," the barbarian repeated, grinning suddenly, and then he and
Dal | an were | aughing, roaring out such high hilarity that tears began to start
in their eyes. The | aughter bent them al nost doubl e, naking them pound on each
other in absolute glee, the noon sun brightening their tanned, half-naked
bodies. All | could do was stand there and watch them wondering if they'd
gone conpletely insane or only a little bit crazy, feeling annoyance begi nni ng
to build in nme. When people start |aughing without telling you what the joke
is, you don't have to be paranoid to get the feeling they're | aughing at you.
In that instance | knew they were laughing at ne, but | still didn't know why.

It took a good number of mnutes before fun tine was over, and that despite
the fact that | stood with ny arms folded staring at themcoldly. | had really
been tenpted to make that fun tinme nore general, by hel ping their |aughter up
to the point of causing loss of control over certain sphincter nuscles, for

i nstance, but | had | earned somet hing of selfcontrol. Instead of joining in |
just stood and stared, and finally they reached the point of being able to
speak agai n.

"We ask your pardon for having | aughed so, wenda," the barbarian said to ne,
his still-sparkling eyes on ny face as his nind attenpted to size mne up
"The m sunderstandi ng was quite anusing, which you will see once it has been
expl ai ned to you."

"Indeed,"” Dallan said with a nod, wiping at his eyes with a forearm "I have
not |laughed so in quite a time-nor enjoyed such a situation in even |onger."

The two of them exchanged wy | ooks, undoubtedly remenbering the last tine
they' d | aughed together. They'd been trying to kill each other that time and
the [ aughter hadn't been their own idea.

"And what ni sunderstanding are we di scussing?" | asked, totally uninpressed by
t he apol ogy--and the conmplete | ack of sincerity behind it. Neither one of them
was really sorry, only trying to mnimze whatever damage they thought they'd
caused.

"The m sunderstanding is sinple, hama," the barbarian said, noving forward a
step to circle me with his armas he | ooked down at ne. "Thinking we referred
to your power, you spoke of seeing to G nnan fromhere. It is, however,



anot her power of yours which is required, your power as a wonan, which nost
certainly cannot be exercised fromsuch a distance. G nnan would need to be
nost exceptionally endowed for that to be possible.”

Dal | an chuckl ed and Tanmad gri nned, nost |ikely because of the sudden bl ush
could feel in nmy cheeks. No wonder they'd | aughed so hard, hearing nme announce
that | could solve all of Cinnan's problens fromthirty feet away. and that
I'd done that sort of thing before with Len and Garth. | unfolded ny arnms to
put one hand over ny eyes, terribly enbarrassed, but then it finally cane
through to nme just what | was feeling enbarrassed about. The heat seened to
drain very quickly out of ny cheeks, and | w thdrew ny hand so that | mi ght

| ook up at the barbarian

"You have not given your word to GCinnan," | said, trying in vain not to sound
accusing. "Only to me was your word given, that you would nmake an attenpt to
understand the reason | so dislike being used by others. You would not break
your word to Dallan; am| so much | ess than he?"

"Hama, | continue to make an attenpt to understand your views," he said with a
puf f of conpassion conming out of his mnd, one that was too uneven around the
edges. H s arm had tightened around ny shoul ders, and his bl ue eyes | ooked
down at me soberly. "Wenever possible | mean to consider themas ny own, yet
inthis situation | may not do so. Any other worman of our world would find
little difficulty in acceding to the desires of her memabrak, his urgent w sh
to give aid to a brother. WIIl you be |less than they, when you are clearly so
much nore?"

"It is one of the purposes of a woman, Terril," Dallan urged from behind ny
right shoul der, his faint shadow of compassion at least real. "As we are
helid, you may accept my assurances w thout question."

"To give himmy body is unnecessary," | nearly begged the barbarian, putting
one hand to his chest as |I squinted up at himin the bright sunshine. "H's
difficulty may be soothed and rempved with the use of my power. You need not
give ne to him™"

"A man requires nore than the removal of his difficulty, hama," he answered
gently, stroking ny hair with his free left hand. "A man requires rel ease, and
this may be obtained in only one manner. Cone with nme now, and this wll all
soon be behind us."

| tried to say sonethi ng about there being another way a nan al one coul d get
the rel ease he needed, but | felt enbarrassed, and the words refused to come
out. Tanmad ignored ny stanmered protests and began | eading me across the

t hi ckened grass toward C nnan, his armtight around ny shoul ders, his mnd
easy with the know edge that he was doing the right thing. It came to nme then
that my suggestion woul d have been wasted breath even if | could have gotten
it out; Rmlian nmen woul d undoubtedly consider the practice unnatural
especially when there was at | east one woman avail abl e.

Thirty feet can he crossed awfully quickly, even when one of the two people
doing the crossing is trying her best to hang back. | didn't want to help
Cinnan with his problemthat way, but | wasn't being given a choice. No matter
how | felt about the nmatter, that sort of thing was normal to Rinilians, and
anyone who didn't understand that was just being foolishly backward. C nnan
was sitting on the ground not far fromhis seetarr, deep in his own thoughts,
but he raised his head when we stopped in front of him

"Cinnan, ny friend, | have conme to ask if you would honor ne," Tamuad sai d at
once, overriding ny intentions to nmake one nore try to stop it all. "My wonan



is not your own, yet nmay she perhaps prove to be sonething of an adequate
temporary substitute.”

Ci nnan | ooked up at the barbarian in surprise, and then he noved his eyes to
me, definite concern behind them He knew as well as any of the others how
felt about being given away, and al though he didn't understand it any better
than they did, he was still aware of that attitude. He knew that ny being
given to Dallan the night before had been nore of an accident than a usua
Rimlian exchange, and he hadn't expected to be offered the sane. H s eyes
exam ned ny face carefully, the reluctance he saw disturbing him and | could
feel himtrying to make hinself refuse the offer. He wasn't yet honor-bound to
performthe way he had been the last tine, and if he pl eaded indisposition his
friend and brother would not be shamed. He wanted to refuse, he really did,

but his need was too great.

"Tammad, ny friend, the honor is mne," he said, rising fromthe grass in one
fluid notion to put his hand to the barbarian's shoul der. "You have ny thanks,
and ny gratitude as well."

"Thanks are unnecessary, brother," the barbarian answered, gently cl appi ng

C nnan's shoul der, and then, with a last hug for me, he turned around and

wal ked away. It was stupid to feel abandoned and betrayed, but that's exactly
how | did feel; | wasn't Rinmilian, and none of that was usual, acceptable
routine to me. | stood with nmy head down, staring at ny hands, waiting to be
grabbed and maul ed but instead G nnan's hand came to ny chin.

"And to you do | give even greater thanks, wenda" he said very softly, raising
nmy face to nake ne | ook up at him

"You have proven yourself able to refuse to do as your nemabrak w shes, yet do
you refuse, instead, to shane him Had ny need been less, | would not have
i nposed upon your reluctance. "

"I amaware of that, Cnnan," | said, somewhat surprised to see the respect in
his mind. He knew | could |leave himhurting if | wanted to, and was very
grateful that | chose not to. What he didn't seemto understand was that the
choice wasn't really mne, that | couldn't face maki ng nyself even nore of a
nmonster than | already was. Being made a general conmunity project hurt

consi derably less-but it still hurt.

Ci nnan was extrenely solicitous, unpacking one of his sleeping furs and
spreading it behind a rather |arge boul der before taking ne in his arms and
lowering me gently to the ground. He was just about jumping out of his skin
with the need to get on with it, but he still began by trying to nake ne as

i nterested and eager as he was. 1'd intended closing ny shield and sinply
letting himdo as he pleased until he'd had enough, but suddenly that didn't
seemquite right. C nnan was taking the trouble to consider ne even when he
didn't have to, and repaying himby giving himal nost nothing nore than he
could have given hinself wasn't right. I1'd had a pretty terrible night nyself
the night before, so beconing aware of the wi de, strong armnms hol ding nme proved
not difficult at all, as easy as feeling his kisses and responding to them as
accepting his caresses and returning them The desire in his mnd was as
bright as a flare, and letting it glowinto mne took no effort at all. Wen
he finally entered me | really wanted himto, and he knew it and was so deeply
sati sfied that he was beyond words.

There was no enbarrassed rush to our tinme together, neither of us making
unseemy haste to get it over with. Wien it finally did end G nnan kissed ne
again, his mnd filled with pleasure and delight, his eyes dancing as he
chuckl ed softly. Hi s chuckle was for the blush I showed around ny grin, the



grin that et himknow I'd enjoyed nyself despite ny initial reluctance. It
really made a difference to himthat he hadn't had to force nme, an added
pl easure that he hadn't expected.

Covering hinmsel f was sonewhat easier with the cloth pants he was still
wearing, and then he got to his feet to offer nme a hand up. | took the hand
and let it pull me upright, brushed ny caldin straight with a couple of

uni nterested strokes, then impul sively reached up and patted G nnan's face. |
couldn't have explained why | did that, but G nnan grinned with such rea
anusenment and enjoyment that | giggled.

"Do-1 intrude?" A neutral voice asked from behind ne, causing G nnan to | ook
up and ne to turn ny head. "The tine has been so long that |-we-thought there
m ght have been difficulty of some sort."

It was Tammad, of course, who stood behind ne, and if he hadn't been rigidly
controlling his expression | was sure it would have been very peculiar. Thick
cal mwas stuffed over his mind |ike a snothering pillow, but it was an oddly
green-tinged calm as though it were hol di ng down sonething |ike jeal ousy. |

i medi ately wondered with a flash of guilt if he'd seen ne patting C nnan's
cheek and was asking hinself just exactly how much | had enjoyed nyself, and
then | saw what a dammed fool | was being. He was the one who had given ne to
Cinnan in the first place, the one who hadn't thought tw ce about forcing ne
to follow Rimlian custom If he was beginning to find sonething about that
customto regret, | couldn't be happier

"Mpst certainly you do not intrude, brother,"” Cinnan assured him expansively
happy and totally unaware of the strained reserve of the man he beaned at.
"The length of tinme taken was due to the magnificence of your wenda, whose
like one would be hard put to find. You are a truly fortunate man, truly
fortunate."”

C nnan turned away then to find his swordbelt and cast-off shirt, and Tanmad's
reaction to what he'd said was fascinating to see. None of it reached his
face, of course, but inside he was hopping around like a bird in a wormfield,
not knowi ng which way to junmp first. C nnan's praise of ne had automatically
made himfeel proud and pl eased, but part of his mind seemed to want not hing
to do with such happy enotions. That renegade part was feeling jeal ous and
possessi ve, unhappy over the fact that | wasn't niserable over what |'d just
been nade to do. The barbarian knew that feelings such as those were
irrational and was doing his best to fight them but he couldn't seemto bring
much strength to the struggle. Then some sort of idea cane to him and he

wal ked over to nme oozing synpathy-but feeling a good deal better

"My poor Terril," he murmured, raising one hand to stroke ny hair as he | ooked
down at me. "Your pride refuses to allow you to show your hurt, yet aml| well
aware of its presence. The thing is now behind you, hama, and you nust confort
yourself with the know edge that your actions were nore than honorable. |

shall confort you as well, and between the efforts of both of us, you will be
assured that what you have done was fully worthwhile."

"But | feel no hurt,” | replied with ruthless naivete, giggling again just to
sink the knife in deeper. "You were conpletely correct, hamak, and | was nuch
of a fool. To be held in the arns of a man such as Cnnan is nore pl easure
than tragedy, and | shall not be such a fool again. | had not before realized
how capabl e-he is, how much of a man he is. Aesnil nust have |l ost her wits, to
run froma man such as that. "

| gave Cinnan a |ast, secret |ook over ny shoul der before wal king away from
Tammad' s stroking hand as if | didn't knowit was there, strolling along in a



floating sort of way designed to indicate conplete satisfaction and a

pur poseful submersion in recent, very pleasant nmenories. The stricken feeling
in himwas very sharp before he junped on it and pushed it away from him but
that was the thing that really pleased nme. So he would I end ne to other nmen as
though I were a patched and raggedy coat, would he? | didn't care how old or
wel | -accepted the custom was anpbng his people; by the time | got through with
that m ghty denday, the custom would be a former one.

Dal | an and Tammad had al ready eaten lunch, so that left just G nnan and nme to
attack the packs. For some reason we both had excellent appetites, and C nnan
never noticed how | kept |ooking at himwhile we ate. O course, | didn't want
himto notice, and his |lack of enlightennment was perfect to keep any rea
trouble fromstarting. The man was searching for his own worman who had gone
astray, it hadn't been his idea or request that had put me in his furs, and he
wasn't showi ng the | east post-sex interest in ne. Those facts together kept

t he big barbarian who had banded ne from charging over to Cinnan with bl ood in
his eye, and that nade things worse for ny nenabrak. He had bullied and
mani pul ated me into going to Cnnan in the first place, but he had expected ne
to wal k away as upset and miserable as | always had been until then. The fact
that | was not only not mserable but was ignoring himto take secret peeks at
Ci nnan was driving himw ld, and he spent the entire tine while C nnan and

ate pacing up and down trying to locate the self-control he seened to have

m spl aced. Lendi ng your wonan to another man was fine if she came running back
to your own strong arns once it was over; | hadn't thought Tammad was aware of
how down |1'd been when I'd left Dallan that norning, but it suddenly canme to
me that he'd known precisely howl'd felt, and couldn't have been nore

pl eased.

Once the neat was washed down by drinks of water, we took to the road again.
Al three of the men had packed their shirts away, so every tine | |eaned up
to | ook over Tammad's shoul der at Cinnan, the barbarian was nore than aware of
t he noverment against his bare back. He stood it for a good ten minutes, then
flatly ordered me back to his lessons in enotional control. He was practically
wi de-eyed with disbelief over the way he was feeling and acting, and coul dn't
understand why it was happening to him | could have expl ai ned the psychol ogy
behi nd his reactions, stemm ng fromthe way he'd al nost [ost ne and the way
Dal  an had forced himto give ne up for the previous night, but true Rinmlian
worren didn't do that with mighty |'lendaa. L'l endaa were the ones who did the
t hi nki ng and had the know edge, and who was | to buck the systenf?

The afternoon | esson didn't go very well, and I didn't nmake any effort to
explain that, either. What | did make an effort at was letting ny attention
wander, if not to pleasant nenories then to the changi ng scenery all around
us. By md-afternoon we were definitely com ng down out of the pass, and on
this side it wi dened rather than narrowed. Trees and bushes and real grass
began appearing, and the |longer we rode, the warner the air becane. One
stretch of the widened road had to be slowy and carefully negoti ated because
of the brown boul ders and rocks strewn all about, but that was the last of it.
After that we were on a road stretching through gently rolling grassland and
graceful stands of trees, and the presence of animal ninds returned to the
backgr ound.

After a while the grassland becane farnm and, and there was even nore traffic
than us on the road. A couple of carts and one seetar rider passed us going in
t he opposite direction, but none of them stopped or even exchanged greetings
with us, which surprised nmy three traveling conpanions. Apparently it was
unusual for people to be that unfriendly, and Tanmad frowned over what had
cone at himfromthe rider's mnd. The nan had been so depressed and angry
that it was surprising he'd nanaged to get hinself up and noving; he'd

wi t hdrawn so deeply into hinself that he hadn't even been aware of passing us.



I'd noticed a vague upset and dissatisfaction in the people on the carts, two
men first, and then a man and a woman, but the feelings had been faint and
undefined. The rider had been a different story entirely, and if there had
been a little nore strength behind the feelings, he would have been projecting
i nstead of just |eaking them

It was getting on toward sunset when we reached the town, a place that was a
ot smaller than Tammad's city. There seemed to be only a couple of streets of
square, one-story buildings, with correspondingly fewer people nmoving about
them The stands and shops between the buildings were for the nost part stil
bei ng patroni zed, but a few were in the process of being closed for the night.
Torches had been lit on the outsides of the buildings, children chased each
other around with [ ess enthusiasmthan they would have if it were earlier in
the day, and | could feel my curtain thickening to keep out the increased

out put of so many nore m nds. The clanor and hubbub came to the barbarian as a
surprise, but then his shield of calmswirled over his mnd and he forgot al
about it.

"The public grounds are to the right, through that |ane ahead," Dallan said,
pointing to a fairly narrow openi ng between two buildings that was lined with
shop booths. "Shall we make canp first, or shall we nake inquiries first?"

"Perhaps we may do both," Tammad said when C nnan hesitated, his choice

bet ween the options fairly obvious. "W will all choose a canping place, and
then G nnan and | shall make inquiries the while you and Terril see to our
canp. |Is this acceptable to you?"

"Conpl etely," Dallan agreed pleasantly, his snile genuine. He was | ooking
forward to filling his stomach again, and setting up canp woul d probably | et
himdo it faster than wandering around aski ng questions. "Follow ne."

This time Dallan led the way, into the opening and between the stalls. The

| ane wasn't very long, and beyond it was a stretch of grass and then a wide,
open space, quite a few cantahh already set up at intervals around it. A short
way to the left, closer to the open space than to the backs of buildings, was
what | ooked like a well. The setting sun was making seeing things clearly
difficult, but two |ong-skirted wonen stood by the well draw ng up water.

"For what reason do we continue to canp out?" | asked, speaking softly so that
only the barbarian would hear me. "For what reason do we not find-a place with
roonms and food?"

Not being able to come up with a word for inn or hostel should have warned ne,
| suppose, but there are sone things you take so for granted that warnings do
not the | east anount of good.

"Wenda, this world is not Iike your own," Tammad answered, al so keeping his
voi ce low. "Wen one visits a town or city, one shares the roof of a friend or
brot her. Should one nerely be passing through, one canps upon the public
grounds set aside for that purpose. On Rimlia, hospitality may only be given
never bought."

"On Central and other civilized worlds, no one wi shes to buy hospitality,"
i nformed him annoyed at his faint anmusenent. "It is confort and ease one
purchases, as well as hot, well-cooked neals."

"Here, one goes hone for such things." He chuckled, feeling vastly superior
again. Rimlian barbarians had a way of |ooking at things that nade them right
and everyone el se backward, and the attitude still rubbed ne conpletely the
wrong way.



It only took a couple of mnutes to reach the cleared area, and a mnute after
that showed us an enpty section |arge enough to acconmodate all three cantahh
Tammad and G nnan unburdened their pack beasts while Dallan started a fire,
and then they rode off while the drin of Gerleth started on his own pack
beast. | stood around |ike a sidewal k superintendent, wishing | didn't feel so
totally useless as | always do at such tines, but being willing doesn't make
you able. When |I'd first cone to Rmlia |l'd hated the work the barbarian had
forced me to do, not knowi ng what an idiot | was being. Even brushing seetarr
is better than standing around while others acconplish something constructive,
but | didn't even know if we had a seetar brush with us. Dallan put up his own
cant ah then headed toward a second, and | couldn't stand just hangi ng around
any | onger.

"Dallan, allow ne to assist you," | said as | came up to him drawing a brief
gl ance. "There nust be some small thing | amable to do."

"Perhaps you would care to spread the furs in the cantahh once they have been
erected," he said, paying nost of his attention to hefting the folded tent he
meant to put up next. "There is very little else suitable for a wenda."

"Perhaps | mght begin our neal," | suggested, knowing the fire was all ready
to cook on. "Were you to tell ne what you wish, | would be able to . "
"No, wenda, no," he said hurriedly, finally turning to look at ne with the
tied cantah upon his broad shoul der, his nmind scurrying around. "I have not
yet decided what | wi sh for this darkness, and there is no knowi ng when Tammad
and Cnnan will return. To offer thema neal which is overdone or cooled to
tastel essness woul d be inconsiderate, therefore shall we not begin our neal
till 1 amdone with the cantahh. Then |I shall allow you to assist ne."

He reached out a big hand to pat nme on the head, then turned away to walk to
where he wanted the tent to go, the nmuscles in his back, shoul ders, and arms
rippling when he shifted the cantah to the ground. He was too busy to see ne
turn away in misery, and probably woul dn't have noticed even if he wasn't
busy. What he was nobst concerned with was not having his meal ruined,

somet hing that woul d happen without fail if he et me do the cooking with no
one watching me. It would have nade ne angry-if it hadn't been so abysmally
true.

The glare of sunset had faded to a thickening dark, soft and fuzzy around the
edges and sort of bunbling, a very young dark not yet old enough to be called
night. | wandered away from where Dallan was working so hard to get us
settled, aware of other fires around the canping area but not really seeing
them Nothing suitable for wendaa to do, he had said, but when | suggested
cooking he alnmost fell all over hinself finding reasons why that wasn't a very
good i dea. There were wonmen on Central who were actually ashanmed of being able

to cook, | knew, considering the ability too far beneath a nodern, talented
worman. | moved across the dust of the canping ground, watching ny
still-covered feet flip out the bottomof my caldin as | wal ked, wondering how

it felt to be that acconplished. To be able to do something with your own
hands that you could share with others, that people could enjoy and honestly
prai se you for. To make you feel that you weren't sinply taking up space
better used for a different purpose .

Al dana, wenda," a deep voice came, a voice | didn't recognize. "Do you strol
about seeki ng conpani onshi p?"

| looked up in confusion with ny thoughts still nmostly turned inward, to
di scover that |I'd cone sonmething of a distance fromwhere Dallan was. There



were a numnber of people around with tents and fires of their own, but for the
nost part they were solitary nal e people, |like the one who had stood hinsel f
inm path. | didn't need nore than the light of his fire to see that his
haddin was dirty and stained, his swordbelt old and not very well kept, his
seetar thoroughly tied and hobbled to keep it from escaping his presence and
service. The man | ooked down at me with a sharp humin his mnd, his flat,
lusterless eyes taking in every inch of ne, his left hand resting on his sword
hilt. He seened different fromnost of the other nen I'd nmet on that world,

but not different in the right way.

"Aldana, |'lenda," | acknow edged politely, wondering why he'd stopped ne. "I
do not stroll in search of conpanionship, nerely do | stroll. | wish you a
pl easant darkness."

| began to step around himthen, but he noved just as | did, deliberately

bl ocki ng nmy way. As soon as the humin his mnd began rising to a growl | knew
what he wanted, but the revelation had arrived too late. | tried whirling fast
to run back the way | had cone, but that was sonething he was expecting. H's
right fist shot out and tangled in nmy hair, and | was forced painfully back to
hi m

"I mean to have the pl easant darkness you wi sh ne, wenda," he said with a
chuckl e, continuing to | ook ne over. "There was another | had thought to take,
yet are you a far nore toothsone choice."

"You cannot," | said with difficulty, really hurting fromthe way he was
hol ding nme, ny hands to his fist. "I am banded, and my memabrak will soon
return to seek me."

"Do you take me for one who is bereft, wenda?" he denmanded, tightening his
grip until | cried out, his mnd instantly angry. "A man may put his bands
upon a rella wenda, yet is she scarcely of concern to hi mbeyond her obvious
val ue. Were you a woman a man woul d fight for, you would now be tending his
fire and cantah, or acconpanying hi mwhere he rode. That you remain behind and
do naught is solely for the reason that you have been comranded to it, your
strength conserved for your only purpose. | will give the man to whom you

bel ong a coin in payment for your use, and he will be nore than satisfied.”

He pulled me around then and began heading ne toward his tent, his mnd filled
with desire and the intention of easing it. His grip hurt so much that ny eyes
were full of tears, and the sobbing that had got itself started refused to |et
me stop it. | was suddenly very nuch afraid of what woul d happen, but not only
of what that man would do to ne. | knew he would use ne the way Dal |l an had
used ne the night before, but he wouldn't be at all concerned about hurting
me. | could stop himfromhurting nme, keep himfrombeing in the | east
interested in me, but to do that 1'd have to turn the col dness | oose agai n,

t he soul l essness that had so rmuch control and power. | was trenbling and
sobbi ng as the man dragged ne al ong too shaken and frightened to use ny
abilities nmyself, it would have to be the soull essness or nothing. | honestly
didn't know which | feared nost, being hurt or hurting someone el se |ike that,
but nmy trenbling increased as we began to approach the verandah of his cantah
| didn't want himto hurt ne and | didn't want to hurt him all | wanted was
for himto let me go. | tried to struggle and then cried out again when his
fist shook ny head hard, ny nmind picking up the anusement of those men who
were cl ose enough to see what was going on. They all thought it was funny that
I'd been caught, and none of them would help nme agai nst one of their own kind.
The sobs shook ne, and the trenbling, and then

"Hold!" cried a voice, a furiously conmrandi ng voi ce, one that trenbl ed nore
fromrage than fear. | didn't understand what was happeni ng or who could



possi bly belong to a voice like that, but the man hol ding me spun around,
dragging me with him and then | saw

The one who had shouted for himto stop was a woman.

"Rel ease her at once!" the woman ordered, so angry she should have been
emtting bolts of crackling electricity. She stood with feet spread w de and
head hel d high, dressed in tight gray cloth breeches and white shirt rather
than imad and cal din, |eather sandals on her feet, a |eather band hol di ng her
I ong hair back. Her left hand rested on the hilt of a sword, a large sword for
such a | arge woman, but no nore the size of a l'lenda's sword than she was

'l enda high. The big blond man hol ding ne stared at her speechlessly for a
nmonent, and then he threw his head back and | aughed.

"You woul d have me rel ease her?" he asked the woman, sounding as of fensive as
it's possible to be. "Surely you ask such a thing for you wish to take her
place in nmy arms, yet nust you first grow as lovely as she. Arella wenda this
one is, dark-haired and green-eyed and softly weepi ng. Show ne the manner in
whi ch you weep, wenda, and perhaps |I shall choose you instead."

"You may choose nme nore easily than that, gendis," the worman returned with a
snort of ridicule, |ooking the man up and down in scorn. "Continue to hold
that girl as you do, and you shall quickly have me-just behind ny sword.
Rermove your hand from her, else | shall renove the hand fromyou."

"You dare to think yourself able to face me?" the nman snarled, wildly furious
at the way the woman had insulted him Gendis meant someone wi thout a single
redeeming feature, a total |oss, an absolute yahoo, and his mnd seethed with
fury. Wth a single, sharp thrust of his armhe threw me to the ground behind
him then drew his sword and rai sed his head. "Wre you truly a wenda, your
death would be a loss," he grow ed, beginning to advance on the wonan. "As you
are not, weerees, there shall be no loss at all."

Wth the last of his words he charged the wonman, sword up and swinging, fully
expecting to connect with his target. The wonman, however, hadn't grown furious
at being called a plaything and a toy as he had expected her to, and wasn't
simply standing and waiting for himto cut her down. She danced fast under his
swi ngi ng bl ade, drawi ng her own weapon as she turned, fully bal anced,
conpletely unhurt, and totally prepared to nmeet his next charge-which cane

al nrost i medi ately. The man was even angrier at having swng and m ssed, his
mnd filled with the nost out-of-control rage |I'd ever felt, enotion rather

t han t hought sending himforward again. He slashed again and she avoi ded the
swing a second tine, still making no effort to do anything other than nake the
man appear clumnsier than he was. A third swing came and then a fourth, the
worman dodgi ng ninbly and the man stunbling, and the foaming fury in the man's
m nd al nost nmade ne ill.

| sat up on the ground where |'d been thrown, half in the dirt and half on the
man' s verandah, one hand to nmy ribs on the left where the whole side felt

brui sed. The woman was continuing to |l ead the man all over the area, her
novenents preci se, her mnd cool and controlled and not at all afraid, her

t houghts busy with sonme sort of plan. It was fairly obvious that the man
wasn't exactly the best with a sword, but he was big enough and strong enough
to swing the nonster thing, and if he once connected with any part of the
woman, it would be all over for her. | sat and stared at the two of them

hol ding ny ribs, wondering if the woman neant to kill the man or sinply keep

| eadi ng himaround until he dropped from exhaustion. A couple of his sw ngs
had been so wild that he'd ended up with the woman behind him and if she'd
wanted to she could have put her sword in his back. | was sure she had been
even nmore aware of those openings than | was, but she sinmply wasn't interested



in themand | thought | knew why. She seemed to have contracted a disease
call ed honor, and | sincerely hoped it wouldn't prove fatal

The gl i de-and-stunbl e dance continued another couple of mnutes, all eyes in
the vicinity onit, and then canme the opening the wonan had been waiting for
The man was just about rabid with rage, his insane fury the only thing keeping
himerect, and at |ast he couldn't stand being |led around |ike that anynore.
He gripped his sword two-handed and raised it high and to the right of his
sweat - soaked head, screamed wordl essly to gather every ounce of strength |eft
to him and charged directly at the woman with the nost controlled gait he'd
used in the entire fight. This time he had no intentions of plow ng past her
only of cutting her in half with his two-handed swi ng, but instead of being
upset a burst of triunph flashed in the woman's nind. Although | couldn't

i magi ne why, that seened to be what the wonman had been waiting for; she

i medi ately shifted her stance with instant readiness in her mnd, set

herself, then waited. The big man cane at her, closer and closer, but not

until that giant sword began sl ashing down at her did she nove, junping back
at the last instant and only just far enough. The man had conmitted hinself to
the swing, and as soon as its arc passed her she would sweep in close to him
wi th her own sword, opening himw de before he was able to so nuch as think
about a backswing. It was what she had been waiting for-but she'd forgotten
about the spectators.

Too many of the men around there were |like the one who was fighting, nore
uncaringly dirty than shabby, casual about possessions especially if they were
someone el se's, not particularly honorable and not particularly interested in
bei ng so. Wien the fight first started they were no nore than anused,
expecting the man to have no trouble with the woman. Wen the trouble started
t heir amusenent died, and two or three of themhad gotten to their feet to
urge on and yell to the man who was meking themall feel |ike fools. \Wen the
fighter had set himself for the final charge, one of the standing nen nust
have slipped up behind the wonman in the growing dark; the first |I saw of him
was when he tripped the woman in her backward junp, destroying her bal ance and
sendi ng her down on her head. He was away again i medi ately, getting hinself
out of danger's reach, but the damage had al ready been done. The worman was
down and dizzy fromhitting her head, and the man above her didn't hesitate.
He cane forward with a yell of triunph and raised that monstrous sword

t wo- handed directly above his head, gleefully ready to bring it down right
into her.

I'd done a lot of agonizing up till then about what | could and couldn't do to
anot her living being, but when | saw the worman about to die all conscious

t hought and deci sion went by the boards. Wthout the |least hesitation | hit
the man with insecurity, a hard enough jolt to nake hi munsure about
everything, including his balance. That giant sword above his head was
suddenly |l eaning too far back for himto have a really good grip on it-or, at
| east the insecurity nade himbelieve-so all he could do was tw st around as
he let it fall, bringing it down safely behind himbefore he was hurt by it. |
began getting to ny feet just as he turned his head to | ook at the woman, his
eyes gaugi ng the distance to be sure he would reach her with a single sweep of
the bl ade no matter how insecure he felt. | couldn't Ilet himhurt her for
trying to help me, | just couldn't, but before the problem becane critical a
new el ement was added to the scene.

"Put up that sword, else use it on one who has a simlar weapon," another

voi ce grow ed, and then Dallan stepped out of the gl oom and approached the man
standi ng over the woman. "Or perhaps | should not suggest such a manly thing
to one who happily strikes at the hel pless.™

Dal l an stood with his own sword in his hand, still in those tight cloth pants,



bar e- chested, bl ond-haired head up, broad shoul ders back. The first sight of
hi m had frightened the other nman, but Dallan's insult triggered the man's
flash-qui ck tenper and i nsane anger. Rather than stopping to think about it he
i mediately raised his sword and charged the drin of Gerleth, which proved to
be his last mstake. Dallan had enough body-wei ght and strength not to need to
si de-step; he bl ocked the swinging attack with his own weapon, then

i medi ately noved in answer, and the nman's head flew fromhis shoul ders. My
shield was already closed tight by then, so all | had to do was avert ny eyes
while | hurried to the woman who still sat on the ground with a hand to the
back of her head.

" Are you harmed?" | asked as | crouched down beside her, quickly letting ny
shield dissolve. | hadn't wanted to feel that man die, but nowit was over and
t he woman needed hel p.
"For the nost part, no," the wonman answered with a grimace, clearly annoyed
with herself. "My pride, however, is seriously danmaged, that and ny estimation
of nyself as an adequate fighter. To be downed by the sinplest of
subt er fuges! "

"You were not truly defeated,"” another voice put in, and then Dallan was
crouching to the right of the woman as | crouched to the left, his sword
al ready wi ped and sheathed. "Had that other not intervened you would have had
him neatly and with skill. | must ask your pardon for nmy own intervention. "

"Truly would | be a fool to berate a man who has saved ny life," she said with
a wincing grin, Dallan's conplinent having eased a good deal of the

non- physi cal pain she'd been feeling. "I nmust make the effort to recall that
all people are not possessed of honor, difficult though the concept is to
accept. It had not occurred to ne that |I must concern nyself with one who
woul d cone behind. | give thanks that the gendis was not able to maintain his
bal ance when first he thought to strike at ne."

"Yes, a truly fortunate thing," Dallan nurnured, his glance at ne both brief
and conpletely revealing. He knew |I'd knocked the nman of f-bal ance, but he
didn't seemto be upset by it. "You nust join us at our canpsite till your
head has cl eared, else shall you likely be faced with another of these darayse
bef ore you have had opportunity to recover. Once you have returned to
yourself, they will be of no bother to you."

"I thank you for your offer of hospitality,” the woman answered warmy
beginning to get to her feet. Her usual |itheness was hobbl ed by the dizzi ness
that hit her, and Dallan had to put his arm around her fast to keep her from
falling again. The humin his mnd grew at the contact, but | don't think he
m ssed the fact that the woman was still able to hang onto her sword, then
unsteadily sheathe it.

"I amDallan of Gerleth, and the wenda is Terril," Dallan offered, very

obvi ously maki ng no nention of his title and position. "Qur fire is yours for
so |l ong as you have need of it. "

"I am Leel an of Vediaster," the woman returned, still too shaky to notice the
way Dallan was | ooking at her. "So the girl is yours. Has she been harned?"

"Terril?" Dallan echoed in surprise, imediately noving his eyes to nme. "In
what manner mi ght she have been har ned?"

"The gendis took her with the intention of using her," Leel an expl ai ned,
glancing up into Dallan's face. As |large as she was she still had to | ook up
but it didn't seemto bother her. "The girl was clearly unable to defend



herself, therefore did | denand her rel ease. She should not have been left to
wal k about unescorted.

" Unable to defend herself," Dallan echoed with what turned out to be
annoyance and faint anger, his eyes just about blazing out of the dark at ne.
"We shall speak of this matter, wenda, when our guest has been seen to."

"You woul d puni sh her for the honorless doing of another?" Leelan demanded
with as nuch strength as she could nuster while |I dropped ny eyes. The thought
of Dallan's punishing me didn't bother ne half as nuch as the suspicion of
what | thought he intended instead.
"Cal myoursel f, Leelan of Vediaster," Dallan said to soothe her, his voice
softer than hers had been. "The girl is mne for neither punishnent nor the
wi t hhol ding of it, nor would | punish her in any event. She and | are helid,
and | believe the tine has cone to speak sternly with her."

"Hel i d?" Leelan repeated in great surprise while | flinched to have ny guess
confirmed. Dallan was going to | ecture ne about defending nyself, and | really
didn't want to go into that. "You freely adnmit to being helid with one who is
femal e and a rella wenda?"

"Terril is nost certainly female, yet is she scarcely a rella wenda as you
speak of it," Dallan came back, |ooking down at Leelan. "Her memabrak is
Tanmad, a man who cherishes her as few wonmen have ever been cherished, a nman
who woul d not degrade her by holding her as no nore than a wonman for show
Despite her great beauty, Terril is not rella wenda. "

"You defend the girl, yet not yourself," Leelan said in nearly a murnmur,
smling faintly up at Dallan in spite of the | ook he was giving her, a hum
beginning in her mnd that was both famliar and unfamliar. "Never before
have | nmet a nan who felt no shane at being helid with a female. Wth your
agreement, Dallan of Gerleth, | would learn to know such a man nore
conpletely.”

"My agreenent is easily cone by, Leelan of Vediaster," Dallan answered with a
grin, his armtightening the least bit around her. "Allow ne to assist you to
our fire, where we may take our ease and-converse."

Both of themgrinned at that one, but they still started off in the direction
of our canpsite, happily forgetting all about me. | was using pain control on
Leelan with a very delicate touch, hel ping al ong her own excell ent
recuperative powers rather than forcing themto the job of healing her. Even
if I didn't owe her the help, I would have worked at restoring her to ful
health sinply for the distraction she would be for Dallan. The drin of Gerleth
had al ways been fasci nated by wonen who were really free, and if Leelan's
presence couldn't get me out of that |ecture, nothing would.

Wth the former spectators of the fight all disappeared into their cantahh, |
was able to trail a good distance behind Dallan and Leel an back to our

canpsite without being bothered. |I might have nmade nore of an attenpt to keep
up with themif ny side hadn't been hurting the way it was, but probably
woul dn't have intruded in any event. | had never before seen anything on

Rimlia to match their nmutual absorption and attraction, and it made ne snile
to realize that even their names were simlar. Watching them stare at each
other was fun, but it was bound to be even nore fun when Dallan cane out of it
and tried telling Leelan what to do. The big wonman from Vedi aster wasn't
likely to stand still for something like that, and Dall an woul d deserve

what ever she did to himbecause of it. In the neanwhile |'d be entirely
forgotten, nost especially where | ectures were concerned.



By the time they reached the fire Leel an was wal ki ng on her own, and Dall an

gl anced back to make sure | was in sight before going over to check on the
contents of the large pot that hung froma tripod over the fire. He stirred
the contents with a shall ow bow ed wooden scoop before tasting it, then turned
to Leelan with a smile.

"I feared for the stew, yet is it unharned,” he told her. "It will be a short

while before it is done, however. Therefore you may rest yourself till then. |
will rejoin you in a nmonment, when | have conpleted the chores |eft unfinished

by cause of that minor distraction." Then, since | had gotten cl ose enough, he
added to nme, "Best you keep a close watch on your stew, Terril. Should it

burn, I will shane us all by weeping."

Leel an chuckl ed as she wat ched hi mwal k away toward the second cantah that
wasn't yet standing, the cantah he'd been just beginning on when I'd left. M
tal ki ng about naking the neal nust have frightened himso badly that he'd left
tent putting-up for later, and had i medi ately started the stew. Leelan turned
back to I ook at nme when | stopped by the fire, her amusenent at Dallan's
comment fading, then sat herself down when | did.

"You have not yet answered my query as to your wellbeing, Terril," she said
softly, large light eyes watching me carefully. "Wre you harmed by that
gendi s?"

"I amno nore than bruised, Leelan," | answered, trying to manage a snile

t hen | ooked away from her. "You have ny thanks for coming to my assistance,
and it shanmes nme that you were given pain by cause of it."

"Such pain is naught, girl," she said, brushing the matter aside, her mind
agreeing with the words. "Wiile training with the sword I was often given nuch
worse, till | learned to disallow such treatnent."

"Truly?" | asked, |ooking back at her in startlenment. "It had not occurred to
me that there would be difficulty of that sort given to one who w shed to
[earn.”

"How el se is one to |l earn, save through the desire for avoi dance of
difficulty?" she asked, her amusenent back again. She was a really big woman,
no nmore than half a head shorter than Dallan, her body well proportioned to
that height but still supple and lithe. Her long hair was Rimlian bl onde and
her eyes were light, and the nan she had chal |l enged had |ied about her
attractiveness. Her oval face had a delicate sort of beauty that was al so
strong with personality and character, especially when she snmled or was
anused. She | ooked |i ke soneone who woul d nake a good friend, which was
surprising, considering where she canme from

"Terril, mnd the stew," Dallan called fromwhere he was working, his thoughts
back on his stomach again. | |ooked at Leel an and shook ny head with a sigh
maki ng her chuckle, then got to ny feet to stir the stew. Wen | sat down
again, | decided it was tine for a little truth-speaking.

"The stew, of course, is not mne but his," | admtted, forcing nmyself to neet
her eyes. "He spoke of it as mne only to spare ne the"enbarrassnent he knows
| feel at being unable to cook. That |'lenda was correct when he naned nme no

nore than a rella wenda. Few have been able to rise to ny |level of
usel essness. "

"The gendis was no |'lenda," she stated, her frown only in her mnd, which
left her pretty face expressionless. "Bearing a sword does not make one a



'l enda any nore than the lack of the ability to cook makes one useless. It

seens nore than a matter of cooking which disturbs you, Terril. Should you
wi sh to speak of it, | would be willing to listen."

"Before one may speak, one nust first find the words," | told her with the
same sickly smile |I'd been managing all along. "Do not concern yourself wth
me, Leelan. | have been nobody of late, and the incident w th the-gendi s-has
upset ne."

"You find it sufficient that the |'lenda Dallan concerns himself with you?"
she asked, one brow rising toward her | eather headband, her nind curious but
restrai ned. "For what reason did he appear so incensed that a small, unarned
wenda such as you was unable to defend herself? OF what does he nmean to speak
to you, and for what reason do you appear unwilling to hear hinP"

The questions were cal mand undemandi ng, casually hung up in front of ne just
in case | cared to take one or two of themdown to answer. Light, w de eyes
regarded nme in the sane way, w thout pressure, but how do you tell anyone,
even a stranger, that what's bothering you is that you'd rather be adnired
than feared? How do you tell themthat the only thing you' re really good at
makes you an unspeakabl e nonster, sonething that anyone with sense woul d

avoi d? Things like that sound too ridicul ous and nel odramati c when put into
words, and saying themto yourself doesn't do any good at all. If | told her
that Dallan was undoubtedly angry with nme for not defending nyself, she would
never under st and.

"How goes the stew, wenda?" Dallan asked as he came up, unaware that he'd
interrupted anything. "But a few nore nonents and | will be done."

"I have myself not yet eaten," Leelan remarked, watching as Dallan checked his
handi work again. "To be frank, | found nyself with [ittle appetite for what
woul d be produced through nmy own efforts. | fear that the skill of cooking is
not one | may claimas nmy own."

"Soon there will be none upon this world save |'lendaa who are able to do so
much as warmdinral in a fire," Dallan remarked back, giving the stew a fina
stir of satisfaction before dragging hinself away fromit. "To a | arge degree
t he t hought grieves ne, for then what use might be found for wendaa' ?"

He gave Leelan a very bland | ook as he headed back toward the third cantah
causi ng her to begin laughing softly but deeply.

"A man who gives as well as he gets, that one," she observed to ne, stil
chuckling confortably. "I amunused to ones such as he, and shall likely find
this darkness of great interest. He doubted ny words, yet made no effort to
contradict themnor to support themfor your sake. He was aware that you had
spoken the truth to nme."

"He is often aware of many things," | grunbled, watching Dallan a noment
before | ooking away fromhim "I will now also likely be told that absol ute
truth is at tines unnecessary. Should he attenpt to lecture ne so, | believe |
shall informhimthat | told you he was worthless in the furs."

"Be sure first that your memabrak is present,"” she advised with a big grin,
enjoying ny comment. "L'lendaa rarely take such light-hearted jestings in the
spirit they were neant, and often becone proddi sh fromthem The matter of
helid would be unlikely to protect you."

"Should I say such a thing, even ny nemabrak woul d be unlikely to protect ne,"
| countered, still feeling down. "He, too, is |'lenda, and he and Dallan are



cl ose. Do wendaa in Vedi aster have nemabr akk?"

"Some," she allowed with a slight nod, shifting alittle away fromthe fire.
"There are those who are unable to see to thensel ves, who | ack even the desire
to make the attenpt. These are banded by nen who wi sh such women, yet is the
nunber of those who go unbanded far greater. W who go armed will ourselves do
t he bandi ng."

"You-band nen?" | said, the idea suddenly appealing to ne. "As though they
wer e wendaa? Do you even five-band thenP"

"I ndeed," she answered with a wide grin, enjoying ny reaction. "Should they
nmerit five-banding. They are nost of them quite proud of the bands they wear,
whi ch show t hey have found favor in a wwenda's eyes."

| heard the difference in the word imrediately, the rolled and doubl ed first
letter that was usually used only for the word "I'lenda". | didn't have to ask
what it neant, as | already knew. women warriors were not ashaned of being
worren.

"I comrend you for the manner in which you take this news, girl," she said,
still watching me closely. "Wendaa who are not of our country often shudder in
revul sion and fear upon hearing the same, unable to so nmuch as consi der the
noti on. Had you been born one of us, you would likely be w wenda yoursel f."

"Wuld it be possible for you to teach ne the use of a sword?" | blurted
wi thout first stopping to think, pushed into the request by the inner pressure
that had never really let up. "I have need of the know edge, yet am | unable

to speak of ny reasons."

Her mind went so startled that she couldn't think of a thing to say, and then
she I ost the opportunity. The sound of seetarr hooves cane, announcing the
return of Tammad and Cinnan, and then Dallan was there by the fire with us,
waiting to greet the newconmers. It wasn't the tine to pursue ny request-or
answer it-and we both knewit, so all we did was wait until the two nen had
unsaddl ed their nounts and cone to join us.

"Never before have | seen so cold and unfriendly a place,” Ci nnan grunbled in
di sgust, then realized he night have made a m stake saying sonething |ike that
in front of an unknown guest. He | ooked at Leelan and said, "It was not ny
intention to give offense to one who dwells here, wenda. Please accept ny
apol ogi es. "

"As offense was not taken, apol ogi es are unnecessary," the woman answered, a
faint smle on her pretty face as she rose to her feet. "I, too, nerely pass
through this place on ny way el sewhere, and I, too, have found it to be |ess
than hospitable. "

"And yet was it nearly the place she merged with the soil," Dallan put in, and
then told the rest of the story. The barbarian was inmediately furious, of
course, looking at me with his mind as well as his eyes to make sure | was al
right, and | finally got some glimering of why, a long tine ago, a man of
that world had not raised his sword against two others he'd been traveling

wi th when they decided to keep nme rather than return me to the one who had
banded nme. "I shall not kill you," he had said to themas he nounted up to
ride away. "That doing is the right of he to whom she bel ongs.™

Tammad stood listening to Dallan's story with fury blazing in his mnd, his
outrage so strong that it nearly knocked me over in spite of the curtain
protecting my mind. Part of his fury was, strangely enough, aimed at Dallan



but only in an inpersonal, general sort of way. He knew Dallan had really had
no choi ce about killing that nan, so he wasn't blam ng him what he was doi ng
was cursing the fact that there had been no choice. He wanted to have that man
in front of his own sword, to he able to face himand defeat him personally,
and the fact that he couldn't was so frustrating to himthat his output nmade
me trenble. It was alnbst as bad for ne as his projections had been before we
found out he was fully operational in enmpathy, and | was al nost to the point
of needing to shield when Dallan finished his story and introduced Leel an

Bot h Tammad and G nnan had reacted very oddly when they'd first | ooked at her
their mnds trying to slip out of a huminto a grow, but after the story and
i ntroduction the barbarian regarded her with something very much |like respect.
"You have nore than ny thanks, wenda," he said, his expression and voice nore
sober than usual. "I now stand in your debt, and shall till | amable to do
for you as you have done for me. Should you ever be in need of any sort, you
have only to call upon ne."

"There are many-ki nds of need, |'lenda," she answered, grinning faintly as she
| ooked himover. "One day | may indeed call upon you-should that not be too
far fromthe circunstances you have envisioned."

"To circunscribe one's gratitude is to belittle the act which produced that
gratitude," he said, aware of the way she was | ooking at himand not nminding a
bit. "Should there ever be a need--of whatever sort-you have only to call upon
ne. "

They were | ooking each other over with a good deal of approval, sonething
shoul d have expected, since Tammad's tastes were a lot |ike Dallan's, neither
one of them doing anything that wasn't done by any other Rimlians. G nnan-and
even Dall an-1ooked on with mld interest and polite attention, but suddenly I
didn't like that free, strong, unbanded w wenda much anynore. As a matter of
fact | didn't like any of them anynore, especially a certain any. Wthout
saying a word | got to nmy feet, left the fire, and went straight into a

cant ah.

The tent was pitch dark and wi thout sleeping furs, but | couldn't have cared

less. | crawmed away fromthe entrance flaps and found the side wall to the
right, then just sat down next to it. | hated that world and everyone on it
al nrost as much as | hated nyself, but | refused to cry about it, not any of
it. 1'd had to half kill nmyself and himin order to get even the suggestion of

respect, but he'd given it to her alnost as soon as he'd seen her. Respect and
gratitude and nore interest than | could stand to think about. L'lenda wenda
he used to call nme, but it was clear to everyone involved that she really was.

| had shielded completely and was sitting with my eyes closed, so it was given
to ny ears to tell me when | finally had conpany. | had been left alone for
quite some time, which had made me feel even nore niserable, but the entrance
of someone else didn't lighten the | oad. There wasn't one of them| wanted to
see or talk to, and for the hundredth time | wished | had a tent of ny own.
Whoever it was had a candle, and after the usual pause to settle it |I heard

t he sound of soneone sitting down.

"Your food has been put aside for you, hama," | was told, his voice even and
calm "It is no longer as good as it was when hot, yet does it retain sone
nmeasure of taste."

"Thanks for the effort, but I"'mnot particularly hungry,” | told him hating
the fact that he was punishing me again. | had wal ked away without saying a
word to anybody, deliberate rudeness in view of the presence of a guest, so if
| wanted to eat, what 1'd get would be cold I eftovers.



"You will eat whether there is hunger within you or not," he said, that
dammabl e calmstill conpletely in control of him "The upset you were given
earlier is not likely to have encouraged your appetite, yet nust you eat if
you wi sh to continue in good health.”

| didn't say anything to that, and for the obvious reason. Good health hadn't
been what |'d been thinking about ever since |I'd entered that tent, and
didn't find nuch interest in it then

"Also must we return to our own cantah,” he continued, ignoring ny silence.
"It is extrenely rude to keep others fromtheir rest.”

"So ny presence here is rudeness,” | said, glad | had kept ny eyes cl osed and
my |left shoul der near the tent wall. "And here | thought | was being
exquisitely polite, getting out of the way and out fromunder foot. | hadn't

expected it to be Cnnan's turn quite so soon, not with all that gratitude you
feel toward her. Wiy didn't you sinmply switch camtahh, and save her the
troubl e of having to nmove around?"

"You-speak of the woman Leel an?" he asked, suddenly soundi ng confused. "She
and Dal | an have gone to his camtah. In what manner woul d she affect G nnan and
nmysel f 2"

"If you're trying to say you scarcely noticed her, don't waste the breath," |
said, letting ny head touch the tent wall the same way mny shoul der was doi ng.
It wasn't fair for her to be so nuch better than nme-or that he would notice.
And if he'd had to notice, why had he had to do it so-openly?

"You believe | wished to take use fromthe wonan of Vedi aster?" he asked, his
voi ce sounding odd. "You cane to this cantah so that °I might do so w thout
hi ndr ance?"

"Isn't that what a good, obedient Rimlian woman i s supposed to do?" | said,
silently cursing the burning in nmy throat. "Step quietly out of the picture so
that her lord and master will be free to express his-gratitude?”

"Wenda, it was in thanks for your safety that | felt such gratitude," he said,
for sone reason sounding nore pleased than annoyed. "The worman kept you from
harm and for that | owe nore than | shall ever be able to repay."

"Don't you worry about that, she'll help you nmake a dammed good stab at it,"
answered, then couldn't help adding, "I wi sh she'd m nded her own damed
busi ness!”

"Terril . . . | cannot reach your thoughts, yet am| suddenly possessed of a
strange conviction," he said, the words sl ow and neasured. "I had never

t hought to see such a thing in you, yet do | belive that you are filled with
j eal ousy. "

"I amno such thing!" | spat, still refusing to | ook at him but discovering
that nmy eyes had opened anyway. "There's not a thing to be jeal ous about, not
a single thing! The two of you finding interest in each other is nothing nore
than normal on this world, nothing that woul d upset anyone with sense. If it
doesn't mamke you jealous to give me away to all those men,why should |I care
what you do with anybody el se?"

I was | ooking down at the shadowy hands in ny lap nmy head still against the
tent wall, feeling so mserable that | wanted to cry. But | also didn't want
to cry, and was determined not to, even if the burning in nmy throat strangled



me. | hated everything and everyone around ne, but nost of all | hated that
bur ni ng.

"I see now that if you had not been affected so strongly, you would not have
left so abruptly,” he said, and | could feel the touch of his thoughts on ny
shield, trying to reach through to mne. "Cone into ny lap and arns, hama, so
that I nmight hold you."

"Don't touch me!" | told himhoarsely, shaking off the big hand that cane to
nmy shoulder. "I don't want to be held, and especially not by you!"

| should have known he wouldn't |isten, he had never listened to anything

ever said. The hand | had shaken off cane back to wap itself around ny arm
and when | pulled against it and struggled, his free armcircled nmy back
trying to get a better, nore all-around grip. The only problemwas that his
stupi d, oversized hand touched nmy side at rib height, and | couldn't keep from
yel pi ng at the pain.

"What is it?" he demanded, inmediately pulling both hands off me but letting
t hem hover. "For what reason did you cry out so? How were you hurt?"

"I must have turned wong," | nmuttered, trying not to shiver because of the
flashing ache. "If Cinnan is waiting to get his tent back, let's give it to
him"

| began noving toward the tent flaps, intending to pass himon the right where
he sat facing the wall |'d been | eaning against, but he refused to let me by.
He Iifted me bel ow ny thighs and shoul ders as he turned toward the candl e, sat
me gently in his lap, then started taking off my imad. He was very careful of
my struggling while he untied ties and pulled the bl ouse off over ny head,
then began examining me with a grimlook on his face. It didn't take himlong
to get to nmy side, and when he saw the large, ugly bruise his jaw tightened.

"One would find it difficult to turn in any manner which was not wong with a
brui se such as that," he said, raising cold and angry eyes to mine. "How
deeply | wish that Dallan had not slain that virenj-see! Wiy did you not say
you were hurt?"

"It looks worse than it is," | answered, lowering ny eyes fromhis as |
wr apped ny arnms around mny hal f-bare body. "Gve nme ny i mad back."

"You will have it back when | wish to give it to you," he said, his voice
harder than it had been. "For what reason did you not speak of this hurt?"

"Maybe because it was no one else's business!"™ | flared, but still didn't

rai se my eyes again. "Maybe because | think of it nore as a reward than a

puni shrent. | took this w thout wanting to hurt himback, and woul d have taken
alot nore! This is what | got for not being a nonster and a thing, and it
doesn't hurt nearly as nuch as stopping himwould have! I'mlearning to be
human, | really ambut | w sh he had killed ne.

| was able to hold back until his arnms cane gently around me, and then | |et
my face fall to his chest, needing the contact desperately. It hurt ny side to
sit like that, but it hurt even nore deep inside ne. | would have done

anything to be human instead of a nonster, but | was afraid that sonmehow it
woul dn't turn out that way.

"Hama, | cannot understand this confusion that you speak," Tanmad said after a
short time of sinply holding me against him "For what reason do you believe
that to accept pain is to be human? And for what reason must you see yourself



as nonstrous when others do not see you so? Dallan tells me he believes you
kept the sadarayse from slaying the woman of Vedi aster after she had been
downed from behind. Surely a doing such as that cannot disturb you."

"But don't you see that even that was wong?" | nearly begged, raising ny face
to look at him "Wiat was the difference between what | did and what that
other man did to Leel an? He snuck up on her froma place where she couldn't
see him and struck w thout warning; how was | seen, and what warning did
give? Using ny abilities against unsuspecting people is wong, you know it is!
How many tines have you told me that, over and over? How many times has Garth

said it, and Len? | knowit's wong, but | can't stop doing it; | tell myself
it's natural to use ny abilities, foolish to wish I didn't have them At the
begi nning of this trip you said | couldn't use them but did | listen? No,

had to hurt you first, and that still didn't stop me, just the way it woul dn't

stop any other nmonster. You have to beat ne harder, and maybe then [|']
[earn.”

| put ny head against his chest again, too filled with self-hatred to do any
nore, and his hand cane to the side of nmy face as he held me tighter. By
rights he should have wal ked away fromme in disgust and horror, and | didn't
know why he hadn't

"I see, hama, that | should have given nore thought and attention to you than
| have," he said with a sigh, leaning down to put his lips briefly to ny hair.
"So deeply imrersed was | in my own difficulties and intentions, that | saw no
part of your own. Proper teaching shoul d have been given you a long tinme past,
yet did | err in seeing you as no nore than a wenda. Sit up now, so that we
may begin."

In confusion | let himurge me away from his chest, understandi ng nothing of
what he was tal king about. H s blue eyes | ooked at ne soberly where | sat in
his lap, and his big hand canme to snoboth my hair.

"Even had you been born a wenda of this world, you would not have been given

t he teachings of a boy," he said. "You would, however, have a cl oser
under st andi ng of the necessary, having been taught to share your life with one
who nmust bear the burden. In this instance is it you who bears the burden, and
though | attenpted to take it fromyour shoulders, | should have known that
such a thing is inpossible. It nust be ny duty, instead, to strengthen you for
that burden. WIIl you hear nmy words and know them as truth?"

| nodded hesitantly, still not understanding, but he smled gently, as though
nmy agreenent had been enthusi astic.

"On this world, all male children are prepared for the w el ding of weapons,"
he said, keeping his eyes only on ny face. "A nunber of themgrow to be

nmer chants or shopkeepers or healers who will do little with the swords they
are taught to use, yet nmany will grow to bel 'lendaa and sonme few even

dendayy. As it is inpossible to know fromthe very begi nning what each of them
will be, they are all taught the sane with no distinctions. The first thing
they are taught is that a weapon, any weapon, is not to be used w thout

reason. To do so is to be less than a man, for a true man has reason and is
able to distinguish between right and w ong.

"Wong is to use a weapon nerely because one is able, nmerely because it gives
one pleasure to do so," he said. "One nmust think of oneself ampbng others, and
consider if one would find approval in being attacked so by another, nerely
because that other has greater skill. Should one find a thing wong when it is
done to oneself, it is equally wong to do the same to others."



"But that's what |'ve been saying!" | objected, the confusion | felt making ne
even nmore upset. "l've been doing terrible wong, and it doesn't stop!"

"Hush, wenda," he scolded gently, briefly putting one hand under ny chin.
"This is but the first lesson taught a child, and although it is greatly
important, it is not the only |l esson

"Once a boy's teaching with a sword has begun, he nust then | earn the | esson
of patience,"” he continued. "Wen one bears a fine new weapon one has j ust
begun to learn to use, one is eager to test that weapon and | earning. There
are many contests and trials of skill in which these young |I'lendaa are
allowed to participate, yet are they forbidden to draw sword at any ot her

time. They are told that one does not bare a blade without using it, therefore
are they made to shed a small anount of their own blood if ever they are found
wi th weapon in hand w thout a proper reason for its being there."

"You mean they're forced to cut thensel ves?" | asked in horror, finally
di stracted fromm own problens. "You rmake children hurt thenselves just for
bei ng chil dren?"

"When one begins the | essons of manhood, one must al so begin to put away the
doi ngs of chil dhood," he expl ai ned, |ooking as though he'd expected ny
comment . "Those young |'lendaa will grow quickly to be nen, and as the child
is taught, so does the man do. To allow the child to wave his child' s sword
about as he wills, is to have a man who does the same with a man's weapon. Is
it not worth a few drops of blood and a wound which quickly heals, to save a
[ife which mght be accidently taken by the thoughtless sweep of an unguarded
bl ade?"

It sounded so | ogical when he put it that way, but it also sounded terribly
col d-bl ooded. | couldn't quite bring nmyself to agree with him but he didn't
wait for agreenent.

"Once the |'l enda-to-be has been taught prudence, skill, and patience, he nust
then be taught the reality of what he does,"” | was told. "The contests and
trials of skill are engaged in with blunted weapons, and even when one downs
one's opponent, that opponent rises again after, at nost, a matter of noments.
From such things a boy m ght come to believe that his opponents will ever rise
again after being downed, or that he, hinself, will do so after being bested
He nust be taught instead that the sword of life is never blunted, that if he
shoul d best another that other will never again rise, that if he hinself is
bested, he will be slain. I will not tell you now what method is used to
impress this truth upon them yet are they taught to know it beyond al
possi bl e doubt . "

| shuddered at the grimmess in his voice, not about to ask any questions
concerning the part he'd left out. | didn't want to know what method they used
to teach boys their own nortality and the nortality of others; it had to be
terribly painful, and not necessarily in a physical sense.

"Even with all this preparation,” he went on, "one does not truly becone a
["lenda till one has stood in answer to a chall enge and has shown one's
strength and understanding. | do not nowrefer to skill, hama, for to stand
victorious after challenge is a self-evident indication of skill. The strength
| speak of is the strength to defend one's self and property, know ng ful

well that a life will be taken by that action. The understandi ng necessary is
upon the point that one is justified in that defense, that wong lies with the
one who attenpts to take what bel ongs to another, whether that thing is
property or life itself. One is wong to take or attack w thout provocation
never to defend or protect. A true |I'lenda does not joy in bringing others



hurt, hama, yet is he able to give that hurt when necessary. It is not only
his right, it is his duty."

He was | ooking at me now with an expectation of sorts, as if waiting to hear
that | understood what he'd said and agreed with it. Everything was al ways so
clear-cut and easily answered to him so sinple and understood with ease. |
really did wish | could be that way, but | didn't seemto have it in ne.

"Even if doing it nmakes himfeel like an ugly, horrible creature?" | asked,

| ooking up into those blue eyes that never tried to turn away from unpl easant
things. "Even if defending hinmself makes himfeel worse than anything anot her
person could do, including killing hin? Isn't it better to | et other people be
the nonsters, even if you have to die for it? | know you don't agree with ne,
but I'd rather be a dead human being than a |live nonster."

"You are m staken, Terril," he said, and his continuing cal mpatience
surprised me. "l do indeed agree with a part of what you have said. It is far
easier to allow others to do as they will, far |ess damaging to one's
self-image of nobility to merely accept harmand never to give it. One may
then snugly say that he has never brought pain or harmto another, and happily
accept the end of his life secure in the know edge of his goodness. If he were
not to find an end, however, he nmight soon discover that his goodness is not
quite as extensive as he believes. He, who had the ability and skill to halt
one who had no honor, chose instead to accept and all ow wrongdoing for the
sake of his own confort. H's great sacrifice in the name of good allows a
sadarayse, one who is far below the level of a man, to continue on and harm

ot hers, perhaps many others before one is attenpted who considers the

wel | -bei ng of others above his own. This one will accept the pain of bringing
harmto another, so that those innocents beyond himw Il not suffer

needl essly. It is indeed far nore pleasant to accept harmto onesel f, hana,

yet at what cost? A |'lenda has been taught to accept his duty and not shirk
it; one who shirks finds nore pleasure, yet spurns the necessary. \Who, then, |
wonder, is truly the nonster, the creature? The one who stands and fights, or
the one who nerely accepts what is given?"

The question, which should have been rhetorical, hung in the air between us
li ke a pal pabl e presence, refusing to let itself be ignored. He was waiting
for an answer, denmanding that | give one, refusing to let me avoid it. The

only problemwas that all | had was nore confusion, nothing renmotely Iike an
answer .
"But you said using ny abilities was wong," | whispered, wapping ny arns

around nyself again to keep fromshivering. "You said it nmore than once and so
did others. And you don't know what it's |like when they' re afraid of you, when
t hey nove back to make sure you don't notice them and do something . "

"You believe one who is |'lenda has never been shown fear?" he asked, and this
time there was inpatient ridicule in his tone and expression. "You have been
too much among |'l endaa yourself, Terril, where the fear is not so easily

seen. Wen G nnan and | spoke to the shopkeepers of this place, many of them
trenbled to find thensel ves faced with our presence w thout the matching
presence of |'lendaa of their own. Had they known he and | are dendayy,

| eaders in our own cities, their fear woul d have been much greater. W bear
weapons which are able to do great harm you see, and al so possess the skil
towield them™

"But you and G nnan woul d never hurt anyone without reason,” | protested,
upset even nore that he brought up the sanme point Dallan had. "They have no
cause to be afraid of you."



"And yet they are," he said, for some reason | ooking pleased. "Wen there is
fear in a man and he fails to control it, it soon begins to control him
instead. A man in control of his fear is aware of all danger around him a nman
whose fear is in control sees danger everywhere. The two outl ooks are not the
same, wenda, and you were not told that the use of your abilities is wong.
You were told that to use them agai nst others without adequate reason was
wrong, a distinction you were then unable to make. Now you nust strive
diligently to make the distinction, for I no I onger forbid you the use of your
powers. "

I know ny jaw hit the ground, then, and fromall the way up in his lap, at
that. A few days earlier | would have been absolutely delighted to hear him

say that, but right then all | felt was panic.
"How can you say that?" | denanded, ny voice suddenly as shrill as ny eyes
were wide. "lI'm supposed to be your memabra, subject to you and obedient to

you in all things. You can't just cut ne |oose that way!"
"I have not-'cut you loose," " he denied, and | swear | could see a grin
lurking in his eyes. "You remain nmy memabra and shall continue to be obedient,
yet must you see to the matter of your power yourself. | had not understood
that to forbid you its use was the same as forbidding a |'lenda grown the use
of his sword. A boy child may be made to wound hinmself and a girl child may be
switched, yet a |'lenda grown nust be allowed the choice of when to bare his
weapon, and a wonman of power must be allowed the directing of that power. |
attenpted to bear the burden for you, hama sadendra, yet this may not be. The
burden of power may not be borne by any save its possessor, and that one nust
be strong. Al | may do is aid you in gaining the necessary strength. "

"But you're not being fair," | tried, still feeling horribly-abandoned. "What
if I can never be strong enough'? O what if | decide to use ny abilities to
get out of having to obey you?"

"You must have the necessary strength, therefore shall we seek together to
find it," he answered, as blind and unsatisfying an answer as |'d ever heard.
"And as for obeying ne-do you nean to attenpt disobeying nme, wenda?"

The ook in his eyes had hardened with the question, the sort of hardness I'd
probably never be able to stand up to even if | lived to be a mllion years

ol d-and got stronger every year | lived. Wth nmy shield still closed |I knew he
wasn't projecting at ne, which nmeant there had to be another reason why I

squi rmed unconfortably and felt the urge to drop ny eyes. | wasn't afraid of

hi mexactly-but | also wasn't quite up to di sobeying.

"Stop trying to bully nme," | grumbled, but I'mafraid it came out nore a
request than an order. "lI'mso confused right now that even this tent could
intimdate me, so you're wasting good bullying."

"Shoul d I have ny way, wenda, it will be this cantah especially which
intimdates you," he said, surprisingly |ooking even nore stern than he had.
"Your behavi or has been reprehensible of late, and | will have no nore of it."

"Behavi or?" | echoed, having no idea what he was tal king about. "What
behavi or, and what has it got to do with this tent?"

"You know wel | enough the behavior | refer to," he answered stiffly, stil
nostly thunderous. "For a worman to | ook with interest upon a man who i s not
her memabrak is shameful, nobst especially when he is a man whose bands are on
another. You will not again approach C nnan's cantah, nor will you | ook upon
hi magain in such a-a-m ndl ess-manner. You will | ook only upon ne so, else



shall | switch you°."

H s voice had by then become nearly a grow, and his brows had | owered so far
that they were downright nenacing. | was so delighted | let ny shield

di ssol ve, and through the curtain | could feel the heavy, om nous green
tingeing his thoughts. He really was jeal ous, but not of G nnan. He wanted ny
interest to be his alone, because that interest neant nore to himthan. he
could put into words. | loved himvery nuch right then-but then | remenbered a
coupl e of sonet hings.

"I don't understand how you expect me to look at you like that,” | said with
full innocence, staring up into two dim dangerous pools of' blue. "It's been
so long since it was you naking love to me, that | think |I've forgotten what
it's like. If you keep giving a girl away, you can't blane her for forgetting.

"Such forgetting is not possible, wenda," he grow ed, really very unhappy wth
me. "Either a woman prefers one man above all others, or she does not. To know
this when she is untouched by others, is not the same as to know it am d nmuch
ot her use. A man who does not fear to share his woman i s one who knows wel |
the quality of her love; to refuse to share her is to say he mistrusts her
love for him"

"Well, the least you could do is remind me what you're |like every once in a
while," | answered in annoyance, hating the way he al ways made things sound so
| ogi cal -when it was somet hing he wanted to do. "Like now, for instance."

"No, wenda, | may not use you now," he denied, his mnd under such strong
control that it was alnost |ike a physical drawi ng away. "This would not be
the proper tine."

"And why not?" | snapped, suddenly remenbering anot her sonething el se that
filled me with the sort of anger that would sear anything it touched. "Can it
be you have another date, one that can't be shoved aside for a while the way I
can be? Are you silly enough to believe | don't know what you felt when you

| ooked at her? Do you think I'Il just step aside and |let her |ead you off by
t he nose? Well, do you?"

By that time | was just short of shouting, and not really noticing what nust
have been a fairly strong projection. Tanmad's mnd had wi nced with the
desperate urge to back away, but you can't back away from soneone sitting on
your |lap. He opted for |eaning back instead, trying for distance to give hima
chance to fight off ny mind, and ended up thunking down flat on the tent floor
with me followi ng, |eaning on his chest. He | ooked up at nme with an echo of
the thunk in his expression, one hand to the back of his head, and if it had
been possible for sonmeone with his personality to be really w de-eyed, he
woul d have been wi de-eyed.

"Wenda, the woman of Vedi aster was not even in ny thoughts,” he said, |ooking
confused. "I did no nore than recall the bruise upon you, and had no desire to
add to your pain. "

"Ch," | answered with great intelligence, tenpted to feel like an idiot, but
that particular subject was too inportant to nme. "Well, you better make sure
you keep it that way. | don't want her anywhere around you, not even in your

t houghts. Do you understand ne, menabrak?"

"Harma, this jealousy you showis totally uncalled for," he said with the sane
sort of innocence |I'd used, his grin pure satisfaction. "I have had wendaa
wi t hout number since | becane a nman, and have thereby | earned that only one



holds true interest for ne. What others | have now only serve to point up the
truth of the matter."

"I'f I were you, hamak, | would find a safely banded worman to do any future
pointing up with," | said, moving higher on his chest to |look directly down
into his eyes. "If you don't, the worman you find so rmuch interest in m ght

becorme somewhat annoyed."

"Wendaa are well known for becom ng annoyed," he said, the blandness in his
voi ce and expression doing nothing to keep his hands from spreadi ng out on ny
bare back. "I have given nmy word in gratitude; what if | amcalled upon to
redeem t hat word?"

"Why, then you'll just have to honor your word," | answered, still | ooking
unbl i nkingly down at him "Wile you re honoring it, though, you' d better keep
firmMy in mnd the fact that 1'mno | onger forbidden to use ny abilities.

O her people are one thing, but you are definitely in a class by yourself. If

I find you letting that-that fermal e-get her claws into you, I'mgoing to see
how hard it is to make squished |'Ilenda"

"L'l enda wenda," he | aughed softly, bringing his hands up to nmy head, feeling
not the least intimdated or insulted. Loved and really wanted was what he was
feeling, and it came to me then how deeply he had been hurt by all the tines
I'd insisted | neither loved himnor wanted him H s enotions were always so
wel | covered that |I'd never been able to reach that particul ar set before, but
right then his mnd was wi de open to ne. W both needed a tinme of stern

j eal ousy and deep possessiveness before going back to normal interaction with
ot her people, and that was the time we would be best off taking it before
getting it out of our systems. | |eaned down and brushed his lips with mne
gently and tenderly, and then had no further patience for gentle and tender. |
threw ny arns around his neck and kissed himw th every ounce of strength

had, reaching at the same time for his mnd. Wien he said no he usually neant
it, but that tinme | was the one who refused to argue. | wanted hi m and

wanted himright then, and for once | got exactly what | wanted.

It took quite a while before it was over, and thanks to pain control | felt
not hi ng but pleasure. Wien we were finally ready to | eave the tent, the

bar bari an pushed the flaps aside to find our sleeping furs piled up just
outside. W'd both forgotten about poor C nnan, who had apparently gotten
tired of waiting for us to get out of his tent. The furs had been put there to
tell us we were trading tents for the night whether we liked it or not, and
instead of feeling guilty we just |aughed and went back inside.

Chapter 7

The next few days were spent in normal boring travel, and when | wasn't giving
Tammad | essons in control, | was buried deep in thoughts of ny own. \Wat |
felt and what |'d been told refused to resolve thensel ves into sonething
could cope with, and being on nmy own as far as ny abilities went was horribly
unsettling. | still had the same abilities |1'd had when |1'd started, but
suddenly whether or not to use themwas entirely ny own decision. No

Amal gamation to turn ne off when nmy job was over, no Tammad to tell me when
I'd done wong and punish me for it, no Garth to talk ne into doi ng
experiments, no Len to warn ne about making mstakes. |1'd ranted and raved
about all the restrictions |I'd been under, chafed endl essly and conpl ai ned
bitterly, but nowthat | had the freedoml'd wanted so badly, | was afraid to
do anything with it. | kept ny arms very tight around the barbarian as we
rode, really wi shing he hadn't decided it was tine for me to grow up. | wasn't



ready to grow up, and still wasn't even entirely convinced that staying with
hi mwas the best thing for him

By the time we'd awakened that very first norning, the woman Leel an was

al ready gone, not only fromDallan's tent but fromthe whol e canpi ng area.
Afterward Dallan said that she'd told himshe was on her way to take care of
some unspeci fied business, but would be back in Vediaster's capital city about
three days behind us. If we were still in the city at that time, we were al
invited to share the hospitality of her house. That didn't strike nme as an
invitation to |l ook forward to, but | found nyself very definitely in the
mnority. My traveling conpanions thought it was a wonderful idea, but what

el se can you expect from nmen?

The pestering |I'd been anticipating fromDallan never materialized, and once
again it was Leelan | had to thank. The drin of Gerleth, back in his haddin as
the others were, was his usual pleasant self when anyone spoke to him but the
rest of the time he was thinking, daydrean ng, and fantasizing, three
distinctly different efforts. Thinking usually involves facts or specul ation
from known quantities, daydreaming lets the mind flutter wherever it Iikes

wi thout direction, and fantasizing is the alnost-wi sh for a specific event or
ci rcunst ance, choreographed and di al ogued to satisfy an inner craving. The
thing that brought all this to my attention was the way Dall an began to
fantasize, then cut it off in annoyance. Among normally intelligent beings,
it's usually daydreaming that's done the | east; what begins directionless is
nmost tinmes quickly diverted to thinking or fantasizing. Dallan wasn't letting
hi nsel f fantasize, and his day-dreaning had a lot of rigidity about it.

"Hamak, what's bothering Dallan?" | finally asked the barbarian in a whisper
al so using Centran to keep the conversation nore private. "Didn't he enjoy
hinsel f with ny nobl e def ender?"

Tammad shifted in the saddl e, half annoyed and half relieved that 1'd
interrupted the individual exercise |I'd given himto do, then cast about for a
way to answer nme.

"He did indeed find enjoyment with the woman," | was told at |ast, but al nost
with an air of discussing things that weren't quite proper. "Any man woul d
find enjoyment with a woman such as that in his arns."

"Then what's the problen?" | asked, ignoring that "any nman" phrase he'd used.
He' d been pushing away a good deal of disapproval when he'd said it, and
didn't understand why.

"It is not-proper-to use a woman who i s unbanded and then fail to band her,"
he managed to get out, part of his nmind bent out of shape. "That the woman

of fered herself to Dallan was of no nonent, for she comes froma country

unli ke our own and the drin meant to have her in any event. Come the start of
t he new day he woul d have put his bands upon her, yet had she al ready gone.
Such i moral behavior is greatly vexing to us all, yet there is little we may
do at the nonent to correct it."

"I'nmoral behavior," | repeated bl ankly, wondering what | was m ssing. "You
t hi nk her having spent the night with Dallan was i moral ?"

"Certainly not," he said in soft exasperation, definitely grow ng inpatient
with ne. "For a man to take a woman for the darkness is natural, as things
were neant to be. For a wenda to take herself off after such a doing, alone
and wi thout the protection of a man of her own, is conpletely unacceptable.
What if the nerging were to have begun a child? Wat sort of upbringi ng woul d
such a child have, with no father to raise it and train it? Wat of Dallan's



feelings, to think that a child of his nmight well be w thout protection and
provi sion? The thing was thoughtless and highly inproper, and should not have
been done."

The incensed indignation pouring out at me told me I would be smart to let the
whol e thing drop, but that didn't mean | stopped thinking about it. It was
hard accepting the apparent fact that on Rinmlia it was the man who got caught
if he messed around with an unbanded woman, but that was the only way | could
make any sense out of it. | already knew that all the children belonged to the
men and that if a woman was put up for bandi ng by someone el se the children
she'd produced didn't go with her, but | never woul d have guessed in what
direction that line of thinking could go. As long as there was a man there to
claimownership of a child, it didn't matter who fathered it; how the child
turned out after it was raised was the inportant part. For a woman to take the
chance of starting a child and then to di sappear without giving the man

i nvol ved an opportunity to do the right and proper thing was Rimlia' s version
of scandal ous behavi or, and sormehow I couldn't help grinning at the thought.
Dal | an had been the victimof a hit and run, and he was the one worryi ng about
whet her or not that particul ar night woul d produce sonethi ng unexpect ed.

The country of Vedi aster began a few miles beyond the town we'd canped in that
first night, but at first there was nothing to distinguish it fromthe rest of
the countryside we'd passed through. Despite the fact that no one had admitted
seei ng Aesnil and her two conpani ons coning through the town, we were al

still certain we were right behind them The road had wi dened considerably, a
requi rement of the volume of traffic that used it, and only short distances of
t hat road wound through forest or uninhabited field. Mdst of the |and al
around us was under cultivation, a sign of a prosperous country, but there
were al so a nunber of sword-bearing, unbanded wonen on the road, nost of them
com ng fromthe opposite direction. None of the three men with ne did anything
but nod politely in answer to their nods, but the three m nds were nothing but
di sappr ovi ng.

We canped the third night in a stand of trees not far fromthe road, know ng
that on the followi ng day we'd reach the city of Vediaster, the seat of power
for the country of the sane nane. C nnan was di stracted and al nost unbearably
i npatient, fighting to keep hinmself fromriding on ahead without rest, just to
get there sooner. Dallan was distracted and down in the dunps, fighting to
keep from wat chi ng behind us for the woman who had said she'd be comi ng back
to the city we were heading for. Tammad was distracted with sonething he'd
been t hi nki ng about, sonething pleasant but al so sonething that was maki ng him
the least bit inpatient. | was annoyed that it happened to be raining, a
light, pleasant rain, but one that neant | couldn't try ny hand at cooking
agai n.

Wth Dallan finally thinking about sonething other than his stomach, |1'd spent
the last three days working at getting the best of our food rather than the

ot her way around, and really believed | was finally getting somewhere. |'d
cheated by watching the minds around nme as |'d cooked, letting their reactions
tell me when it was tine to take sonmething out of the fire or time to leave it
inalittle longer, what to season with and how nuch to use, what was tasty
and what was just barely edible. The nmpbst annoying part was that none of the
three seened to notice that they weren't dying of food poi soning any | onger

or that | had taken over sonething they hadn't even wanted me to think about.
They accepted ny efforts wi thout coment and w thout notice, but at |east |
felt better about it.

It didn't take long before the tents were up, and once they were and the
seetarr had been unburdened and fed, G nnan and Dall an di sappeared inside with
little nore than nmunbl ed words of good night. They'd earlier volunteered to



share the night watch between them and Tammad, knowi ng he wasn't taking rest
away from either one, accepted their offer with thanks. W both took off our
rain capes and hung them on the verandah of our cantah, Tammad lit a candle
with a small, conplicated device | still considered the next thing to nagic,
and then we, too, went inside.

"Spread our furs, wenda, and then we may share this dinmral, " | was told once
we were inside, the dinral in question, still wrapped in preserving |eaf,
tossed to the tent floor. The barbarian was busy settling the candle, and
hadn't | ooked around when he'd noved through the tent fl aps.

"I already have spread the furs,” | pointed out with just a hint of smugness,
reaching down for the dinral he'd brought in with him "1 did it while you
were feeding the seetarr.”

"Why, so you have," he observed with pleased surprise as he turned, his tone
suggesting that the acconplishnment was on a par with building a house

si ngl e-handedly overnight. "Qur meals beconme nore edible with each one that
passes, you no |onger consider spreading my furs a doing beneath you, and
three full days have passed wi thout a single disobedience. Truly do | believe
you are at |ast becom ng a worman of this world."

"You're teasing me for a reason,"” | said, just holding the |eaf-wapped dinra
as | | ooked up at him undeci ded whether to be pleased that he'd noticed ny
cooking after all, or annoyed that he was trying to get a rise out of me. "I

can't tell why, but you definitely have a reason."

"Indeed | do, wenda," he answered with a grin, taking the food away from ne
before settling hinself cross-1egged on the tent floor. "Wen our neal is

done, it will please ne to share the reason with you."
"Way can't you share it with me now?" | asked, sitting down to watch him
unw ap the meat and get ready to divide it. "I don't tease you without letting

you know why |'mdoing it."

"So | have noticed," he said, his tone dry and his glance pointed for all its
brevity. "Though you insist that holding ny efforts at control up to ridicule
when they fail to please you will in the end aid ne, | continue to find your

anmusement of very little aid. Ridicule is a good deal nore disconforting when
one is able to feel it as well as see and hear it."

"OfF course it is," | agreed without hesitation, reaching for the piece of neat
handed to ne at the end of his conmplaint. "It's al so sonething nost people
want to avoid at all costs, so they work hard toward that end. |'ve noticed

t hat you' ve been working harder ever since | started |aughi ng where you can
hear it."

"I have al so been thinking a good deal nore upon the advisability of cutting a
switch," he said, |ooking straight at ne while taking a bite of the neat.
"Before we | eave these woods, you understand, and | no | onger have adequate
opportunity. "

"You're not going to switch ne," | said with only a little nmore confidence
than | was feeling, taking a small bite of my own. "If you do you know I'1l]I
stop criticizing you, and you can't afford that at this stage. You just have
to grit your teeth and take it."

"Perhaps | shall be fortunate enough to find another reason to switch you," he
grunbl ed, chewing norosely. "lIs there nothing to be found over which you woul d
di sobey me? No insult you woul d consider giving nme before others?"



"Well, if it's that inportant to you, |'msure there's something | could
find," | decided, inspecting the piece of nmeat | held before sneaking a | ook
at him For the briefest nonment he forgot we were teasing each other and began
straightening in indignation, his shaggy-blond head rising to the chall enge,
his blue eyes hardeni ng. Then he saw ne watchi ng hi mand he chuckl ed, the
anusenment of a nman who knew he had nothing to worry about. 1'd | earned the
di fference between teasing a man in private and insulting himin public, and
wasn't about to get caught wi th another punishnent. Very obviously and
deliberately | |ooked around to see that we were al one, | ooked back to the
barbarian with a smle, then just as obviously and deliberately stuck ny
tongue out at him Hi s chuckling got deeper and heavier, but he didn't say a
wor d.

We finished our nmeal under flickering candlelight, the sound of gentle rain
pattering lightly all around, the tent a bit on the warmside with the flaps
cl osed. After sharing a drink of water with ne Tammad repl aced the skin, then
turned to take me in his arnms. He kissed ne gently, alnost tenderly, let ne go
briefly to renove ny imad and cal din and his own swordbelt and haddin, put ne
down on his furs, then snuffed the candl e before joining me. There was a
strange sort of happiness in himas he put his arns around nme again, that

i npatient excitement 1'd felt earlier which didn't seemto have any cause.

"I had not meant to speak to you of this now, yet has the tinme presented
itself as proper,"” he murrmured out of the darkness, letting his hands enjoy ne
as he held me up against him "This doing with Dallan and the wenda from

Vedi aster has brought it to mnd, and | cannot rid nyself of it-Terril, you do
i ndeed become nore of a wonan of this world with every day which passes, and
soon, | know, you will give ne the final proof of it. Soon, | know, your body

will fill with ny child."

The words were so unexpected and shocking that | stiffened in his arns,
literally struck speechless in reaction. My mind curtain kept nmy feelings from
raci ng out madly and overwhelming him causing himto msinterpret the single
physi cal indication of response that he had.

"I do not accuse you of being rem ss, hama sadendra,” he assured ne

i medi ately, holding ne nore tightly to confort ny upset. "It disturbed ne a
great deal when | failed to put a child on you, and at |ast | spoke of this
di sturbance to Lenhamand Garth. It was then that | |earned of the manner in
whi ch the wendaa of your worlds keep thenselves childless, and that this

nmet hod must be renewed every so often, else will it fail. They and

cal cul ated that soon you will no |onger be held by the thing, and then we nmay
begin the first of many children. | find nyself as eager as a boy before his
first worman, hama, and cannot wait till my love is within you. You will give
me fine, strong sons, | know and, as was once told nme, daughters of a beauty

to steal ny sleep. My love for you is very full."

And then he ki ssed ne again, the | ove he spoke of flow ng out of his mind and
enconpassing me. After that, of course, his |ovemaki ng turned nore physical

but if ny life depended on renenbering the tine, I would be in a good deal of
danger. He did what he usually did to me and sonehow | responded, but once it
was over and he had fallen asleep, | crept out of his furs and into nmne
where | lay curled up on ny side in shock

The sl eeping fur was soft and confortable, and | didn't need to cover nyself
in the close, stuffy darkness. My cheek enjoyed the feel of the fur, as did ny
entire left side, the pain fromthe bruise on ny ribs al nbst gone. My thunb
moved to ny lips and | thought about naking nyself even nore confortable and
serene, in a way | hadn't used since | was a very little girl. The dark was so



nice and warm soothing and concealing, and | could stay in it as long as |
liked, as long as |-

DON T.!

My mind clanged with the screamand then | was trenbling and crying, still in
the grip of hysteria but at |east free of the terrifying begi nning of
catatonic withdrawal. Some part deep inside ne, a ,calm sad part, didn't |et
the terror take me again, and hel ped me to keep the cl eansing enotional storm
fromwaki ng Tammad. | couldn't face himright then, not even in pitch

dar kness, and the tears stream ng down ny face nade that abundantly cl ear

It took awhile before I was up to thinking again, and even then | didn't
really want to. | turned onto my back in the furs with a shuddering sigh
draped ny right armover ny eyes, and let the feeling of exhaustion quiet ne.
For once my enotions were very easy to separate, but that wasn't to say they
were cal mand under control. | was back to living with a whirlwind in ny nind,
but at least | could see the components of it.

The first and easiest part of ny problemwas the way | felt about being

pregnant. | |loved Tammad and wanted to give himeverything | could, but there
was sonet hing frightening and vaguely disgusting in the thought of having a
child put in me deliberately. | knew people did it all the time all over the

Amal gamation, but 1'd always felt reluctant and repelled, and couldn't seemto
shake the attitude. What nade it the easier part of ny problemwas that | was
on Rmlia, a place where wonen didn't have to worry about that sort of thing.
| seened to have lost all track of time, but nmy six-nmonths-worth of protection
shoul dn't have had much nore than two or three nonths left to go. Once it had
worn off | would be i mediately vul nerable, and Tamad woul d waste no tine
asking if | were ready and willing. He would take ne in his arms and kiss ne
as he entered ny body, and then it would be done the way Rimlian nen al ways
did it. There would be no pain, only overwhel ni ng pl easure, and afterward I
woul d be as happy as he was. | knew | would be happy-and that was ny second,

al nost shattering problem the one that had nearly caused ne to withdraw from
reality.

| took my armdown fromny eyes, seeing splotches of brief, bright color

bef ore the darkness closed in again, hearing the soft breathing of ny
sadendrak where he lay asleep to ny right. Sadendrak. The word neant soneone
who brought meaning to your life, someone whose absence would nake that life
not worth living. I would gladly die for my hanmak

sadendr ak, ny bel oved reason for living, and sooner die than tell himI| knew
how happy | would be with his child inside ne-because |I'd already had the
experi ence.

Toward the end of nmy first stay on Rimlia, |I'd suddenly discovered one day
that nmy protection had worn off w thout nmy knowing it, and that | was
pregnant. At first | hadn't known what to do, and then |I'd wanted to tel
Tammad, but we were then in the mddle of the Ratanan, the Great Meeting, that
was so inportant to Tanmad and the Amal gamation alike. 1'd decided it wasn't
the tine to distract himwith ny news so |I'd waited, but before the right tine
carne he sent me back to ny enbassy, fulfilling the word he'd given on the
matter even before 1'd left Central. | didn't know then that he was pl anni ng
to follow al nost i medi ately and claimme permanently, 1'd thought he didn't
want nme anynore once he no | onger had need of ny abilities. Al nbst as soon as
I'd reached the enbassy |'d taken a transport back to Central, and the first
thing I'd done on Central was have the fetus renoved fromme and placed in
stasi s.



Tammad, ny bel oved, |'ve already been given your child-and | had it renoved
and put in a place where it will live forever but never grow | arge enough to
be born, never be sonmething to hold in your arnms to |l ove as you raise it.

How was | supposed to tell himthat? It would be hard enough to say to a nman
of Central; how was | supposed to say it to a Rinilian?

If I could get back to Central | could have it reinplanted, but the only
transport avail abl e was at our enbassy, which was a | ong way away from where
currently was. How did | get back there without telling Tammad why | had to
go, why it would be best if he didn't go with nme?

What would | do if | couldn't get back, and tine passed, and he made ne
pregnant again before | could retrieve our first child?

How did | explain that 1'd given away a child that was his, on that world nuch
nmore his than it could ever be a wonman's?

What was | going to do? Wiat could | do?

| put ny hands over my face to try to hide in an even deeper dark, but
unfortunately 1'd already gotten over the conpulsion to hide. | knew | would
have to face ny nunber one problem head on, at sonme time in the near future,
in a way that woul dn't make Tammad hate ne forever

The only thing I didn't know was how | was going to do that.

W reached the city of Vedi aster about m d-nmorning of the follow ng day,
coming in fromfields and forests that sparkled under the bright sun after the
previous day's rain. Vediaster was as open and unwalled as Tanmad's city on
the plains had been, but in this new place |I'd been able to find no trace of
guarding | 'l endaa, fighting nen assigned to nake sure the city wasn't hit with
a surprise attack. | hadn't even detected the presence of wwendaa in their

pl ace, which had to mean there were no guards. Vedi aster was not hing but an
open city, welcom ng everyone who cane.

The four people who rode into the city that norning were a silent group, each
one concerned with his or her own thoughts. G nnan began searching faces as
soon as there were faces to search, half of himpleased there were so many
femal es to check, half of himgrow ng anxi ous and desperate at the nunbers.
Dal | an al so began searching faces, but he wasn't |ooking for the sane one and
wasn't even aware that he was doing it. Tammad was still considering what to
say to the Chanma of Vedi aster, deciding what to tell the woman rul er of that
country that would get her to go along with everyone else on Rinmiliain their
dealings with the Centran Amal gamati on. The Amal gamati on had been given

perm ssion to build the political conplex they wanted to put on Rimlia, and
inreturn the Rinmlians were to have certain gifts. Tammad had been arrangi ng
everything, and although the | eaders of my Amal gamation didn't yet knowit,

t hose arrangenments were designed to give Rimlia the upper hand in al
negoti ati ons and, eventually, control of the Amalgamation itself. | didn't
conpl etely understand how t hat was supposed to happen, but Tammad did and he
was seeing to it. Taking on the entire Amal gamation didn't bother himin the
| east, nowhere near as much as ny probl ens bothered ne.

The imad and caldin | wore were too heavy for ne to be really confortable in

t hat warm sunshine, but | soon becane even nore unconfortable for another
reason. When I'd first entered Tammad's city riding behind him all of the
worren on the streets of that city were dressed and banded the way | was, in

i madd and cal di nn and di ffering nunbers of small-1inked, bronze indications of
owner ship. The crowds on the streets of Vediaster were the sanme, men and wonen



and children everywhere, passing or in front of or moving in and out of the
one-story stone and wood buil di ngs and shops, but the composition and
appearance weren't the sane. The nmen were far fewer in nunber, and the vast
majority of themweren't |'lendaa. The children running around playi ng chase
ganes were identical, but npost of the women they acconpani ed or played near
were not in inmadd and cal dinn. The wonmen wore cloth breeches and shirts and
heavy sandal s, and even the ones who weren't arnmed didn't wear wenda bands.
Here and there a skirted figure could be seen hurrying along with head down,
apparently as unconfortable at being barefoot and banded as | was becomn ng
The wonen we passed as we rode by turned to stare at me with di sapproving
frowns, and if my curtain hadn't been in place and thickened, it probably
woul d have been unbearable. The three nen | rode with were tol erated, but ny
presence wasn't accepted well at all

"I think we had best deci de now whether to approach the pal ace of the Chama at
once and openly," Tammad said suddenly to the other two nen, his voice held
| ow despite the crowd-noise and city-sounds nearly drowning himout. "To

believe we will sinply stunble across Aesnil upon one of the streets of the
city would be foolish, even with the aid of a seetar who continues to feel her
clearly. When she is found it will alnpst certainly be at the pal ace, yet nust

we deci de whether to approach it openly."

"As you did in Gelana, when you canme in search of Terril," Dallan said,
doubl i ng the point Tammad was trying to make. "You demanded your wenda from
Aesnil, and were given a place in her vendra ralle instead."

"There is no reason to believe that the Chama of Vediaster will do as Aesni
did," Cinnan said, nmaintaining the position he'd held to doggedly for the | ast
three days. "Should we offer courtesy of manner, we will likely receive the
same in return. "

"And if we do not?" Tamad asked, his mind wary with "once bitten, tw ce shy."

"Should we be taken in this city and thrown into chains, who will there be to
help free us? Wio will there be to be certain of Aesnil's safety? Should we be
called upon to fight for our freedom which of us will find it possible to

raise sword to a wenda? Are we to wel cone the choi ce between our |ives and
safety and theirs?"

"\What ot her choice have we?" C nnan asked, his tone strong but his mnd upset.
"Shoul d we not present ourselves at the palace, we will not find Aesnil."

"Merely to appear there will not inmediately bring Aesnil to view, C nnan,"”

Dal lan put in, still determined to be nore practical than sympathetic. "The

pal ace here is easily the size of Aesnil's, perhaps even larger. Do you nean
to tranp up and down its halls, peering into every room.' What courtesy wil
be found in such a manner?"

"Then what are we to do?" Cinnan demanded in a hiss, his agitation so strong
that his seetar snorted and shook its head. "Do you propose that we take
oursel ves secretly into the palace in the guise of wendaa, hoping that those
who stand guard will fail to notice us? Or do you prefer that we stand about
out side the pal ace, telling one another anmusing tales the while we attenpt to
see in through wi ndows?"
"Cinnan, cal myourself," the barbarian advised softly, noticing but not

| ooki ng at the people who had begun to stare at himas we passed. "W wil|l

i ndeed enter the pal ace, yet not as those who ride in search of a wenda.

will seek an audience with the Chama, and will tell her of the outworlders and
what we nean to do to best them Once she has agreed to join us, we wll
broach the subject of Aesnil."



Three worren on seetarr gall oped past us going in the opposite direction while
Ci nnan di gested that, but the dust raised by their passage didn't readily
settle down. | could snell food, and people, and animals, and dust, all around
and getting stronger alnost by the minute. It was all giving ne a not-quite
headache and a queasiness in ny stomach, a general sensation of not feeling
really well. We hadn't been traveling long that day, but | was also feeling
very tired and wi shing there were good-quality acconmopdati ons near by,

somepl ace with an air-conditioned room a soft, w de bed, and an excell ent

ki tchen suppl yi ng room service. The barbarian's hard body was hot where |I held
hi m around, -and | was cl ose enough to snell his sweat.

"Such an approach woul d i ndeed be the w sest way," C nnan grudged at last, his
normal intelligence struggling to drag himaway fromthe urge toward hysterics
that he'd felt ever since Aesnil's disappearance. "This seetar would surely
find it possible to lead ne to ny wenda, yet is the Chama unlikely to
appreciate his presence in her halls. W three shall approach the matter as
you suggest."

"Not we three," Tammad corrected, and again | could feel his nmind working. "It
woul d be best to have one without the pal ace, one who would either be able to
aid us should ill befall us, or ride to fetch our |'lendaa. W know not why
Aesni| was brought here, yet is it near certain that she was brought rather
than nmerely acconpanied. | had not wi shed to increase your distress, C nnan
yet has the tine cone to speak of the matter."

"And | amthe one to remain behind," Dallan said with understandi ng and

approval, trying to help soothe Cnnan. "I shall watch carefully from afar
and should any difficulty arise, | will do what seenms best."
"And I will wait with him" | said, suddenly understanding, despite the

faintly vague way | felt, that that mght help nme with ny problem Dallan had
al ways been sonmeone | could talk to, and even if he yelled at me | was sure he
woul d be able to cone up with something | coul d do.

"No, wenda, you will continue to acconmpany nme, " the barbarian said at once,
aimng the words at ne over his right shoulder. "The drin Dallan nust fade
from si ght when he | eaves us, and this your presence would rmake nore
difficult. "

"I would need to do no nore than change ny cl othing and renove ny bands," |
protested, |ooking up at the face turned partway to me. "How m ght a nan hide
hi nsel f nore easily than a wonan in a city such as this?"

"As the clothing of a plains wonan suits you best, and | shall not permt ny
bands to be renoved fromyou, there is little need to di scuss how your dark
hai r and green eyes would not go unnoticed," he answered, his voice as calmas
his mind. "You will remain with the man who has banded you, and will obey him
as you nust."

"You' re being unreasonable,” | came back in Centran, nore annoyed than |I'd
expected to be. "I can see that the people here are as blond as everywhere
el se, but dark hair is only unusual, not unheard of. And if necessary, | can

probably find a way to cover it. Let ne go with Dallan

"No," was all he said before turning his face away from nme agai n, absolute
finality in the word. Hs mind was made up, and he wasn't about to change it.

Only two nore streets were gone behind us before their general plans were
hamrered out, and then Dallan wi shed his two conpani ons good | uck and turned



his seetar toward a side street leading off to the right fromthe main

t hor oughfare we continued along. | seethed in anger as | watched hi m go,
deeply resenting the fact that | couldn't go with him | wasn't being all owed
to go with him but no one cared how angry that made ne. | was being forced to

obey the man who had banded ne, and that was the way things were supposed to
be.

Ci nnan and the barbarian engaged in very little conversation for the rest of
the ride, but strangely enough C nnan seened to have cal med down. It | ooked
like he found Aesnil's being taken from himeasier to accept than the thought
of her running away, and his mnd was filled with cool planning and

consi deration instead of agitation. Tamuad's thick cal mwas shielding his nind
again, but beneath it | could feel his own plotting and cal cul ati ng. Both of
themignored nme as if | weren't there, and for them!| wasn't. Even Tammad
couldn't reach through ny curtain to what | was really feeling, and he and

Ci nnan both were taking silence for acqui escence.

It was somewhat surprising to find the palace in the center of the city, only
fifty feet of enptiness and a high stone wall separating it fromthe
bui | di ngs, houses and shops surrounding it. There was a wide gap in the wall
that seemed to be a major gate, guarded by a nunmber of tall, armed wonen
dressed in yellow, with grim dedi cated expressions on their faces; when the
barbarian told themhe'd cone to speak with the Chama, we were all nade to

di snount. The wonen | ooked the two |'lendaa over with huns of interest in
their m nds, and although Tanmad' s expressi on never changed, his m nd bul ged
wi th hel d-down outrage and indignation. H's definition of female didn't

i ncl ude such behavior, and if he'd been anywhere but Vedi aster at that
particular tine he would have let themknowit. He wasn't about to jeopardize
C nnan's chances of getting Aesnil back, but the way he was gritting his
nmental teeth al nost made ne grin.

Five of the guardswonmen escorted us across the ground toward the pal ace
proper, which nmeant | didn't get to spend nuch tinme with the urge to grin.
Every one of them considered me sonmething | ow and di stasteful, unappetizing in
the extrene and nothing to associate with or even to walk too near. If it were
jeal ousy or envy, empotions |I'd read in other wonmen nore than once, it woul dn't
have been so bad, but all those wonen felt was disgust and scorn. | wal ked
bar ef oot across the grass behind two of them Ci nnan and Tanmad to either side
of me, tasting the way | was unarnmed, dressed in ankle-length skirts, banded,
and havi ng been ridden behind a man. Any one of those things would have
produced the disgust, but all of themtogether did nore than that. To those

| arge, proud wonmren | was a lower life form and the taste of that made ne

si cker and nore depressed than | had been

The sun shone bright off the white walls of the pal ace as we approached it,
and boys came running out to take the seetarr |eads G nnan and Tammad hel d,

t hen began | eadi ng the beasts away. The two boys wore nothing but Iight brown
cloth wapped | oosely around their waists, definitely not haddi nn and not

meant to be, while bright rings of bronzecolored netal circled their throats.
The two men watched the boys who were taking their mounts and pack beasts to
be seen to until they were a good distance away, and then Tammad turned to the
woman who seened to be the | eader of our escort.

"You keep boys as slaves?" he asked, the cal mholding his voice neutral but
only barely. "Howis it possible for themto have been taken in battle, or to
have committed crines of such severity that condemation is their |ot? They
are barely nore than children."

"They are slaves," the woman corrected with an uncaring shrug, barely gl ancing
at the barbarian. "Your |land has its manner of enslaving, we in our |and have



ours. Cone this way."

The wonan's eyes had brushed nme briefly as she turned and headed off, her
nmeani ng obvi ous and intended as a counter to Tammad's conment about the boys.
Both nmen mentally brushed off the dig as foolishness, but for the first tine
in a good number of days | felt the confinenment of the bands | wore. They had
been put on by a man to tell other nmen that | wasn't free for the taking, but
| was the one who couldn't get themoff. Not having the strength to renove
them neant | al so | acked the choi ce about whether or not to wear them and

t hat suddenly seened very unfair. Before banding ne Tammad had given ne the
choice, but the only alternative then had seenmed to be an endl ess series of
fights that the barbarian would get into with men who didn't know I was his.
He had offered to | eave ne unbanded if that was what | really wanted, and it
had turned out not to be what | wanted at all; had that really been ny
decision-or nerely the first tine |I'd been maneuvered i nto obedi ence?

The pal ace corridors were wi de and cool, but not with the cool of marble.
Walls, floor and ceiling were of a shining white rock, and underfoot it was
snoot her than even years of wal ki ng woul d have made it. Cccasional hangi ngs of
silk broke up the stone expanse, along with torch and candl e hol ders,

pai ntings, wooden carvings, and jewel ed constructions of glass and netal . |
woul d have enjoyed noving nore slowy to admre sone of those things, but the
femal e guards noved along at a brisk pace, one the two |'lendaa had no trouble
mat ching. | was the only one who had to hurry to keep up

The wonen led us quite a ways into the palace, then finally stopped at a
beautifully carved wooden door that seemed no different fromany of the other
simlar ones we'd passed. C nnan had been grow ng anxi ous again, but | stil

hadn't let myself search nmentally for Aesnil. No matter what Tammad had said
or how Cinnan felt, there was no guarantee Aesnil hadn't come to that place
voluntarily; if she had, | wasn't going to be the one to cause her being

dragged out of it again.
"You will all wait in here," the | eader of the guard said to us, throw ng open
t he door. "Should the Chana agree to grant you an audi ence, you will be told."

"And how long a tinme is that likely to be?" Tamad asked, |ooking down at the
worman i nstead of wal ki ng through the door. He was supposed to have obeyed her
wi t hout question, and she stiffened with annoyance when he didn't. Nothing in
hi s expression showed it, but he'd been expecting the annoyance and was
enjoying it.

"It will be till the Chama has made her decision,” the woman answered,
refusing to let herself snap the words out despite the anger in her |ight
eyes. "Enter the roomor |eave the pal ace.”

Put that baldly there was nothing el se to do, but the barbarian continued to
| ook at the woman for a |ong nonment before turning to wal k through the
doorway. During that nmonent the wonan's expression hadn't changed any nore
than his, but the stiffness of her body was begi nning to change to tension
because of the worry starting to show in her eyes. If Tanmad and C nnan
refused her orders there would be a fight, and sonehow she knew t he two nen
woul d not be easily taken. Her left pal mhad unconsciously caressed her sword
hilt as she'd | ocked eyes with him and Tammad had known as clearly as | that
she woul d not back down if it did cone to a fight. He didn't |ike the woman,
but he did give her grudging respect; for that reason, as well as the origina
ones we had cone there for, he turned and led the way into the room

After all the stone of the corridor, the mediumsized room canme as sonet hing
of a surprise. The floor was carpeted with fur and had quite a few pillows



scattered around, but three of the walls and the ceiling were hidden behind a
facing of browni sh rock, with nothing in the way of silk to decorate it. Large
candl es burned in sconces on each of those walls, throw ng back the dark there
woul d have been wi thout them There wasn't a sign of a window in the place,
and when the guard | eader closed the door behind us it made me very
unconf ort abl e.

"This roomis too close,"” Ci nnan observed as he | ooked around, heavy

di sapproval in him "Perhaps we shoul d have insisted upon seeing the Chama at
once."

"They woul d not have allowed it," Tammad said, al so | ooking around fromthe
center of the room "There is naught we may do save wait-w thout refreshnments
of any sort."

"Barbaric," GCnnan nuttered, his sense of propriety greatly offended. "Wndaa
have no true know edge of hospitality. Wthout the guidance of nen, they
behave as nondarayse."

"Best we recall that we are the outlanders here, not they," the barbarian
cautioned, his glance at G nnan agreeing with the sentinent but not the
voicing of it. "Should the time drag on to too great a length, we wll recal
to themthe duties of a host. "

Ci nnan grunted agreenent without adding anything else, and the two of them
chose cushions and pieces of carpeting to stake out as their own. They were
getting thensel ves confortable to wait as |ong as necessary, but for sone

reason | couldn't get myself to the same point of patience. | noved slowy
into the center of the room very aware of the carpeting under ny bare feet,
beginning to sweat in the closed-in, airless place. | didn't like all that

brown rock on the walls around nme, the clothing I wore hung nore heavily than
ever, and sonething about that whole situation didn't make any sense.

frowned in thought for a mnute. Was it possible all people showing up at the
pal ace to see the Chana were invited in to wait? Wthout asking who they were?
Wthout trying to find out what their business was? Wthout know ng whet her
they were friend or foe? W hadn't been asked any questions at all, and the
two nmen with me had accepted the | ack without even noticing it. On that world
worren didn't question nen, not unless they were asking for instructions, so
Tammad and G nnan hadn't noticed . . . . Hadn't noticed, but what were they
supposed to have noticed? There was sonething, |1'd been thinking about it only
a mnute earlier, but somehow it had slipped away again. | shook ny head to
get the sweat-danpened hair off my shoulders, trying to clear the thickening
mush filling ny mind. It was so hot in that roomthat | was sweating, and the
heat and sweating were making it inmpossible to think

"Wenda, are you ill?" Cinnan's voice cane, filled with concern. "Wy do you
appear so strange, and why do you nerely stand there?"

| looked over toward himslowy, trying to understand what he was sayi ng, but
everything felt so confused and difficult. Thinking was too hard, nuch too
hard, and wasn't even worth the trouble. | put ny hands to ny head, frowning
at G nnan through waves of uncaring exhaustion, vaguely wondering what he was
sayi ng, vaguely wondering why Tammad was sitting and staring and blinking
slowy at nothing. Not sitting precisely, but slunping, alnost as though he
hadn't the strength to sit. No strength, none at all, no will, no strength, no
volition. No, nothing, none, a humming chant lulling me, the dance of Ci nnan's
struggle to rise flowing with the beat. G nnan wanted to get to his feet but
he couldn't, even though he was trying very hard. He didn't understand why he
couldn't do it, and neither did |I. Tamrad | ay slunped on the carpet and C nnan
struggled to rise, and I no longer had the strength of will to stay awake.



Chapter 8

It wasn't waking up, precisely, not with renenbering what had happened before

you' d slept and knowi ng what was going on right then. | opened ny eyes and was
in arather large room with quite a few people all around. | had an odd taste
in my mouth, knew | lay on sonething hard, and ny right shoul der and arm were

hurting, throbbing in protest and feeling banged and scraped. There was
sunlight in the room and refreshing air, but with all the peopl e | ooking down
at me | wasn't feeling very refreshed.

"Sit up, and then stand," one of the people |ooking at ne said, a | arge wonan
wearing cloth breeches and shirt, |eather sandals and headband, and a sword.

It canme to ne then that all of the people |ooking at me were wonen, and

didn't understand. | didn't understand any of it, but | sat up and then got to
ny feet.

"You shoul d have been wi ser than to come here so, girl," another voice said,
also a femal e voice but sleeker than the first and filled with endl ess

sel f-confidence. "Your pitiful trace of the power has given you too high an
opi nion of yoursel f, which has caused you to reach above your proper place.
You will come to regret such inpertinence.”

| 1 ooked over to where the voice was conming from and then had to | ook up. At
the top of a wide platforma woman | ounged upon cushions and furs, an
attractive woman with blond hair and bl ue eyes. She was dressed in golden silk
breeches and shirt with matching silk foot coverings, and the silk was
decorated with jewels and trinmred with fur. Behind the platformshe lay on was
an entire wall of wi ndows, all of themthrown wide to the air and sunshine.

put nmy hand to ny forehead as | | ooked at her, trying to renenber what |'d
wanted to say, and then | had a piece of it.

"Pitiful trace of power?" | got out, feeling a conpul sion to speak the truth.
"No, you are nistaken."

"M staken, am|?" snorted the woman, sitting straight anong her conforts to

| ook her scorn down at nme. "From Aesnil's words concerning you and the
comments of those who brought her | thought you the possessor of a great power
i ndeed, yet did it take nearly as long to down you as it did to down the enpty
man. Even the one with the begi nnings of the power succunbed nore quickly,
proving again that the greater the power, the greater the sensitivity-save for
the greatest of all, such as nyself. It is now no wonder that he has been able
to make you slave to him yet is that scarcely an excuse."

"Excuse?" | echoed, not follow ng anything she was sayi ng, w shing that
constant buzz in ny mnd would go away. The room | stood in was certainly
| arge enough, but | still felt surrounded and henmed in.

"For one with even a trace of the power to allow any man to enslave her is
totally inexcusable,"” |I was told severely, anger and di sgust obvious in the
wor ds and the snapping blue eyes. "Such a woman clearly relishes that

ensl avenent, begging for it and then flaunting it as though it had great
nerit! Had you not acconpani ed these nen, with your dark hair and green eyes
and sl ave bands, we would not have known them yet was such service to us
scarcely voluntary. You will be given no reward for it, for you have earned
somet hi ng ot her than reward."

| don't understand, | wanted to say, unable to take my eyes off her, but her



di sapproval and anger had frightened me and nade ny lips trenble. | was going
to be punished for what |1'd done wong, | knew, but |I couldn't quite renenber
what that was.

"We nust now see if there are any here who wi sh these two," the wonan
announced, | ooking somewhere behind ne at whatever was there. "There are ot her
matters, nore inportant matters, | nust attend to this day, therefore do
expect a speedy claimng."

"I would have this one," a voice said, also behind nme, a voice filled with
interest. "The Chana Aesnil has spoken of his ability to give pleasure, and
woul d see the thing for nyself."

| turned slowy to find out what was going on, and saw the rest of the |arge
rooml'd opened ny eyes in. All of white stone it was, with pillars of the
same al ong both side walls and beautiful paintings and things on the walls

t hensel ves between the pillars. About ten feet behind nme were two nen hal f
surrounded by | arge, arnmed women, and staring at thembriefly showed themto
be C nnan and Tanmmad. They stood with their arnms behind themas if they were
tied, there were bright bronze rings circling their necks, their bodies were
covered with plain brown cloth hung like very short skirts, their eyes | ooked
unf ocused, and they were unarned. A woman about ny size in yellow cloth
breeches and green cloth shirt stood in front of C nnan | ooking up at him her
left hand resting on the hilt of the sword she wore.

"You may have him sister, yet nust you recall the need for caution," the
worman who had scol ded ne said, taking her turn at speaking from behind ne.
"You must be certain that Aesnil does not see him for we have not as yet
converted her conpletely to our cause. Also nust he be kept well drugged, for
we woul d not wish himor the other to escape and return with nore of their
sort. Qur w wendaa would not find it difficult to defeat them yet would it

t hen be known what we attenpt.”

"The word of the Chanm Farian is to be obeyed," the woman in front of Cinnan
acknow edged, inmediately turning anay fromhimto bow to the woman on the
platform "It shall be done as you command."

"I, too, shall do the same,"” said a third femal e voice, and a woman st epped
forward from anong those who surrounded the two men. "Wth ny Chana's
perm ssion, | would have the other."

"To teach hi m proper behavior, Roodar?" the worman on the platformasked with a
chuckl e, her voice anused. "It was clear he annoyed and angered you fromthe
nmonent he first appeared. "

"I ndeed he did, Chanma," the woman agreed with very little expression on her
face, turning her head to | ook at Tanmmad. "Should you grant himto nme, | wll
qui ckly teach him how great an error he has nmade. For his insolence he wll
squirmon his belly when he cones to greet ne, and beg me with tears in his
eyes to take pleasure fromhim"

The wonman call ed Farian chuckl ed again, enjoying the picture the w wenda
Roodar had pai nted, but even through the buzzing mush in nmy mind | was

di sturbed. There was sonethi ng about Tanmad, sonething | had to renenber, and
then | had it.

"No," | said to Roodar, imediately drawi ng her eyes, wishing | didn't feel as
though | were all wapped up in invisible cotton. "You may not have him He is
m ne. "



"Yours, is he?" growl ed the very |arge woman, pacing forward to stop and stare
down at me. Her cloth breeches and shirt were the sane shade of yellow as al

t he guard w wendaa wore, but hung from her neck on a gol den chain was a round
red disk that sparkled in the sunlight. | couldn't renenber seeing it before,
and wondered why she hadn't been wearing it when she'd escorted us into the
pal ace.

"Yours, is he?" she said, still expressionless as she stared down at ne. "That
woul d be nmore likely the other way about, yet shall | accept the statenent. As
he is yours and | wish to possess him we nust face one another. G ve her a
sword. "

| stared in mndless, unconprehendi ng shock as the wonman stepped back to wait
whi |l e one of the other guard w wendaa cane forward with a bl ade she'd just
unsheat hed. My hand was raised and a hilt was pressed into it, and then Roodar
reached toward her own weapon.

"I shall likely do little nore than wound you," she said, unsheathing her
sword as her eyes | ooked down at ne. "Should | take your life, ny Chama woul d
surely be annoyed."

| 1 ooked down at the sword that had been put into nmy hand, very aware of how
awkwardly wide it was to hold. It wasn't as heavy or as long as the sword of a
'l enda, but sonehow it frightened me nore than the |arger weapon ever coul d.
This was a weapon nmeant for a worman, and already ny fingers were beginning to
ache.

"I--cannot use a sword," | got out, raising ny eyes again to the
expressionl ess Roodar. "I have never been taught to use one."

"You are unable to use a sword, and yet you dared to chall enge ne?" Roodar
grow ed with anger and insult, looking totally outraged but still giving nme
the inpression she'd known all along. "You insult a warrior and sully the hilt
of a fine weapon with your touch, and dare to attenpt to lay claimto one who
has taken that warrior's interest? You are nothing, girl, far less, even, than
the stone all about us, and as you cannot face ne you will face, instead, an
adequat e puni shnent for presunption.”

The big woman resheat hed her sword as she stepped back again, then nade a
gesture with one hand. Three of the guard w wendaa cane toward ne i medi ately,
two of themgrinning, the third to take her sword back with a faint but very
odd expression in her eyes. Once she had the sword she turned away agai n, but
the other two didn't. They already had the ties of nmy inad open before
realized what was happening, and as | tried to struggle | wondered how t hey'd
known what Roodar wanted themto do. | couldn't seemto think of a way, not
even one, and then it came to me that ny caldin had been pushed down over ny
hips to the floor, and | was being roughly pulled away fromthe puddle of it.

"One may easily see why these nmen have nade you slave to them" Roodar's voice
cane, a nocking drawl heavy enough to draw ny attention back to her. "You wear
the formof a born slave, girl, and truly wear it well. Few of us here have
seen such a thing before."

The nockery in her voice and eyes brought chuckling and |aughter to the other
worren standing around, and it finally canme through to ne that I'd been
stripped naked in front of them | could feel the heat of hum liation rising
all through ne at the inpact of that realization, at the weight of all those

| aughi ng eyes on ..nme, and nmy hands came up in an effort to shield nyself even
as | began backi ng away.



"Ah, no, slave, you may not retreat," Roodar said at once, bringing to ny arms
t he hands of the two wonmen who had taken ny clothing. "You stand before us in
t he chains of nen, a slave pretending to womanhood, and for that you must be
puni shed. For that you will be punished."

She rai sed her own hands then, and suddenly | could see the whip she was
hol ding. It seenmed smaller and lighter than other whips |I could renmenber,

somet hing made to hurt rather than maimor kill, but my nmouth instantly went
dry with fear and all | wanted to do was run. | tried to run, but the hands of
the two wormen were still on ny arns, keeping nme from escapi ng fromthat

terrible instrunent of punishnent.

"You will well recall your folly in challenging nme, slave," Roodar said with
horri bl e cold amusenent, shaking out the coils of the whip as | trenbl ed
bet ween t he hands of the wonmen. "This is but the first time of many."

Roodar stepped to one side with a nod, and then | was being thrown forward and
down, to the stone at the feet of Tammad. My heart pounded and raced with the
fear, increasing the pain of hitting the floor, especially in ny right arm and
shoul der. The stone of the floor was snoother to wal k on than fall against,
and | whinpered as it scraped ny flesh, still desperate to run. | had to get
out of there, had to get away-but how could I, when |I'd be | eaving soneone
behi nd? | began to ook up at him to tell himto run with ne-and then | felt
the first of the whip.

| screamed at the pain, screaned at the burning trail left across ny back, but
screaming didn't stop it from happening again. The whip cracked and ny body
burned, and | was forced back and forth across the floor, withing with pain
and trying vainly to escape it. It hurt so terribly that | couldn't bear it,
but then it stopped as abruptly as it had started. | had been given a certain
amount of pain, a nmeasured punishnment, and it had stopped because soneone el se
wanted it stopped. Sonehow doing it that way seened worse than beating ne

bl oody and unconscious, and | lay face down on the roughly snooth fl oor
hurting all over, ny face hidden in ny arms, crying hysterically.

"Ni cely done, Roodar," the voice of the wonan on the platformcanme, filled
with satisfaction. "In tine this slave will shudder in fear at the |east

t hought of you, which is as it should be. Even now her thoughts are nere
whi nperings, faint and strengthless with pain and terror. She is truly
nothing, and in tine will become even | ess. Perhaps you had best take away
your new possession now, for he struggles to throw off the drug and m nds
whi ch hold him"

"My thanks for having been granted him Chana," Roodar said with satisfaction

of her own, no |onger paying ne the least attention. "I will take himto ny
quarters and begin with himat once. He clearly wished to interfere with ny
puni shrent of this slave, and for that he, too, will be punished. "

| raised my head fromny arns to see the man who was no | onger mne, straining
slowy and strengthl essly agai nst whatever bound him pulling weakly agai nst
the hands on his arms which effortlessly held himback. H s head was novi ng,
as though he were trying to shake it, but he couldn't manage t he shake and
then Roodar was in front of him Her gesture nmade the ones holding himturn
hi m and head hi mtoward t he heavy doubl e doors at the back of the room and

| ay naked on the floor, crying and in pain, watching himwal k out of ny life.
"Renmove that other as well," the woman on the platform said, her voice already
soundi ng distracted. "I have wasted enough tinme with foolishness, for there is
work and planning left to do. And take that slave to what awaits her."



There was movenent anong the wonen left in the room and rough, hard hands
cane to my arms. | was pulled to ny feet despite the added pain of novenent,
and C nnan and | were taken in opposite directions.

Movi ng through the corridors was a blur in ny nenory, but every now and then |
renenbered that | was naked and tried to cover nyself with ny hands. The wonen
forcing me along refused to allow that, though, and then |I forgot about
covering nyself and just whinpered with the pain | still felt. I'd been

puni shed for sonething and was going to be punished again, and it m ght not
have been so bad if | could have renmenbered why that was being done to ne. |
wasn't bl eeding, only covered with ugly red welts, but | couldn't remenber

why.

W wal ked a I ong way through the corridors and the blur, but finally there was
an area at the end of one corridor that seenmed to open out directly fromit. |
was pulled to a stop just inside the area, someone was gestured over, and then
big hands were at ny throat, then ny wists, and lastly at ny ankles. | hadn't
found it possible to follow things too well until then, but when a cold netal
band was brought to nmy throat, | nmade a greater effort.

"Now you are marked as you should be," one of the wonmen who had brought ne
there said, the words acconmpanying a solid click. "You now wear the collar of
a slave, and have only to be told what your slavery will consist of."

| reached for the stiff, cold netal that had been cl osed around ny throat, but
my arns were taken again and | was forced farther into the area that w dened
out fromthe corridor. The area was all of white stone, unw ndowed and
undecorated, and on the floor to the back of it were neat lines of thin,
unconfortabl e-1 ooking pallets. Coser to where we stopped was sonet hi ng

hadn't noticed sooner, about a dozen nen in brown hip-waps and bronze

collars, nmen | arge enough to stand tall as |'lendaa, nmen who knelt hunbly with
their heads down. Not one set of broad shoulders was stiff with resentnent,
and | | ooked down at them wi t hout understandi ng why.

"Bl ess the name of the Chama Farian, slaves,"” the wonan to ny right told them
her voice rough and sure with conmand. "She sends to her serving slaves a gift
this day, one who is far lower than they. This slave has allowed herself to be
made to serve men, and has dared to show pride for so low a doing. In
consequence has the Chana naned her slave to slaves, and may be used in any
manner you each and all of you see fit. As she finds such pleasure in serving
nmen, you may see that her every waking monment is filled with pleasure. "

| was pushed forward, then, to land on the hard stone fl oor on hands and
knees, and behind ne |I could hear the sound of receding footsteps. My skin had
gotten bruised and scraped frommy falling that way, adding to the pain |
already felt, bringing fresh tears to nmy eyes. | cradl ed ny hands agai nst ne
for a noment, wishing the hurt would stop, and then it cane to nme that | was
being stared at where | knelt. | raised ny head to | ook around, and found
pairs and pairs of |ightblue eyes staring down at ne in wonder and confusion
The nmen |'d been left with were still on their knees, but their two straight

I ines had become a circle, conpletely surrounding mne.

"By the Power and the Strength," someone to the right of me said, his voice
low and filled with awe. "Do you truly think we have been given a slave of our
own?"

"Are you not able to see her there before you?" answered a second one to ny
left. "She has been put in the collar of a slave, and has been gifted to us.
Wiat are we to do with her?"



"Anything we wi sh," answered a third, kneeling before me, reaching a big hand
out to shyly touch a lock of my hair. "She is our slave just as we are sl aves
to the Chama, and she nust serve us just as we nust serve."

"Yes, just as we nust serve," said a fourth, kneeling to the right of the
third, his voice uneven and his body trenbling faintly. His eyes hadn't |eft
nmy face, but suddenly | felt very naked in front of themall. | brought ny
arms up to cover nyself, for sone reason afraid of the very handsone man who
stared at me and trenbl ed, and the one holding nmy hair turned his head to that
fourth nman.

"Do you truly mean to do with her what you were made to do with that

m stress?" he asked, seeningly upset by the trenbling of the nman next to him
"I had thought you were able to quiet the evil twisting within you, to keep it
fromrising up and haunting your sleep?”

"I have tried, but | cannot,"” the fourth man whispered in torture, his hands
having turned to fists on his thighs, his face forlorn. "Three full tinmes did
the mstress put ne to her service, and | have not since been able to send it
fromnmy mnd. You who have never done the sanme have no know edge of how it is,
of how your body dermands a thing the nistresses have forbidden you. Now the
thing is no |l onger forbidden, and | shall have what has so | ong been denied
nme. "

"No, you may not do this,"” | managed to say, half wondering what he intended,
hal f knowing and fearing it. "I amthe bel ongi ng of another, and you may not
do this."

"How wi de-eyed and trenbling you have grown, pretty slave," he said, beginning
to nove forward toward nme even as | tried backing away. "You have been given
to us to do with as we will, therefore is there no other to deny us. You are
the gift of the Chama, and a gift | nust have."

"No!" | choked out as his hand closed on ny arm other hands hol ding nme unti
he had caught me. He rose to his feet then and | eaned down to pull nme to mne
and then he had lifted ne in his arms to carry ne somewhere. My body hurt
where he held nme but | still tried to struggle, beating at himdesperately
with ny fists. What he was going to do was wong, wong on a |level he would
never even understand, but if he had asked me to explain that wong | would
not have been able to call up the words.

"Do not struggle so, or the whipping you were given will grow even nore

pai nful ," he advised with what seened |ike real concern, going to one knee to
put me down on one of the thin, neatly lined-up pallets. "You are a truly

| ovely wenda, lovelier than any other | have ever seen, and | know you will
give me great pleasure. Do not fear what | will do to you, for the only pain
it brings is an exquisite one."

He smiled dowmn at nme then, a warm encouraging smle, and sonething inside ne
said, Good lord, that nust be what he was told! A beautiful slave, a man in
everything but his mnd, and he'd been frightened when he'd first been called
upon to serve in a different way. It nust have been like raping a child,

t aki ng hi m and using himand then sendi ng hi m back where he cane fromto
struggle with the new feelings brought to life within him feelings he didn't
know what to do about. His big hands cane to ny arns to stroke themgently,
his wi de blue gaze consuning ne, and | began to shiver again even before the
m st thickened back to rmush in my mind

"No, pretty wenda, do not fear ne," he urged, lying down next to me to take ne
inhis arms. "I will not add to the hurt already given you, but will instead



bring you very great pleasure. You will like such a thing, will you not? Only
allowme to do as | nust, and you, too, will be pleased."

| cried and tried to fight against his strength, not understandi ng what was
happeni ng, struggling to squirmloose, but he held nme very tight and forced
his lips down onto mne. Even in ny confusion | knew the kiss was nore
desperati on than passion, nore groping inexperience than cal cul ated heati ng.
It wasn't a man who held ne but a child with scream ng needs he didn't
understand, a child who rode in a man's body. | was naked in his arns and
afraid of what he would do to me, and then he pushed nme flat so that he could
begin doing it. It hurt to struggle but |I kept on doing it, even after it was
too late, even with all those eyes that watched and wondered and began to

thi nk thensel ves about what it would be |ike.

Chapter 9

I knelt on hands and knees and scraped at the stone floor with the snpot hing
stone, hurting with every novenent, the sweat heavy on ny naked body. It was
hot that day, even inside the cool stone walls, especially with the work 1'd
been given to do. One of ny masters was to have done that job, but he'd been
allowed to give it to the group's slave instead. There had been quite a few of
those jobs, but | couldn't remenber exactly how many. | didn't even know how
many days and nights I'd been a slave, but one thing I did know. how many
beatings |I'd had. Seven, counted for ne every tine the mstress cane to give
me anot her, just the way she had done that norning. That other m stress had
been wi th her again, the one everyone bowed to and call ed Chama, and every
time 1'd screanmed and cried she'd | aughed.

| sat back on ny heels for a nmonment beside the open terrace-doors, dragging

t he back of ny hand through the sweat on ny forehead, tired and hurting and
trenbling at the nenory of those beatings. The mistress so nmuch enjoyed giving
themto me, and each one hurt nore than the last. The m stress al ways cane at
different tines, never when | was expecting her, and seened to find so nuch

pl easure in punishing me. It was al nbost as though she were angry at ne about
somet hing, something | really had nothing to do with, something that was

i ncreasi ng her anger with every day that passed.

A smal|l breeze came in through the opened doors, bringing with it the snmell of
dusty sunshine and corrals and stables. | could hear voices outside, voices
that were busy at sonething, voices that bel onged to peopl e happier than
nmyself. Afewlonely tears trailed their way down ny cheeks at how ni serabl e
was, but another thing | knew was somet hing that had come to me close to the
beginning of ny tine there. | mght have been mniserable, but soneone el se,
someone who seened to be very inportant to me, wasn't. He had turned around
and wal ked away from nme, and now didn't have to worry about nonsters who gave
away his babies. | didn't really understand even half of what that meant, but
even in the m st and nmush always surrounding ne | knew it was a good thing.
Even the beatings weren't as bad as tal ki ng about babi es woul d have been, and
that was a good t hing.

If only I wasn't so niserable and confused.

The corridor I worked in was silent and enpty, but someone | couldn't quite
renenber had pronised to cone back to make sure | snpothed every rough spot
out of the floor, and punish me again if | didn't. | didn't want to be

puni shed again so | reached for the snoothing stone to continue with the job,
but the voices outside were grow ng | ouder and | ouder, much |ouder than was
usual around that place where | was. | really had no interest in | ooking



outside but I did anyway, and at first didn't understand what | was seeing.
There were a | ot of wonen out there, shouting back and forth in the very

bri ght sunshine, and sone of them seened to be struggling with a seetar. The
big bl ack ani nal was being held by four |eather ropes in the hands of four

| arge wonen, but even so the wonmen seened to be at a di sadvant age.

| squinted out at the glaring, sun-drowned scene, trying to understand what
they were doing with the seetar, wondering who was supposed to ride it. It
didn't have a saddle or bridle, only those ropes around its giant neck, but
surely soneone was supposed to ride it. Despite the fact that the wonen were
struggling with it, it |ooked like a nice seetar, one that would be kind and
consi derate-and concerned. | frowned at that thought, at the strange idea that
an ani mal woul d be kind and concerned, and narrowed ny eyes as far as possible
so that | might really see the beast. It was the black color all seetarr were,
even bigger than they usually grew, and it was-

| closed nmy eyes for a mnute and shook nmy head, horribly confused but
desperate to understand. That seetar bel onged to-someone very inportant to ne,
and he never woul d have gone off without it. | couldn't quite grasp what that
meant, but | knew the seetar was also inportant to ne, that it was the best
friend 1'd ever had. That's it, that's it, nmy best friend, | thought, putting
one hand to ny head as | |ooked out again. The woren all around himwere
shouting angrily at the way he refused to obey them the way he stubbornly
refused to do just as they said. | didn't know what they wanted himto do, but
they weren't sinply angry about it. Even as | watched, two of the wonen who
had left for a mnute cane trotting back carrying spears.

They're going to kill him something inside ne said, chilling me all the way
through in spite of the heavy heat of the day. He's the best friend you ever
had, and they're going to kill him You can't let themdo that, you've got to
stop them

Stop them But how? And why would they want to kill hinf

Never mind why, and you know how. Don't try to think about it, just do it.

Do it. | stared out at the scene, hurting and confused and tired, both hands
to ny head, and couldn't think about it. I didn't understand and renenbered
al nrost nothing, but I had to do it or ny best friend would die. | couldn't I|et

t hat happen, and | did know how to stop it.

It hurt to send ny mind out, as though there were chains all around it
fighting to keep it back, but chains weren't solid and neither were ny

t houghts. | cane to the women with the spears first and took their confidence,
then | took their sense of balance. The uncertainty was so strong that one
fell to the ground and tried to clasp it, while the other sinply fainted. The
four hol ding the ropes were next, and deep disgust turned those ropes into
somet hing frightful and sickening, so awful and nauseating that to continue
hol di ng t hem woul d have | ed inescapably to madness. They dropped the |ines

wi th shouts and screans, shuddering convul sing their thoughts, but | was
already with the mind of ny friend, reassuring himand telling himhe had to
run. | made himknow that we needed himto help us, but the only way he could
do that was to get out of the city and stay free. In the first few seconds he
tried to refuse to go, but ny assurances erased his nisgivings and then he was
of f, trotting through and away fromthe crowd of wonen, a few of whom made an
attenpt to grab the trailing ropes. As his speed picked up the rope ends were
snatched away fromthem and then he was gall oping through an opening in the
wal |, scattering guards in all directions. He was determned to do as I'd told
himto and not |et anyone catch him and ny hands fell away frommy head wth
t he exhaustion | felt, the struggle 1'd had to make hi m understand. Enotiona



bl ends with highlights and connotations had been necessary, a synphony of
sense | hadn't really been up to orchestrating, and | felt as though | had
al nost nothing left.

My head hurt terribly, nore than it had after the battle with the intruder

t he unvarying buzz in ny nmind naking it worse. | had to stop that buzz or
woul d be physically ill, but it was everywhere and coming fromall directions.
The pain in ny knees and | egs was al nost snothered by that buzz and | was
bei ng bent forward by it, ny arms wapped around nmy m ddl e agai nst the ache.
There was sonething | could do about it but the menmory of it was just beyond
reach, hidden in the confusion that still held nme. | wanted that nmenory and
needed it terribly, but | just couldn't think in the mddle of that buzz.

had to block it out somehow, had to push it away from ne, had to-

Suddenly the buzz was gone, and at first | didn't understand. It felt as
t hough sonet hi ng had stepped between nme and t he noise, sonething that it
couldn't penetrate, something that shiel ded me-

Shield. My shield had fornmed around ny nmind, that small, thick shield nothing
could penetrate. But why hadn't it formed sooner, before the buzz had given ne
so nmuch pai n? Because it didn't formautomatically, only when | consciously
wanted it? But why hadn't | wanted it? Because | couldn't remenber there was
such a thing as a shield? Wiy couldn't | renmenber, and why did | feel so

conf used?

"What ails you, slave?" a harsh voice suddenly demanded from behind ne, a
fermal e voice that drove into nmy confusion like a knife. "Have you finished the
task whi ch was given you, or do you seek to shirk it? Assume a properly
respectful position while | make ny inspection.”

W thout even |ooking up at the guard woman | imediately put my forehead and
palms to the floor, a fear inside ne that she would find something wong. |
didn't know what m ght be wong or why | was worrying about it, and didn't
understand why | felt so lethargic. It was nore than just feeling tired and
hot and hurting, and it didn't make any sense. Were was |, and what was going
on?

"Sloppily done and al nbst totally inadequate,” the wonan nuttered above ne,
com ng back fromher walk up the corridor. "To add to a slave's natura

| aziness is the lack of brawn in one such as you. The floor will need to be
redone, again and again if necessary, till | find it satisfactory. For now you
will come with ne."

| straightened quickly and then rose to ny feet, awash in trenbling upset and
dizzy with confused | ack of understanding as to why | felt that way. The woman
took of f down the corridor, not even waiting to see if | really was follow ng
but her confidence was justified. | was right then hurrying in her wake, part
of me terrified at the thought of not being where | was supposed to be, the
rest of me not arguing the point. I'd felt that way for sone tinme, | realized,
a dimy renmenbered but very unpleasant tinme, and | couldn't think of a reason
for it. It came to ne then that nmy head was still hurting fromwhat 1'd
recently done, so it wasn't any wonder that | couldn't think. 1'd have to wait
until the headache went away.

The guard woman |l ed nme fromone corridor to the next, striding along in

conpl ete unconcern, even when ot her wonmen we passed grinned or snickered at

t he naked sl ave hurrying al ong behind her. My cheeks warmed w th enbarrassmnent
when it really came through to me that | was naked, but there didn't seemto
be anything to do about it. My mind put asking for sonething to wear on a par
wi th not being where | was supposed to be, a feeling | couldn't argue with. |



hat ed bei ng naked and bei ng | aughed at, but until | could think again there
was nothing | could do.

The end of a final corridor widened out into a sem -fam liar square slave
area, and the men in it went to their knees at the appearance of the guard
worman | eading nme. | would have hung back if | possibly could have, but she
turned and took nmy arm then thrust ne out ahead of her

"Your slave has been displeasing in the task she was given," the woman
announced, her amusenent and satisfaction evident only in her eyes. "Wich of
you wi Il punish her before she serves your neal ?"

The eyes of the kneeling nen came to nme where | stood, npbst of them upset, a
few of them oddly annoyed. | found that | was trenbling at that nmass stare,
but this time didn't have to wonder why. One of themwas going to punish ne,
and | didn't want to be punished by a Rinilian male.

"Mstress, | will punish her," one of themsaid, a handsome man | seened to
renenber better than nost of the others. "W thank you for having brought this
need to our attention, and will quickly see to it."

"Quickly and thoroughly,” the woman said, folding her arms as she | ooked at
me. "You may begin now, for | have other matters awaiting nmy attention."
"Yes, mstress," the man acknow edged, soundi ng defeated, al nost as though he
had been hopi ng she would | eave. He got to his feet and wal ked to the side of
the area, picked sonething up, then brought it back toward me. As he cane
closer | sawit was a strip of heavy |leather that he held, and | inmediately

| ooked up into his eyes. He was one of those who had been faintly annoyed, and
| could feel nmy trenbling increase.
"Kneel here to your nmaster, slave," he comuanded sternly, pointing to the
floor in front of himwhere he'd stopped, about five feet away fromne. |
shoul d have hurried over but | sinply couldn't, finding all but small,

hesi tant steps beyond nme. Al of the nen were watching me, and the wonman as
well, and as | knelt on the spot |1'd been ordered to | knew that 1'd never in
my life felt so conpletely stripped bare.

"Put your browto the stone, girl,"" the man t knelt to ordered, the strip of
| eat her now held in both of his hands, his blue eyes even nore stern-|ooking
than they had been. "I shall not punish you as the high mstress does, yet
shall you be well seen to."

| put ny head and palnms to the stone, feeling the ache in nmy back as | did so.
That was where the high mstress punished nme, | knew, across the back and
occasionally across the breasts, but that wasn't how | woul d be punished this
time. My hair had tunbled onto the stone, sone of it falling over ny hands,

and then | heard a faint scuff, as though the feet | knelt before noved away
fromin front of ne. An instant later there were knees on my hair and big
hands w apped around ny wists, and then two other hands took my ankles. | was

being held rigidly in place, and didn't understand why until the first stroke
fell.

"Ch!" | cried, thoughtlessly trying to straighten up, or nove away, or protect
nmysel f with my hands, none of which worked. | cried out again as | was struck
a second time and then a third, and not |long after that my eyes were full of
tears of pain and huniliation. The guard woman had begun chuckling in
anusement alnost at the very start, really enjoying the way that |eather was
being applied to ny bottom If | hadn't been held I wouldn't have stayed in
that position, being horribly humiliated in front of another woman, but | was



bei ng held and couldn't pull |oose. Two nen were hol ding me while anot her
strapped ny bottom and the woman's |aughter was filled with the know edge
that | could do nothing to stop it.

"Are you puni shed, slave?" the handsonme man's voi ce canme then, the sternness

still init. "WIIl you in future be a good, obedient slave?"
"Yes, master, | am punished,” | sobbed, willing to say anything if it would
make himstop, feeling ny tears roll down into ny hair. "I will be a good,

obedi ent sl ave."
"She fails to beg you to cease,"” the wonan wat ching put in, sounding as though
she were giving | essons. "She nust have a bit nore."

"Ch!" | cried as it began again, wishing | could screaminstead, ny wist and
ankl es al nost numb fromthe strength of the hold on them ny head throbbing
where it was forced to the stone. "Please no, master, please, no nore! | wll
be a good, obedi ent slave, as good and obedient as you w sh! | have been

puni shed, master, please do not punish your slave the nore!"

"A bit nore will do her endless good," the woman said in a no-argunents voice
as the strokes began to stop again. "You nmust not allow your slave to go

wi t hout proper punishnment, boy, else will she be quick to seek advant age over
you. Does she greet you eagerly on your pallet, or nust you force her to your
use?"

" She-shows no eagerness for ny use, mstress,"” the man with the strip of
| eather admitted reluctantly, a bew | dernent behind the words. "I have not

al l owed her to escape her duty, yet did | expect her reception to be sonewhat
nore joyful. "

"Once you have done with her punishrment, she will be a good deal nore
receptive," the wonman assured him her voice full of confidence. "A
wel | - puni shed slave is ever a slave eager to please.™

"Yes, mstress, that is surely so," the man said thoughtfully, and then | was
bei ng strapped again, just as hard as before. | cried and screamed and begged
himto stop, but it took a while before he did so. Wien | was finally all owed
to straighten on ny knees | couldn't stop sobbing, and the woman | ooked down
at me in deep satisfaction

"When next she requires such punishnment, there will be others who will wi sh to
witness it," she said to the man beside her, just short of chuckling again at
the way | immediately dropped ny eyes in nortification. "Conme the tine, you
will informme beforehand, do you understand? And be sure she is given her
special wine before you all depart to serve the Chanma."

"Yes, mstress," ny nmaster the slave answered, conplete acquiescence in his
tone. The next mnute the sound of receding footsteps came, and once they were
out of hearing distance my master crouched next to nme and put a hand under ny
chin.

"How foolish you were for disobeying, wenda," he scolded nme gently, his |large
bl ue eyes on ny face. "Have you not yet learned that to disobey is to be
puni shed?"

"Yes, master," | said with a sniff, finding it inmpossible to stop crying. "I
have now | earned that |esson."

"Clearly we, your masters, did you no service by failing to punish you before



this," he said, and then he | ooked at ne very sternly again. "Do you w sh us
to informthe mstress that we nmean to puni sh you in the same way upon the
next occasion?"

"Pl ease, no, master!" | begged, horrified at the thought, putting ny hands out
toward him "I could not bear being done so again, | would die of the shane!"

"So | believed, fromthe words spoken so often in your sleep,"” he said with a
nod, the sternness gone again. "To avoid such a thing, will you greet the use
of your masters with greater eagerness and joy? WIIl you accept, rather than
bei ng made to take?"

| hesitated very briefly at the question, his gaze inpossible to avoid, then
found the hesitation a waste of time. | had been given a choice, but | really
had no choice at all

"I will greet you eagerly, master," | agreed, lowering only ny eyes when his
hand refused to rel ease ny chin. "Your slave will serve you as best she may."

"Ch, excellent!" ny master said with a | augh of joy, a pleased stirring coning
fromthose others who had chosen to join himin nmy use. There were very few of
them | knew, but | hadn't yet discovered why. "And as our neal is not yet
ready to be served, you may begin at once. There is a good deal of tine before
we will be called to serve the Chama and her guests at their own neal."

"Now, master?" | asked in dismay, knowi ng when his hand left ny chin that I
was about to be lifted in his arns, which happened just about imediately.
"Pl ease, master, not so soon after your punishment, please not!"

"What better tine than when you are nost eager?" he asked, straightening from
his crouch and heading directly toward his pallet, his arms hol ding nme al nost
wi thout effort. "I would not have you regret your choice, therefore must |
assi st you."

"Master, please,” | began in protest, even nore upset to realize that he

t hought he was doing nme a favor, but he had already reached his pallet and was
putting me down on it. Fromthe half crouch he slid flat to lie beside ne, his
arms still firmy around me, a warm friendly smle on his face.

"Each time | | ook upon you, I find you lovelier and lovelier," he said, the
fingers of one hand reaching to nmy cheek to wi pe away the tears there, his
bi g, blue eyes unnoving fromny face. "You are small, and soft, and |lovely and
desirable, and |I shall keep you forever and ever."

"Master, please,” | whispered, for sonme reason feeling a stab of pain at his
words. He was so open and vul nerable, and so clearly neant everything he was
sayi ng.

"Have no fear, they will not take you fromnme," he soothed, folding me in his
arms and holding me tight against him "They would not have given you to ne
nerely to take you away again." He hesitated for a monent, still holding ne
close, then said, "lIs it true you will please nme even nore because | have
puni shed you?"

| could feel his big body trembling faintly, much less than it had the | ast
time | could remenber, but the excitenent was the sane, the anticipation
unchanged. The chil d-nman who held ne was beginning to feel his authority over
me, and also nost likely the realization that he had not hit ne as hard as he
m ght have.



"It istrue |l will please you to keep from bei ng puni shed again," | said after
a nonent, ny hands and cheek agai nst his chest, my body to his body. "Such a
thing is not the same as what you suggest.”

"I'n what manner does it differ?" he asked, sounding legitimtely puzzled. "In
either case, will you not strive to please nme because of the punishnment?"

"I -cannot say in what manner it differs." | was groping, feeling slightly |ess
confused than | had, but still not conpletely clear. "No other thing do I know

save that it does."

"I care not whether the two may differ, or whether they are just the sane," he
mur mur ed, hi s hands begi nning to nove over nme. "You now nust please nme, and
greet me with a great deal of eagerness. Are you not npbst eager for mnmy use?"

"Yes, master, | am eager for your use," | whispered, trying not to shudder as
| spoke. It was a terrible lie |l told, and it hurt ne sinply to speak it.

The chil d-man who held nme heard just the words, nothing of the lie behind. His
lips cane to mine and | tried to respond to his kiss, but his breathing had
grown a |l ot heavier, causing himto sinply mash my efforts to nothing. He was
ki ssing ne, not trying to share a kiss, and he pressed nme flat to the pallet
even while he was doing it.

"Hush, |ovely wenda, poor wenda," he crooned when | gasped at the feel of the
rough cloth against the welts on ny back, his weight keeping ne fromrising up
again. "The high mstress has given you hurt, | know, yet shall | quickly
soothe it. You wish nme to soothe it, do you not? Tell nme that you wish it."

"I woul d have you soothe ne, master," | whispered raggedly, beginning to cry
again. It was nore than just the painful welts on ny back that tore ne apart
inside, and | could al nost renenber what else it was. "Please hold ne and
soot he me, master, please confort ne."

"Yes, lovely one, yes," he panted, thrusting ny thighs apart with his knee,

but he hadn't heard what 1'd asked for. The next mi nute he was inside ne,
jarring awmay with strength and abandon, his hands on ny shoul ders, using ne as
a substitute for his hand. H s head was back and his eyes were closed, he
panted heavily and the | ook on his face was sheer bliss and contentnment. After
a while he | eaned down to sl obber ne with kisses again, but his hips never
stopped nmovi ng. The tears ran down ny cheeks even as | held himaround, sinmply
enduri ng what he was doing, realizing it would be inpossible to do anything

el se. He didn't know how much he was hurting nme, and | couldn't go back on ny
word by telling him

Happily, it wasn't long before it was over, but then there were the others.
The handsome child-man sat at ny side, holding ny hand until they were done,
never know ng how nuch worse he was making it sinply by being there. He
encouraged nme and the others contentedly, then insisted that | be given a
nmonent before being made to serve themall their meal. The very plain

veget abl e stew had been nade by one of the others, and | had to put it into
bow s and then bring a bow to each of them When they finished eating
collected the bow s and scoops, washed themin a tub of water in one corner
then was allowed to finish what was left in the pot before washing that, too
| could remenber eating every last scrap and licking the pot in the days that
had passed, but that day the constant, gnawi ng hunger 1'd been feeling was
absent. For that reason I'd left alnmost nothing in the pot, and for that
reason the al nost-nothing went into the wash water instead of me. The pain in
nmy body had increased, but the throb in ny head seened to be clearing nore by
the m nute.



When the pot was done and put away | sinmply stood there and | eaned ny left arm
agai nst the stone of the wall, unable to remenber what | was supposed to do
next, my thoughts a mad whirl | couldn't even begin to follow. M stomach felt
upset, and nausea was trying to get a grip on nme, but the confusion in ny head
was worse than anything else. It was as though ten or a dozen people were
trying to shout at ne about different things all at the same time through a
thi ck pane of glass, and all the while the pane of glass was getting thinner
The thinner it got the nore easily | could hear them but | didn't know which
of themto listen to first.

"Wenda, it is nearly tine for us to take our | eave," a voice said from beside
me, drawi ng me away fromthose other voices. "There is a thing you nust do
first."”

| looked up to see ny naster standing there, snmiling at me gently and
encour agi ngly as he usually did.

"Where is it that we must go?" | asked, frowning with the effort to renmenber.
"And what is there that | mnust do first?"

"No, wenda, it is we others, your masters, who nust soon depart,"” he expl ai ned
gently, his hand to ny hair, as though he had had to say the sane thing
before. "The thing you must do is drink your wine, just as you do each day at
this tine."

"My wine," | echoed as he took ny hand and began | eading ne toward the corner
where the tiny supply of foodstuff was kept, the supply that had to | ast
everyone there for three days. | didn't renmenber ever having had wi ne before,

at | east not there.

"You seem ever unable to recall the wine," he observed, gesturing ne to ny
knees beside the boxes. "Al so do you seem nost confused at this tinme, yet aml
told that that is as it should be. Once the drink is within you, the confusion
will loose its hold."

He took a clay pitcher and a clay bow fromon top of the boxes, filled the
bow fromthe pitcher, then handed me what he had poured. | took the bow in
bot h hands and | ooked down into its dark, nuddy gold contents, remenbering a
sparkling golden wine |I'd had-sonmewhere, at some other tine.

"Drink it now," the man who stood above me urged, the words gentle rather than

commanding. "It will take the confusion fromyou, and will aid you in finding
sl eep. You nust sleep, you know, for the new day begins early as ever, and
will be filled as ever with much to do."

| looked up at himfromwhere | knelt, the bow held in ny hands, grateful to
hi m for having given ne sonething that would take the confusion away. | needed
something to do that, needed it badly, and now | had it.

"The tinme is now, slaves," a female voice announced fromthe entrance to the
area, a place | couldn't see fromwhere | was. "Follow ne at once."

"Drink the wine," ny master repeated in a hurried whi sper, reaching down
quickly to touch ny cheek with a big, gentle hand. "Wen we are awakened with
the new light, I will rouse you with the pl easure of use."

And then he was gone, followi ng after the others as they all hastened after
the woman who had called them After and after and after, slaves after the
master, the master a slave and the slave a master. | shook ny head to disl odge



t he cadenced nonsense, not wanting to get caught up in it, and spilled a drop
or two of the wine | was holding. The bow it lay in was a dull pink with the
suggestion of red beneath, for all the world like skinless flesh covering

bl ood. Inside the skinless flesh was the wine | was supposed to drink, the
wine | wanted to drink, but also the wine that would surely make ne violently
ill if I tried to swallowit. | could feel the sweat breaking out on ny body
and could see ny hands trenbling, and all | wanted to do was |lie down and die.
| knelt in place for another mnute, struggling to control nyself enough to
take even a single sip, but it was just no good. | needed soneone to help ne
take that sip, soneone to help hold the bow and coax me into it, but no one
was there. The nmeal had been served too |late, and the slaves had been called
too soon, and no one had noticed that | hadn't had ny wine.

I found nyself on ny feet w thout knowing how |I'd gotten there, but that was
nore a blessing than a problem M body hurt just about everywhere and | was
getting very dizzy, so | didn't have the time to struggle to stand up. The
stone fl oor was snooth enough, but it still hurt the bottons of ny feet as |
made ny way to the tub of dirty water. Bending over let the wi ne pour out into
the water, and the nuddi ness of it matched very well with the nurkiness. O
the other way around. A single rinse and the bow was good enough to be put to

one side; | put it aside, then went to find ny naster's pallet. | was all owed
to sleep on the very, edge of it, and that's what | needed to do. | hurt even
nore when | lowered nyself to my left side, and then it was all gone behind
sl eep.

My eyes were open and ny heart was thudding, and for a mnute I didn't know
where | was. | lay on ny left side on sonething stiff and hard and
unconfortabl e, and the di mess around me held the soft sounds of many people
deeply asleep. My first thought was, Wiere the hell am1? but if it had been
sai d al oud rather than thought, the |ast words woul d never have gotten out.
knew where | was and al so what had happened, and was finally able to

appreci ate the sheer luck that had broken ne free.

| continued to lie unmoving on ny side, but that was only physically. Inside
nmy head ny thoughts were racing, fighting with each other for priority. How
long it had been | still didn't know, but Tammad, G nnan, and | had been taken
by the Chanma of Vediaster, and |, at |east, had been nade a slave. | had a
feeling the sane thing had been done to the nen, but not entirely in the sane
way.

My first urge was to go and find Tanmad, which set ne to sitting up slowy,
quietly and carefully. My-master-was asleep on the rest of the pallet, and the
last thing | wanted to do was wake him It was very quiet in that slave area,
the only light coming in fromthe corridor that led to it, the air heavy and

close and too full of the scent of too nany bodies. | was able to sit and
mai ntain the sitting position, but I had to bite nmy lip against the pain |
felt. I hurt just about all over, my energy levels felt alnpst entirely

drai ned, and mny insides ached with the holl owness of getting not enough to eat
for too long atine. On top of that | didn't dare open ny shield, not when
didn't have the strength to fight back, so how was | supposed to find sonmeone?
I'd been taken before by not realizing | was under attack; this time al

they'd have to do was breathe on ne, and over | would go.

| put ny face into ny hands and rubbed at ny forehead, know ng what | had to
do but hating it. The only intelligent thing was to get myself out of that

pal ace, steal food and find a place to sleep for half of forever, then cone
back when |I felt less like the results of a seetarr stanmpede. But that neant |
woul d have to | eave Tanmad behind, still in the clutches of that-that-wonman,
and | knew if it were his choice he woul d never abandon me the sanme way.



| also now knew why 1'd felt so strong a need for |earning howto use a sword
a need that was no longer with ne. The tinme the know edge woul d have hel ped
was al ready behind ne, and the man who was m ne now Jay in the possession of
another. Not for the first time | wished | had Tammad's gi ant strength and
mat chl ess determination, and then | wished | had it there beside nme, in him
with his arns opened wide. | needed himvery badly right then, probably even
nore than he needed ne, but | didn't have himand all he had as a hope of
freedom was a usel ess, stubborn, ignorant wenda. One wonman agai nst how nany
hundreds, and | didn't even dare open nmy shield? If | managed to find himit
woul d be nmore niracle than rescue, but | wasn't about to let that stop nme. I'd
worry about consequences when they were about to drop on ny head-and only
after 1'd had a decent ampunt of sleep

Just sitting there made no sense, so | forced nyself to ny feet and tiptoed
across the area to the corridor. Behind me | could hear soneone muttering in
his sl eep and, when chuckling foll owed the nmeani ngl ess words, | thought | knew
who it was. The slaves of that area never |aughed, rarely smled, and sone had
begun to express enjoynment only recently, with their new undertaking. Only one
of the very few experinmenters would actually chuckle, and | shuddered even as

| refused to think about him | had other things to think about first, and if
we all got out of the trap that had been waiting for us, there would be plenty
of time later.

The first few corridors | crept along were deserted, but the further | went
the nore I knew | was not cut out for the life of an adventurer. If someone
had suddenly conme out of one of the doorways to appear in front of ne, |
undoubt edly woul d have died of heart failure then and there. It was terrible
not being able to send ny mnd out ahead of nme and all around, but that heavy,
buzzi ng broadcast that had knocked me over the first time was still there, so
thick and strong that the air nearly vibrated with it. | wasn't feeling it but
| was itching fromit, understanding perfectly well why it continued on into
deep night: at night peoples' defenses were at their |owest, and that was the
best tine to reach through to them If | ever managed to get out of there,

i ntended wondering just what it was they were reaching out with and for

| got through another two corridors of rock walls that scraped ny back and
tried to nake ne yell out |oud, of high torches that illum nated ne clearly no
matter how small | fought to nake nyself, of rock floor that was whisper quiet
even though |I expected it to begin creaking at any nmonent, and then | found
something | hadn't known |I was |ooking for. A nicely carved table outside one
of the cl osed, heavy wooden doors in the wall held sonething other than a vase
of flowers or a well-done statuette. It |ooked like a pile of cloth until |

got closer, and then it |ooked like a rain cape, only not made for the rain.

It was bright red with gold trimaround all the edges, and right in the mddle
of all that red was a neat, square-cornered tear. It |ooked as though it had
caught on sonething that had ripped it, and had probably been left out by its
owner so that a slave might repair it in the nmorning. | stared at it for a
good five seconds before grabbing it up and pulling it on over ny head, and

t hat sol ved one of the problenms |I'd hoped to have. If | made it out into the
city I couldn't very well wander around naked, and now | didn't have to. The
thing didn't reach up high enough to cover the bronze netal band around ny
throat, but one problemat a tine.

Making a left turn at the next corridor intersection instead of a right put ne
no nmore than twenty-five feet frommy second solution. | needed to get out of
t hat pal ace, and just ahead were two terrace doors in the wall, standing open
wi th the darkness of night behind them As | hurried toward them| heard a
faint clatter coming fromthe opposite direction, but I wasn't silly enough to
stop and turn around and | ook. If they were about to recapture ne | didn't
want to know it and, if they weren't | wasn't about to hang around and give



them t he chance. Wth heart pounding and breath rasping and | egs wobbling
got nyself through those doors, then |l et the darkness swallow nme up

It took longer than | like to think about before | was able to stop trenbling,
before the quiet of the dark let me think again instead of sinply running.

sat on the grass in the mddle of that dark, well away fromthe torches that
it the outside of the palace, feeling the cool night air dry the sweat of
panic frommy face. The cape | had taken was keeping ne warm but it was al so
urging ne to lie down confortably for a few minutes, and | couldn't afford to
do that. | was so tired | would probably fall inmediately asleep, and that
woul d be the end of my escape. | had to get through the wall and into the city
before |I slept, through the city and out of it before | could relax. Stopping
to think about it told me which gate | had to use, the only gate that would
send me a way | had any hope of recognizing, the main gate we had cone in by.
| levered nyself to nmy feet and tottered a nonment, then staggered off to find
the only gate that would do ne.

Each of the gates | passed was brightly lit by torches, and because of that |
began to believe I1'd never find the one | needed. Hidden in the dark | | ooked
at each of those gates, realized they were too small to be the one | needed,
then forced nyself to go on. It came to nme after a while that | might be
nmoving in the wong direction, that the gate I was | ooking for m ght have been

only a short distance fromwhere | began but the other way; | thought about
that quite a lot, but didn't stop moving as | had begun, to the right facing
the wall. If | started doubting nyself and went back the other way, | could

spend the rest of the night going back and forth in front of one section of
wal | .

When | finally reached the right gate | knew it immediately, but | took a
couple of mnutes to rest and think about how | would get through it. It was
gaping as wide open as it had been when we'd first gotten there, but it also
had nearly as many arned wonen standi ng around guarding it. After a minute or
so | was able to count eight, and then was just able to keep nyself from
slunping down to the grass in defeat. Ei ght w wendaa when | woul dn't even have
been able to face one under the best of circunstances, which that certainly
was not. | was beaten, totally defeated, and the best thing | could do was go
back to the pal ace and give mysel f up

But that would nmean really deserting ny beloved, leaving himin a capture that
m ght very well be worse than death. My head canme up as | realized that |
didn't even know what that woman was doing to him but it couldn't have been

anyt hi ng pl easant. And he was resisting, | knew he was resisting, otherw se
she woul dn't have beaten ne as often and as viciously as she had. | couldn't
make his efforts wasted, | had to get out of there and regain my strength, and

then come back for him The thought of me rescuing a man his size was
[ udi crous, but | had no strength left at all for ridicule. Wat | did have
left | needed-to get nyself out that gate.

I moved as near to the opening as | could without stepping into the
torchlight, then stood straight and still and clenched nmy fists. Every one of
t hose worren was | arger than the dark-haired slave in the shadows, but it
wasn't in a physical way that | neant to attack them | still couldn't open ny
shi el d and because of that received nothing, but I'd tried once and had found
that | could reach around my shield to touch others. | felt incipient
hysterics at the thought of having done it all at once, but | couldn't |et
that stop me. Maybe | didn't know how nmuch strength |I had working that way,
and maybe | didn't even know if | could split a projection effectively; what |
did know was that | had to try, even if | failed.

Sendi ng the projection out around ny shield and not going along to guide it



brought the sweat to ny body and face again, the sweat of fear and the sweat

of straining. | strained to split that projection eight ways and send each
part in the right direction, and every mnute of the time was afraid I was
doi ng somet hing wong or sinply not right enough. | stood sweating and

trenbling in the cool dark, watching all of the women standi ng exactly as they
had been, and finally decided that | had to try it. If it didn't work I would
be a captive and a slave again, but that's just what I'd be if | didn't get
moving. | wouldn't be able to hold that projection much | onger, and once the
effort stopped it would be a long while before I would find it possible to
start again.

Moving nore |ike a wooden toy than a living being, | headed straight for the
openi ng, keeping to a noderate pace. Running woul d have been stupid even if it
had been physically possible, and creeping along would have driven ne crazy. |
wal ked through the torchlight and nighttime insect noises up to the opening,
nmy feet maki ng no noise on the thick grass, then held my breath as | passed
bet ween two of the wonen guards. |If any of them had spoken or reached out to
touch ne | woul d have col | apsed, but none of them was capabl e of doing that
just then. Their introspection was so deep that they stood |ike statues cast
in flesh, eyes down or inward, total disinterest turning themdeaf and blind
to their surroundings. They didn't know or care that | was passing through the
gate, and that was exactly the way it was supposed to be.

Under the right circunstances, a nere fifty feet can stretch for mles; when
I'd first ridden across it, it hadn't seened so bad, but wal ki ng back was a
ni ght mare. The sweat of strain poured over nme as though it were raining, but I
couldn't afford to release the projection until | was out of sight. Ten feet
and ny soles were bruised fromthe small stones and twi gs on the ground, but
i gnore that and just keep going. Twenty feet and the red cape had grown
heavi er and nore confining, but ignore that and just keep going. Thirty feet
and you're nore than halfway to the nearest dark alley, but just keep going.
Forty feet and the nighttime dark has lost its breeze, but-keep going.
Forty-five and it's only just ahead, a matter of steps. Even if you're
staggering you can make it, just two nore strides, just-

I coll apsed against the side of the closed-tight stall no nore than a single
step inside the narrow all eyway, ny forehead and pal ns agai nst the rough wood
and ny eyes shut in the darkness. If 1'd had to hold that projection even an
instant longer | would have died, and that isn't a figurative analysis. All
wanted to do was fall down to the ground, and the only thing holding me up was
the stall, that and the know edge that if | let nyself pass out, all ny
previous effort woul d have been wasted. | was safe where | was only until the
sun cane up, and after that | needed sone place else. Since | had no

i ntentions of being consci ous when the sun cane up, | had to find that

somepl ace el se before any of the previous happened. \Watever the hell the
previous referred to.

It took three tries before I could push away fromthe stall side, and that

i ncluded getting ny eyes open again. Deeper into the alley was that way, away
fromthe reflection of torches, at right angles to the stall wall. Stall wall.
I was giggling before | knewit, finding that phrase hilarious, inching ny way
t hrough the darkness with one hand stretched out to a wall and one cl apped
over my mouth. | knew | shouldn't be making any noise, but | couldn't seemto
st op | aughi ng-

Until | ran right into a large, hard body. | knew it was a body because

could feel one arm and it wasn't sinply large-it was giant. Everything funny

in the entire universe died when two big hands canme to ny arns, and if |'d had
the strength I would have screaned. | was suddenly convinced it was ny naster

who held me, a giant male Rimlian just like all the rest, one who would carry



me back to slavery and an eternity of pain-filled confusion. | mewed in
terror and struck out with useless fists, and then | was bei ng shaken hard so
that very soft words would get through to ne.

"Cal myoursel f, wenda, and do not struggle,"” | heard, no nore than a breath
behi nd each sound. "W would not w sh the guard wendaa to find you, Terril,
now t hat you have accomplished so excellent an escape."

Wendaa not w wendaa, and he called nme by name. | had just enough time to
realize it was Dallan, before everything di sappeared from around ne.

Chapter 10

| awoke with a start and the begi nnings of panic, but the walls around nme were
a reddi sh-brown wood instead of smooth white stone, and | wasn't alone in the
room Not far fromwhatever | lay on Dallan sat in confort amid cushions, a
copper-col ored goblet in his hands, his sword still belted around him That
nore than anything el se kept ne fromjunping up and running, and it wasn't
until my heart had receded fromny nouth that | noticed he hadn't noved.
Working at keeping ne off the ceiling, | thought as | |ay back again and | et
nmy muscl es uncl ench, and a dammed good thing he was smart enough to do it. One
nmove out of himand | probably would have been able to answer Garth's question
about whether or not | could fly.

"Wenda, we nust make an attenpt to cease this," Dallan's voice cane after a
m nute, sounding the least bit cautious. "I dislike finding nmyself at your
side each tinme you awaken frompain-filled, fearful sleep. The practice is
becom ng upsetting. "

"Perhaps it would be best if | were the first to make the attenpt," | answered
in arusty voice, smling faintly at his teasing. "Your part seens far easier
to arrange."

"Not quite as easy as all that," he said, disagreeing, and then he was beside
me, snoothing my hair back with one big hand. "So Tammad's apprehensi ons were
correct after all. Are you able to tell me what was done to you there?"

| opened my eyes and turned my head to the nan | ooki ng down at me, seeing the
worry lines in his face that I'd thought 1'd heard. in his voice. On

reconsi deration | decided that sitting around waiting for someone to regain
consci ousness wasn't the nost pleasant pastine in the world, and m ght even be
harder than being the one who had gotten hurt.

"You may rest your mind, for I amconpletely recovered,” | began at once,
starting to get into a sitting position as fast as | could to reassure him
but | didn't nake it. My body screanmed out the demand as to whether |'d | ost
my mnd, and then refused to let nme have the ability to answer. Al | managed
was a croaking gasp and very little motion, and even that was swal |l owed up by
Dal | an' s hand on ny shoul der

"Conpl etely recovered, are you?" he asked, the growl he refused to allow in
his voice showing up in his eyes, his hand continuing to hold me down. "Wen I
allow you to move it will only be slowy, and then for no nore than a short
time. Have you no concept of how badly you were whi pped?"

As a matter of fact | didn't really, but the stiffness a portion of the pain
had turned into started giving ne an inkling. It wasn't going to be as easy as
it had been those other tines Dallan had nmentioned, but it was still going to



have to be done.

"I have not the tinme to nove so slowy,” | informed himw th as much firmmess
as | could rmuster while still under that big hand of his. "Last darkness | was
able to do what was necessary, and this darkness | shall do the sane."

"I ndeed shall you do this darkness what was done during the |last," he agreed,
his tone, for sone reason, rather dry. "Last darkness was spent by you in
sleep, as well as all the day previous and half the darkness before that. It
i s now somewhere about m d-day, and you have so far had no nore than neat
broth in you, swallowed at the times you nearly awoke. | shall fetch you a
nmeal , and then you will sleep again. "

He straightened and headed for the door in the wall to the right of where
lay, and | was too upset to protest before he had di sappeared through it. It
was going on two days since |'d escaped fromthe palace, but | hadn't done a
dammed t hi ng about goi ng back except sleep! | noved around a little where
lay, feeling the remmants of pain and the hobbling of stiffness, the
strengt hl essness that hadn't quite left nme and the hol |l owness of
near-starvation, and cursed under ny breath. Dallan was picturing nme taking a
long tinme to recover, but he was in for a surprise. | couldn't afford to take
my tinme, and had no intentions of doing so.

The room | lay in was rather small, but it was also rather pleasant. The
reddi sh- brown paneling of the walls stopped at the wide windowto the left of
me, and a golden curtain colored the inconmng light. The carpet-fur was al so
gol den, and the pillows Dallan had been sitting anong were red, all of it
going well with the dark brown fur of ny bed. Those furs seemed sonewhat
wel | -used, with the snell of salves or ointnent to them and once again | was
naked under what covered nme-but that terrible bronze collar was al so gone.

t hought about how |I'd been stripped naked at that wonan Roodar's orders and
felt the anger cone, building slowy toward true fury. We had a score to
settle, Roodar and I, but | would need to wait before I knew how big a score.
If she had hurt Tammad she would live to regret it-that | swore by everything
that was right!

| stopped the fury, saving it for the next time I'd need it. That time it had
al ready served its purpose; although there was sweat on my forehead | was
sitting up straight and had gotten that way with a lot less pain than | would
have had wi thout the strong enption |I'd used as a crutch. Anger can be very
useful if you handle it properly, and it was about tine | |earned howto
handle it.

A minute | ater the door opened, and | was surprised to see Dallan com ng back
with a tray. My stomach twi sted at the thought of food, and | regretted how
l[ittle I'd be able to eat.

"Have you taken to conjuring?" | asked as he closed the door before starting
toward me with the tray. "I had not thought it would be possible for you to
prepare provender and return so soon."

"As the mid-day neal had al ready been prepared and a servant was nearly here
with it, I had only to take the tray," he answered, setting the thing down on
my lap. "And clearly did you fail to expect so speedy a return, else you would
not have been caught in so obvious a disobedi ence."

| was able to see the annoyance in his eyes before he turned away to begin
gathering pillows fromthe carpet fur, but | didn't understand what he was
t al ki ng about .



"What di sobedi ence do you refer to?" | asked, taking a peek at the food he'd
put under ny nose. There was a thick neat soup of some kind, a slab of bread,
a cup of yellow pudding that was probably pure sugar, and a gobl et of what
seened to be juice of some sort.

"I refer to the disobedi ence of having found you sitting," he said, stuffing
pill ows behind ny back until they were high enough to | ean against. "Wre you
not told to remain unnoving till you had nmy perm ssion to do ot herw se?"

"Dal | an, you continue to speak in riddles," |I protested, reaching a hand out
to the goblet of juice. The hand shook slightly, but | was still able to raise
the goblet with only a mnimal effort. "Though | | ook upon you with the |ove
of a sister and feel deep gratitude for the manner in which you aid ne in ny
need, | amnot bound to obey you. | mnust restore nmy strength with all possible
speed, and nmean to do exactly that. "

| watched himover the goblet rimas | drank, seeing the annoyance increase in
his eyes as he crouched beside me to ny right.

"I amgreatly honored that you | ook upon me as a brother," he said, lacing his
fingers together as he stared at ne. "Also am | honored that your nenabrak
Tammad | ooks upon nme the sane, and therein lies the root of your confusion. In
Tammad' s absence your protection is mne, therefore are you bound to obey ne

as you do him In tine will your strength be restored, wenda, and to hurry the
matter will only cause you greater harm You will rest and do as | say, and
soon will find yourself in full health.”

"And what harmw ||l Tamad be given the while | |ie about resting?" | asked,

finding it difficult to keep my anger fromflaring out. "You believe I wll
nmeekl y obey you the while he remains in the hands of that fermal e? No, Dallan
do not expect it to be so, for it shall not be! I will return to that place as
quickly as | am able, and woe to any who stands in my path."

"Calmy, sister, calmy,"” he soothed, worry having replaced the annoyance in
his eyes. H's hands came to mine on the goblet, gently trying to take it out
of my grip, and | | ooked down to see the white on ny knuckles. |1'd obviously
been trying to crush the life out of the goblet, a top-notch exanple of

conpl ete enotional control and stability.

"Perhaps you woul d do better urging nme to intelligence rather than calm" |
said, letting himtake the stupid goblet. "To waste one's strength in anger is
to throwit away before a tine of true need. | shall not waste it so again,

for I will soon have need of it."

"Perhaps | would do best in now speaking of other things," he replied, putting
t he gobl et down and picking up the bow of nmeat soup. "Eat as nuch of this as

you are able, and then we wll discuss what befell you."

"The Chama of Vedi aster befell us," | said, taking the bow while trying not
to drool. "Howis it you were in precisely the place | chose to make ny
escape?"

"Where el se would | be'?" he asked, rising to go after the goblet he had |eft
earlier, and returning to sit cross-1legged where he'd been crouching. "I knew
wel I enough by what gate you three had entered the pal ace grounds, therefore
was that the gate | took up vigilance before when you failed to energe or send
word. Knowing as you all did that | was about, | reasoned that were one of you
to effect an escape it would be through there so that we mght find one

anot her. When | saw you novi ng unchal | enged through the ranks of the guards I
knew you used your power, therefore did | retreat further into the alleyway to



keep from being affected. | was cautiously making ny way to you when you cane
to me instead. "

| was too busy taking another scoopful of the thick soup to say anything

i mediately, and it needed to be chewed a little before it could be swall owed.
| f anyone had asked nme just then howit was, | would have sworn it was the
best thing 1'd tasted in ny entire life.

"I believe | should admit it had not occurred to ne that you would be there,"

| said as soon as | could, reaching for the slab of bread. "It was truly
fortunate that | no | onger had the strength to wield ny power, for ny m nd had
not entirely cleared itself, and your abrupt appearance frightened nme badly.
This place you brought me to is extremely pl easant. Have you-taken it for the
time we wWill remain in the city?"

I'd wanted to ask Dallan if he'd rented the place or was boarding there, but
the Rimlian | anguage had no words or phrases to express the ideas. |
renmenbered then what Tammad had said about there being no accommodati ons
avai |l abl e for noney, but Dallan was al ready shaking his head.

"I had need of a haven for you and al so a healer, therefore was | unable to

nmerely take you to my cantah,” he said. "I was not imediately able to renove
that band from around your throat, which nade choosing a heal er at random an
undertaking filled with peril. | required a healer who would not afterward

speak of the pal ace slave who had been tended, and there was but a single way
to di scover one such as that. W are now both guests beneath the roof of
Leel an. "

| stopped chewing alnmost in md-bite to stare at him but his expressionless
facade told ne nothing. | had nore than a few reactions of nmy own to that
revel ation, but that was neither the time nor the place to expound on them
"So we are guests of Leelan of Vediaster," was all | said, going back to ny
fortifying. "And she was able-and willing-to find the sort of healer you
required ?"

"When she saw what had been done to you she was taken by great anger," Dallan
said, the odd look in his eyes flickering at the adm ssion. "Leel an
seens- di sapprovi ng- of the Chama and her court, and was not reluctant to give
us assi stance. The heal er she sent for-a quiet man who seened quite close to
her - apparently felt the sane."

"W will not inmpose on her generosity for long," | said, pausing to take

anot her swal |l ow of the juice. "This darkness would be too soon for ne, |

think, yet the one after will surely be suitable. By then we shall have forned
a plan, and will proceed to free Tammad and G nnan."

"Shall we indeed?" he said, sounding annoyed all over again. "W two al one
will force our way onto the pal ace grounds, obtain entry to the pal ace itself,
and then blithely proceed to free Tanmmad and C nnan? The whil e those who stand
guard merely | ook on and comment upon our progress? Or perhaps assist us?"

"You need not be so exasperated," | told himwth a cal mglance, paying nore
attention to my food than to his hysterics. "The plan will see to all of your
obj ections."

"A plan which has not yet been fornulated, but which will no doubt contain
provision for the necessity of ny carrying you as well as wi elding a blade,"
he growl ed, not at all happy with ne. "You will not be fit to wal k al one so

soon, an opinion put forward by the healer which | shall, in “exasperation,'’



t ake above your own. Do you believe ne so skillful with a sword that this
objection will be overcone?"

| took a final nouthful of the meat soup, a mouthful | was forcing on nyself
in an effort to nore quickly increase my capacity, then finished the |ast of
the juice. Once the goblet was down, however, | turned ny head to | ook

directly at Dallan.

"As you seriously doubt that my attenpt will succeed, perhaps it woul d be best

if you were to rermain behind," | said, speaking with absolute neutrality. "The
heal er cannot know when | will wal k, for he cannot feel what | do. Cone the
darkness after this next, | wll wal k-and succeed."

I wonder if explosions have to gather thenselves before they can go off. If
they're anything like Dallan they do, and fromthe look in his eyes that was
just what he was intending. He strai ghtened where he sat, his eyes hard and
furious, but before he was able to get the first word out there was a knock on
the door. He wanted to ignore the knock, and probably would have if he were in
his own house, but instead he called out, "Enter."

| don't know who | could have been expecting, but seeing Leelan walk in was
somet hing of a surprise. She hadn't changed at all in the past few days, and
was wearing her sword the same way Dallan wore his; why she should have
changed was sonething else | didn't know, but somehow | felt as though she
shoul d have. Wien she saw nme sitting up it was her turn to be faintly
surprised, but that didn't stop her fromclosing the door and approachi ng ny
bed.

"It pleases ne to see you looking so well, Terril," she said, stopping to
Dal lan's right toward the foot of the bed. "The healer was quite certain you
woul d awaken about this time. "

"She is far nore than awake," Dallan said, the growl even thicker, his eyes
not moving fromny face. "She means to attack the pal ace cone the darkness
after next, and has just informed ne that, as | dared to suggest that the
effort might well be extrene only for her and nme, ny presence will not be
required after all. Perhaps you woul d be good enough to request the return of
that healer. | would know how soon it will be permi ssible to beat her."

"Not for some time, | should think." Leelan soothed himw th a badly
swal | owed-down grin while | bristled. "I cannot find it in me to fault her for
wi shing to return to the palace to take vengeance, however, for would we,
ourselves, not wish to do the sane, had we been done as she was? There are
many who chafe beneath the rule of the present Chama, Terril, and many who
would truly joy in acconpanyi ng you with bared bl ades, yet is there the power
to consider. Farian won her place with the strength of her power, and there
are none about able to match her, not to speak of besting her. No matter your
determ nation, girl, it is sinply not enough.”

"You concern yourself with the Chanma Farian's power?" | scoffed, still nore
than annoyed at Dallan's attitude-and the way they were both treating me |ike
a child. "One who falls upon others from anbush cannot be truly strong, else
woul d the anbush have been unnecessary. | thank you for your hospitality,

Leel an, yet shall | follow ny own advice."

Leel an | ooked nonentarily upset and Dallan began draw ng hinself up again, but
for the second tine the explosion didn't come off. The big bl onde wonan put a
cal ming hand on his shoul der, then seated herself cross-|egged beside him

"I have not as yet heard how she and the others were taken-nor why," she said



to Dallan when his eyes came to her. "Has she spoken of it as yet?"

"She found too great a number of other things to speak of in its stead," he
answered sourly with a headshake, then | ooked at me again. "As the tine of
your departure draws so rapidly near, perhaps you would be kind enough to
enlighten us before its arrival. W would not wish to see you gone before we
were told the tale.”

"As there is very little to tell, there is scarcely a danger of that," | said,
feeling nyself stiffen in response to his sarcasm "W rode to the nmain gate
of the pal ace and requested an audi ence with the Chama, were escorted within
the palace to a roomwhere we were to wait, and once within that roomwe were
overwhel med. When | awoke we had i ndeed been taken before the Chana-as
captives and slaves. We had all been given sone sort of potion, to add to

what ever had felled us."

"What felled you was the Chama's Hand of Power," Leel an said, her eyes angry,
her right fist clenched on her thigh. "There are a nunber of our people with
smal |l traces of the power, incapable, of thenselves, of making effective use
of it. Together, however, under the guidance of Farian, five at once are
frighteningly powerful. Each set of five perforns only for a short time, and
then is replaced with another set. They have recently begun broadcasting at a
greater and greater distance fromhere, and that angers many of us greatly.
Should it be Farian's wish to go aconquering, the sword and spear and bow
shoul d be her weapons. To use the power is dishonorable. "

"They attacked even before you had spoken with the Chama?" Dallan asked with a
frowm, while | stared at Leel an.

So that's what that buzz was: five | ow grade enpaths projecting together! Even
froma distance it had filtered through ny curtain, and when | was right on
top of it it had just about scranbled ne. 1'd known keeping ny shield closed
was a protection | needed; | just hadn't known what | needed to be protected
from

"Wenda, for what reason were you attacked even before you had had an
audi ence?" Dall an repeated, reaching over to touch nmy arm "Were their
suspi ci ons aroused, or are all travelers done in such a manner?"

"They did not suspect, they knew," | answered with a snort, only then really
appreciating the point. "That we sought Aesnil was not in doubt, for she had
been nade to speak of the dark-haired, green-eyed wenda who would surely
acconpany those who rode after her. It was ny presence which caused us to be
attacked. "

Dal | an stared at me with an expression of revelation-come-too-late, finally
seei ng how big a nistake Tammad had nade in not listening to me. If he and

C nnan had shown up at the palace without ne, they would have been not hi ng but
two large, blond Rimlian |'lendaa, indistinguishable fromall the rest. M
presence was the equivalent of jumping up and down waving a red flag. O
course they hadn't asked us what we wanted there; why waste time listening to
lies when you al ready know the truth?

"You cane here seeking soneone?" Leelan said, looking at Dallan's profile with
confusion on her face. "I had thought the one called Tanmad canme to speak of
the of f-worl ders, and you and G nnan nerely acconpani ed hi n?"

"Tammad did i ndeed conme to speak of the off-worlders,"” Dallan answered, taking
a deep breath before turning his head to |l ook at her. "Ci nnan and |, however,
have cone seeking Aesnil, Chana of Gelana, who was taken from G nnan in



Gerleth, ny own country. Aesnil wears C nnan's bands, and we knew not why she
woul d depart Cerleth in the conpany of two wendaa fromthis place."

"They mean to influence her in some manner before returning her to Gelana,"
put in, digging out the nenory of what Farian had sai d about that.
"Undoubtedly the entire matter is connected with the Chama's plans of
conquest . "

"Again with the use of the power!" Leelan snarled, fury in her eyes. "Before
Farian is done, the nane of Vediaster will be despised and spat upon the world
over! She fouls our honor with her every act, and we are powerless to halt

her! Truly do | give thanks that my nother was spared the pain of this. "

"There are others who have not been spared the presence of pain," | said,

wi shing I could get rid of the tray on ny lap, finding that | |eaned nore
heavily on the pillows behind me. "Wen | stand in chall enge before Roodar
per haps her Chama will attenpt to intervene. Should she do so, | will see to
her for you."

"You?" Leelan snorted with contenpt, her usual diplomacy |ost nonentarily
beneat h her anger, but then she realized what she'd sai d-and how she'd said
it. "Forgive ne, Terril, it was not ny intention to give you insult," she said
apol ogetically, trying to throttle down her outrage over Farian. "You say you
mean to face Roodar in chall enge, yet Roodar is the finest sword anong

Farian's w wendaa, and one |, nyself, burn to face. Less than two hands of
dar knesses ago, you asked to be taught the use of a sword; this day you speak
blithely of facing Roodar, and Farian as well. Forgive me, Terril, for you are

a guest beneath my roof, but the words you uttered are no other thing than
fool i shness. "

"l do not nean to face Roodar with swords, Leelan,"” | said, too tired for
insult or for apology. "That is a thing | have al ready done, and the |ack

felt and attenpted to remedy made itself known at that tine. She knew | had no
ability with a blade, knew | struggled in the grip of a potion and the Hand of
Power, yet showed not the |least reluctance to give ne pain and huniliation

For that, and even nore for whatever she has done to ny sadendrak, she wll
regret the day she laid eyes upon ne."

"if not with swords, then how do you nean to face her?" Leel an asked,

frowning, as if she groped for a nenory. Dallan had been watchi ng nme rather
closely; he took the tray off my lap and put it on the carpeting, then rose to
get at the pillows behind ne.

"Terril is the possessor of a skill other than sword use," he told Leel an
wi t hout | ooking at her, holding ne up until he'd brushed the pillows out of
the way, then lowered ne to the bed fur. "For now, however, she is possessed
even more of a need to rest and restore herself. After she has slept, we my
speak with her again."

Leelan rose to her feet with her lips parted, as though ready to argue what
Dal | an had said, but when she saw ny face the words never cane out. If |

| ooked even half as pale as | felt | was surprised she wasn't running for that
heal er, and | raged inside even as | closed ny eyes. | couldn't afford to be
sick or pale or weak, and | wasn't going to be. As soon as | got a little
sleep I was damed well going to be just fine

| didn't realize how quickly I'd gone out until | woke again, finding nyself
alone in an alnost-dark room CQutside it was conpletely dark, and if not for
the small single candle burning in a wall holder, | wouldn't have been able to

see anyt hi ng.



I was lying face down on the bed furs, and once | was awake enough to think

about that, |I felt considerably encouraged. If | could turn over in ny sleep
could do it awake, and turning over was a good start for bigger and better
things. | was also feeling faintly hungry, another good sign of returning

health. | thought about it for a while with nmy cheek to the fur, then deci ded
to see how far it would go. The sooner | got nyself up and noving, the easier
I would find going back to the pal ace.

Wth that in mind | pushed ny way up to sitting, but doing it didn't turn out
to be easy. |I'd been whi pped seven tinmes that | could renmenber, worked hard
for Iong hours, assaulted by nmen, and kept just short of starvation |evel, but
the worst part of all that seened to be the day and a half 1'd lain

unconsci ous. The stiffness | felt was nearly crippling-wrse than | could
renenber the pain al one being-and something had to be done about it. | hated
wasting the energy and strength, but pain control was the only answer.

| haven't often had the time or opportunity to wonder about pain control, and
sitting and hurting in that small dark roomdidn't encourage nme to start, but
one thought did come to nme. Wien | used the ability on other people their pain
actually seened to di sappear sonewhere, but when | used it on nyself all | did
was hold the pain at bay for a while. It occurred to me |I'd be a lot better
off if | could do to nyself what | did to others, and that at least trying to
do the sane would scarcely hurt and would help no end if | managed to pull it
off. I sat sideways on the bed furs with both arnms braced to hold ne up, ny
body covered in sweat despite the cool air comng in through the w ndow, and
began to try.

Turni ng your awareness inward neans withdrawing it from your surroundi ngs, so
it wasn't until | blinked back out into the small dimroomthat | realized
wasn't al one. Not having seen Leelan conme in meant she just about materialized
where she stood not far fromme, and | nearly junped in startlement.

"Excuse me, Terril, it was not ny intention to intrude," she said at once,
rai sing one hand in a calmng gesture. "I came to bring an evening neal, and
to rouse you for it if you had not yet awakened. It had not occurred to ne

t hat rousing might be necessary even though you had indeed al ready awakened. "
She gave ne a snmle with a good deal of effort behind it, trying to make |ight
of somet hing that had probably shaken her, and | wished | had the nerve to
lower my shield and touch her mind. | was finally learning that to guess about
what ot her people were feeling was a particularly excellent formof stupidity,
but in spite of that the tenptati on renai ned.

"I was-attenpting to ease the pain |l felt," |I said, |ooking away from her as |
swung ny legs off the bed to the carpet fur. "Surely Dallan spoke to you of
the matter?"

"The seetar Dallan said naught," she said as | struggled to ny feet, stil
feeling rocky and aching, but finding nost of the rest of the pain gone. "He
informed me that the matter was not his to discuss, and continued to naintain
so despite ny assurances that ny curiosity was far fromidle. He is stubborn
and thick-headed, that one, and inpossible to reason with. "

| pushed my tangl ed hair back fromny face and | ooked up at her, surprised to
see that annoyance had entirely replaced the uneasiness in her. And on second
t hought it m ght not have been uneasiness she'd felt, not if she hadn't known
what | was doi ng.

"That description seens suitable for every man of this world | have ever net,"



| commented, feeling faint amusenent for the first time in too many days.
"What is it you wished to know?"

"What | wished to know, " she echoed, this tine enbarrassed as she | ooked down
at me. "How nuch nore easily that question is managed, when put to another
You are a guest beneath my roof and one who has had harm at the hands of ny
peopl e, and yet- What is the ability you possess, the ability spoken of by
both Dall an and yoursel f? Do you possess a kind of power?"

She was staring at nme so intently | didn't know what to think, but | was stil
aching too much to be bothered with hiding behind a lie. If it was the truth
Leel an wanted, that's what she would get, but first | noved nyself over to the
tray she'd put on the carpet fur, and sat down beside it.

"I do not possess a kind of power," | said, taking the goblet fromthe tray to
find nore of the fruit juice I'd been hoping for. "I possess much the sane
power as Farian, yet aml likely a good deal stronger than she."

"Such is not possible," Leelan protested, bringing her stare with her as she
sat opposite nme on the carpet fur, her hand automatically settling her sword
out of the way. "Were you possessed of the power, there would have been no
need of ny assisting you the darkness we net. Also would | have felt the power
within you rather than the conplete enptiness | feel at this very nonment, for
| amable to know of such a thing in others. | have little of the ability
nmysel f, yet aml| able to feel it in others.”

Again | was surprised, but this time at the bitterness behind the |last of her
words. The bi g bl onde wonman sounded as though she felt herself a

di sappoi ntnment to those around her, as though she were | ess than she should be
and was manful ly-or womanful ly-admitting the I ack even while she bitterly
regretted it. | let the tangy juice wet ny nmouth and throat with a couple of
swal | ows, then shook my head at her objections.

"You cannot at the nonment perceive me for | have shielded ny nind," | told
her, reaching for the thick chunk of bread on the tray to see what the
greasy-| ooki ng yell ow substance on it might be. "At the tine we nmet | was
curtai ned rather than shielded, yet does the curtaining apparently serve to
keep others from knowi ng what truly lies behind-and me from knowi ng what
strength others possess save that | strive to know. | had not known of your
ability before you spoke of it, nor was | able to gauge Farian when | was in
her presence."

"And the reason that you required ny aid?" she asked, watching nme wthout
expression while | tasted the bread. The yellow coating on it was greasy, but
not too heavily so and was al so both sweet and faintly salty. | didn't know
what it was, but it certainly nade the coarse bread taste better

"I required the aid of another for the reason that | felt it wong to harm
someone with nmy power," | said when |I'd swallowed the bite of bread and had
taken another sip of the juice. "To attack froma direction none nm ght see and
protect thensel ves agai nst seemed evil to ne, a doing fit only for a creature

entirely without honor. | would have accepted pain and hurt to keep from
becom ng a creature of that sort but, apparently for some, creaturehood is
i npossi ble to avoid. Wen once | have regained ny strength I will face Roodar

in such a way, and | feel not the |east sense of guilt at the intention

I finished ny own confession while staring at the bread and juice | held,

aware of the intense blue eyes on ne but unable to nmeet them It hurt quite a
lot to sinply adnit that | was a nonster after all, but | was tired of trying
tolie to myself. If Roodar had hurt me al one she m ght have gotten away with



it, but her including Tanmad in on that had killed the possibility forever.

"I cannot believe that good fortune of this sort would smle just when it was
so badly needed," Leelan said slowy after at least a full mnute of absolute
silence, her voice growi ng warner and nore enthusiastic the | onger she went
on. "Terril! You are surely the answer we have sought so |long, yet nust t be
certain. You must open your mind to ne, so that | may feel it as it is!"

| had to | ook up at her at that point, but |ooking didn't increase
under standi ng. Her pretty face was covered with an eagerness | couldn't quite
understand, and there wasn't a trace of fear or disgust.

"You woul d know exactly what manner of creature you consort with?" | asked,
telling nmyself | wasn't being defensive. "You may accept ny word that you are
far better off not know ng."
"Do not speak foolishly, girl," she answered inpatiently, gesturing aside what
I'd said. "The sort of creature you refer tois well known to ne, for | have
known Farian for quite sonme time. One with the power is a creature only when
she consi ders none save herself, only when the very neani ng of honor is beyond
her. To believe oneself an honorless creature is to be nothing of the sort,

for the true creature cannot see herself in such a way. Now, show ne the
quality of your mind! It is vital that | know what strength you have!"

Her expression had changed to one of stern command, the sort | was used to
seeing only in the nen of that world. Wat she'd said had confused nme, al nost
as much as the way she flitted fromenotion to emotion. | was very reluctant
to do as she ordered, but capitulation turned out to be easier than refusal

"Ah," she breathed when | let ny shield dissolve after naking nyself feel a
need for the curtain. She was able to sense part of nmy mind that way, and

was able to sense the droning buzz of the Hand of Power. Knowi ng what it was
et me anal yze the buzz, and | found it to be a | eakage froma concerted
projection ained el sewhere than at the city it originated from The |eakage
showed it to be a roiling conbination of dissatisfaction and inpatience and
anger with overtones of depression, and | wasn't surprised it had nade ne sick
when I'd first been exposed to it. That sort of conbination was enough to make
anyone sick, especially if they didn't know it was coning at them

"And that is the extent of it?" Leelan asked after a nonent, trying not to |et
her di sappoi ntment show t hrough. | could feel her mnd gently reaching out
toward mne, probing at the curtain she apparently couldn't perceive. She
seened to be using only a small part of herself, and although I didn't know
why, she was still nuch too open and exposed.

"No, that is not the extent of it," |I answered, bracing myself to be totally
unprotected. "Pull your nmind back, and | essen your perceptions a bit,"

Leel an was confused but did as she was told, and only then did | allow the
curtain to leave ne. If | hadn't been feeling so wildly out of sorts the
caution woul dn't have been necessary, but even so the big wonman wi nced as her
eyes wi dened. Ever since |I'd awakened the first tinme my m nd had been ragi ng
against the inside of nmy shield, and | hated to think what it rmust |ook |ike
to her.

"Mt her of us all!" she gasped, her sun-bronzed face paling, one hand going to
her head. "Never have | felt such strength, such range, such-Terril, you are
a-a-"

"Monster or Prine, take your choice," | muttered as | snapped ny shield cl osed



again, cutting off the clanging of her shock. Since the words were in Centran
she didn't understand them but | don't think she would have heard ne even if
I'"d spoken Rimlian.

"The others will have to be shown," she said in her own nmutter, putting a
second hand to her head as well. "Should | attenpt to seek their belief

wi thout, they will imediately send for Hestin out of fear for my bal ance. No
nore than three of themw |l be able to experience her, yet together they and
I will surely find it possible to convince the others. I will send for them
tomorrow, at first light, and then we shall at |ast be able to-"

Her words cut off as her eyes finally saw nme, and her grin was part
enbarrassnment. It also canme to her then that her hands were still at her head,
and she pulled themdown with a | augh of pure enjoynent.

"Terril, ny honored guest, once again | must ask your forgiveness," she said,
trying to get rid of the grin even though it didn't want to | eave. "To speak
of the joy you have given ne woul d take one far better versed in our tongue

than I. For now let nme say only this: when you return to the pal ace of the
Chama, there will be many others to stand with you. W have | ong awaited one
who was a match for Farian, and now, thanks be to the nother of us all, we

have one so far her superior that there is no conparison. Were you | ead,
there we will follow"

"You mean to follow ne?" | asked in shock, feeling as though soneone had
switched worlds on ne while | wasn't |ooking. "Do you m stake ne for a
warrior?"

"Al'lenda?" she repeated, |laughing at the word 1'd used. "No, Terril, not a
'l enda, yet surely a w wenda, in each and every sense of the word. Wwenda is
no nmore derived fromthe presence of sword skill than is |'lenda; one who is
w wenda or |'lenda will devel op sword skill, yet does the calling come |ong

before that. A warrior nust first be born, and then may he or she be trained."

"I must surely have damaged your mind with mne," | told her flatly, putting
the piece of bread back on the tray. "There are those about who are fit to be
foll owed, yet I am not one of them Wre you not able to see that when | swept
the curtain aside?"

"Perhaps | saw nore than you know, " she said, the grin now gone, calm
assurance strong in her eyes as she | eaned slightly forward. "Wat | saw was
one with a very great anger in her, and one with a worry equally as great. Had
Farian the strength which you possess, she would surely have al ready begun to
claimthe world. Is the world yours, or do you perhaps nean to claimit soon?"

"For what reason would I wish this world?" | asked, the sourness | felt clear
in m voice. "Were it to becone nmine, | would have the possession of uncounted
nunbers of stubborn, thick-headed |'lendaa who are inpossible to reason with.

Do you think me bereft, that | would seek a difficulty such as that?"
"Truly are you wiser than | had at first thought, Terril," she said with a
| augh, the grin back again. "Few would have the ability to see the matter so
clearly, and then would be faced with unexpected and unsought-for | argesse.
You have power and consci ence and wi sdony what nore m ght be asked for in a
| eader ?"

"The desire to lead,"” | pronounced, taking another swallow of nmy juice. "Had
not known this discussion was idle, it mght well have upset ne. As | shal
return to the pal ace the darkness after this one, however, | need not be

concerned over |eadership. Arned forces cannot be raised so quickly." Then



eyed what was in ny goblet. "And before that | nust somewhere find a w ne
worth drinking."

"I have heard it said by those with a weather eye, that the new day will bring
us rain to last throughout the darkness," she comrented, |ooking so

undi sturbed that her eyes tw nkled. "Also, you have not been given w ne for
you are not yet pernmitted it; fast you nust return to health. Eat your neal,
girl, and then return to your furs; you must sleep well this darkness, for the
new day will bring many occurrences."

"I had thought the new day was to bring rain?" | said, feeling nore and nore
annoyed at all the fun she was having. "And | find that | have had enough of
that nmeal, so the tray may be returned at any time you wish. | will, of

course, seek my furs as soon as weari ness descends upon ne."

"Ch, of course," she agreed with a solemity her eyes failed to share, noddi ng
but not noving fromwhere she sat. "Though it grieves nme to disagree with a
guest beneath ny roof, these things cannot be as you wish them Soon you will

i ndeed be left to the peace of solitude, yet for the noment-" She broke off at
t he sound of a knock, then grinned as she imediately rose to her feet. "As
ever, precisely on tine."

As she headed for the door | wondered what she was tal king about, then found
out all too quickly. Opening the door showed two nen, one of them Dallan, one
a stranger, and they didn't wait to be invited in. They sinply stepped through
t he doorway, the stranger entering first with a faint, highly perplexed frown
on his face, and it suddenly cane to ne that | was sitting there absolutely
naked! Hastily putting the goblet back on the tray, cursing Leelan under ny
breath for not warning ne, | began to scranble to ny feet to get to covers.

Al t hough there wasn't nuch scranble to it | did manage to stand, and then the
stranger's hand was on nmy arm obviously in an attenpt to support ne.

"What is the meaning of this, Leelan?" he asked my hostess, holding my armto
keep ne fromgetting back to the bed. "For what reason has she been made to
| eave her furs?"

"She has not been nmade to | eave them Hestin," Leelan answered with continuing
calm looking up with a smle at the man who held ne. "Terril has left her
furs of her own accord, having felt considerably better, and now refuses the
provender | have brought. Beyond two swallows of bread and three of juice, she
wi shes no nore of it."
"Conpl etely unacceptable,” the nman called Hestin stated, |ooking down at ne
with steady blue eyes while | glared at Leelan. She'd told on ne without the
slightest hesitation, and did no nore than grin at ny silent prom se to get
even.

"Indeed is such a thing unacceptable,” Dallan agreed fromwhere he stood to
Hestin's right, between the newconer and Leel an, his disapproval even shar per
"Now that we are here, it shall quickly be set to rights."

"There is but one thing | wish set to rights,"” |I said, finding it difficult
not to feel like a naughty child anong grown-ups. "Rel ease ny arminmedi ately,
for 1 wish to cover nyself."

| looked at the man Hestin as | spoke, really trying to ignore the others, and
was therefore able to see his surprise

"You need not feel disturbed over ny presence, wenda," he said, beginning to
nmove ne very slowy back to the bed. "There is no call for enbarrassnment for |



am a heal er, and have conme for no other purpose than to see how you fare. Sit

here now, and I will assist you in |ying down."

"I need no assistance, nor do |l wish to lie down," | said, pulling out of his
grip as soon as it loosened, this tine nanaging to scranble successfully. As
soon as | had the cover fur over ne | |ooked up at himagain, ignoring the new

surprise he showed. "Wiat | would find joy in having is solitude for | also
have no need of a healer."

"I ndeed do you seemso far inproved that | am anazed," he said, crouching so
that his handsome face was nore nearly on a level with mne. "As to your
continuing need for a healer, that remains to be seen. | will first know how
you truly fare, and then the decision will be made. Put the fur aside so that
| may exam ne you."

There was a deep sense of quiet and calmin himthat | could feel even with ny
shield closed, and his blue eyes reflected that for all the world to see. He
was big and blond as were nost Rinmlian males and he wore a dark bl ue haddin,
but above it he had on a long, wi de-sleeved, open-fronted gray robe, and there
was no sword belted around his waist. In cal mconsideration there was nothing
about himat all alarmng, but for some conpletely undefined reason | stil

felt vaguely uneasy.

"Perhaps you m sunderstand,"” | said, trying hard not to be insulting. "You
have ny thanks for having aided ne when | required it, yet | no |onger require
such aid. |, too, have sone neasure of healing ability, and prefer now to see
to nyself."

"For what reason does ny presence disturb you?" he asked, just as though I'd
spoken my feelings aloud, his calmquiet untouched and undi sturbed. "There is
atrenbling | feel deep within you, one which was not present when first |
tended you, one which has naught to do with the marking of your body. The
trenbling is a recognition of sorts, | believe, yet not of nyself. Whom do you
see when you | ook upon ne, treda?"

"I see no one," | answered i medi ately, too deeply upset to resent being
called, "girl child,"” trying to hide the fact that | was lying. He did rem nd
me of soneone, sonmeone | couldn't dredge up frommy nmenmory, but soneone | al so
couldn't forget.

"You shoul d not have exerted yourself so far, treda," he said, raising one big
hand to smooth ny hair, his eyes unnmoving fromny face. "Your |ovely cheeks
have pal ed, and the trenbling has now cone to your hands. You must know wel |
enough that you have no cause to fear me. | have cone to bring healing rather
than hurt, and shall certainly do you no harm"

He smiled then, a warm encouraging smle, and suddenly | knew exactly who he
rem nded me of. | closed ny eyes as the pain and illness rose high, and w shed
| had the ability to make nyself instantly unconsci ous.

"The know edge has now returned to you," Hestin said, no doubt at all in the
statement, a conforting sense of support in his voice. "Lie back now, unti
you are able to speak of it. "

| felt his hands easing ne back onto the bed furs, and then | was lying flat

on ny tangled hair, ny eyes still closed, ny hands still tight on the fur
spread over ne. It was really too warmto be covered in furs, and the snell of
oi ntnents and salves was still nore alien than famliar; right then I was nore

honesick for Central than I could ever renmenber being. On Central ny abilities
were usually taken away from me, suppressed by conditioning, and that's what |



m ssed nore than anything el se.

"You begin to exert control over the thing," Hestin said with qui et approval,
his big hand smoothing nmy hair. "Soon you will be able to speak of it, and
once spoken of it will disturb you no | onger."

"You are mstaken," | answered in as steady a voice as | coul d nanage, opening
nmy eyes to |l ook at his face. Hestin did ook like him quite a bit, but the

di fferences were what really counted. There was no true ability for violence
in the healer, not the way there was in a warrior, but there was less of a

di fference between healer and warrior than there was between Hestin and him

"M staken in what manner?" Hestin asked, and | discovered that his cal m and
qui et patience were beginning to rub ne the wong way.

"M staken in believing that to speak of the thing will bring forgetful ness,"
sai d, shaking ny head against his hand in an effort to make himtake it away.
"When the nmenory ceases to give me pain, it then brings anger. | would

appreci ate your |eaving ne now. "
"You return to yourself so quickly," he observed, ignoring me again in favor
of what he was interested in. "Despite the hurt given your body your spirit
remai ns untouched, and reasserts itself as the need arises.”

"What you see as spirit, | see as tenper,” | told him holding his blue eyes
with no effort at all. "Should you persist in remaining here to spout

phi | osophi cal observations, that tenper will quickly rise even higher than it
currently stands. | now politely ask you to leave for a third time; should
find the need to ask again, the request will contain no politeness

what soever . "
"Terril, do not," Dallan began in upset, taking one step forward, and,
"Hestin, take care not to provoke her!" Leelan said in a matching upset, and
their individual but alnpbst identical reactions finally got through to the
heal er the way ny own efforts hadn't. He turned to | ook at them both over his
right shoulder, his brows raised in surprise and questioning, and Leel an
after a glance at Dallan, found a shrug to send back

"The girl possesses nore of the power than any | have ever seen," she
expl ai ned, soundi ng al nost apol ogetic. "I feel certain she would not harm
anot her unl ess provoked and perhaps not even then, and yet-1 also feel that
her word has not been idly given. Perhaps we would do best in I eaving her
now. "

"How strange that | feel no | east vestige of the power in her," Hestin said,
turning back to put those clear, innocent eyes on nme again. This time it was
Leel an he was ignoring, still using that sense of mystical wisdomto get his
own way, and |'d had enough of it. It |ooked |Iike everyone el se around hi m was
i npressed, but | wasn't.

This time | sinply dropped ny shield without bothering with the curtain,
automatically resisting and ignoring the | eakage fromthe Hand of Power. Doing
it while flat on ny back was fractionally easier, but only because |I still had
to pay attention in order to stay upright. Leelan drew her breath in softly,
her m nd excited and pl eased despite her nervousness; Dallan hovered with
faint disturbance, and Hestin-Hestin's eyes suddenly went w de as he stared
down at me. He wasn't in any way reading or receiving me and | couldn't really
tell what he was doing, but in sone way he was even nore conpl etely aware of
my abilities than Leel an.



"Are you able to feel some vestige now?" | asked, still |ooking up at him "To
fail to display a sword is not to inply lack of sword skill."

"Now | am not al one in spouting phil osophical observations,” he said,
exercising that pretty snmile again. "You do i ndeed possess a power beyond any
| have ever sensed, treda, yet does such a power not preclude the need to be
tended. You have done nuch toward healing yourself, yet is there only so nmuch
one may do for oneself. | would see what remains to be done."

H s blue eyes were no | onger wi de, and suddenly | becane very nuch aware of
the mi nd behind those eyes-which al nost caused ne to gasp. As quiet and calm
as Hestin was on the outside, that's how hard and unbendi ng he was w thin him
a man whose m nd absolutely refused to take no for an answer. Wen it cane to
tending the sick or hurt, he obviously considered hinself the only one capabl e
of doing it right, and that was a burden he enjoyed carrying. H s easygoing
outer manner seenmed to be a buffer between his rigid and unconprom sing inner
self and the people he had to tend, sonething that let himdo what he had to
wi t hout adding to the bruises his patient mght have. H's nental set was pure
Rimlian nale, even nore intense than Tammad's, and | hated to think what I'd
have to do to stop himor change his m nd

"You were not raised in Vediaster," | said, knowing it for a fact. H's mnd
was unaffected by mine, but unfortunately the reverse wasn't working out as
wel I .

"No, | was not raised in Vediaster," he agreed, the quiet of his voice an odd
contrast to what | was getting fromhis thoughts. "My first home was far from
here, yet a heal er goes where he nust, where he feels hinself needed. This

city is now ny hone, and those within it ny responsibility. Lie still, treda."

H s big hands went to the fur covering me to toss it aside, and no natter how
strong the power | was the possessor of, there was nothing | could do to stop
him No matter how much | hated the idea |I'd been taught to obey |'lendaa on
that world, and Leel an had been absolutely right: |'lenda and w wenda cane
fromw thin, independent of the presence or absence of sword skill.

"Do not squirm about so," Hestin said absently, his hands and attention on ny
right side. "To be seen unclothed by others is an i nadequate cause for shane,
treda, nmost especially for one such as you. Your body nust surely give your
memabrak a great deal of pleasure. Turn now to your belly."

| turned over as directed, but mainly to hide the hot flush I could feel in ny
cheeks. H's words had brought the humin Dallan's nind to ny attention, which
in turn pointed up the distracted but very definite humthat was Hestin's. To
take my mind off that |I tried to foll ow what was occupyi ng the heal er so
conpletely, and ran smack into sonmething |'d never seen before.

The pain control that | was capabl e of worked exclusively on the m nd where,
after all, pain is recognized and therefore felt. Hestin, on the other hand,
concentrated only on the body, the place where the actual danmage was, and did
nothing in the way of easing pain or acconplishing healing. What he seened to
be doi ng was gauging the actual hurt, seeing how deep it went, and checking on
whet her or not natural healing had al ready begun. He didn't have to guess
about what was wrong with sonebody, sonmehow he knew beyond all doubt, but how
it worked was sonething | had no idea of. He had a physical sensing ability
rather than a nmental one, and | wondered if all healers on that world had the
sane.

"Rermain as you are, treda, for you must now be salved," Hestin said,
apparently finished with the exam nation. It hadn't taken himlong, that was



for sure, but getting the salve put on wasn't nearly as easy and painl ess. By
the tine he got around to the front of me | had other things to think about
besi des who mi ght be watching, and it took the actual sight of Leelan's drawn
face to remenber | hadn't closed ny shield again. She didn't seemto
understand that she was picking up nmy pain on her own rather than catching an
accidental |eakage, and | knew |I'd have to talk to her about that once I'd had
some rest. In the interiml let the shield formagain, and tried to ignore the
sweat on ny forehead.

"And now, treda, we nust speak, you and |," Hestin said after another mnute,
putting the salve aside and replacing the cover he'd thrown off ne. "You have
a great power, greater than any | have ever sensed, yet are you no nore
capabl e of true healing with your power than I amw th m ne. Should you
continue on as you have been doing, you may well fail to survive."

Getting the salve put on was the painful part, but once it was on it took care
of the pain as well as accelerated healing. By that time | was able to | ook at
hi m agai n, where he crouched to the right of ny bed.

"I amscarcely so badly hurt that | need fear for ny life," | said, glad
couldn't touch his mnd any |longer. "The mistreatment | was given was pai nful
yet not permanently damagi ng."

"A small hurt, inproperly cared for, may easily becone a | arge one," he said,
and now he was | ooking nore stern than patient. "You have thrown off a good
deal of the pain fromyour awareness, yet the cause of that pain remains
unchanged, the hurt remains unheal ed. You nove about with no nore than snall
difficulty because you have put the pain fromyou, not because you have begun
to regain your health. Should you continue pushing yourself so, the wounds
will worsen rather than heal ."

"I have not the tinme it would take to regain ny full health,” | told the
har dened bl ue eyes staring down at me, understandi ng exactly what he was
sayi ng but not giving a damm. "The longer | spend awaiting nmy own health, the

less of it will be left to one who |lies el sewhere. Sooner than lose himl wll
spend ny own life, happily and w thout concern. Should | succeed in freeing
hi m and nyself surviving, there will then be anple tine for rest."

"You are conpletely determ ned," he said, nore observation than criticism and
then those blue eyes turned gentle again. "There are indeed certain things
worth far nmore than life, and a man must be a fool not to acknow edge this. |
hopefully not a fool, shall not attenpt to shake your determ nation, yet are
there other matters | shall not be denied in. For the time you remain under ny
care you will obey nme conmpletely, and then, perhaps, there will be one who
survives to rest."”

He finally straightened out of his crouch then, trailed by the stares of
Dal | an and Leelan as he wal ked to the food tray |I'd abandoned; although Dall an
didn't seemvery happy, | couldn't tell whether Leel an was upset or anused.

"She means to return to the palace during the next darkness, Hestin," the big

worman from Vedi aster said as she watched the heal er com ng back toward me with
a bow. "Do you agree with that decision as well?"

"W shall see," he answered, stirring around whatever was in the bow before
hel ping ne sit and beginning to feed ne with the scoop. "Likely I shall not

permt it, but we shall see.™

My nouth was too full of the finely chopped fish stew to put nmy own conments
into the running, but that didn't really bother ne. Wien it was time to go



woul d go, no matter anyone else's opinions to the contrary.

Hestin fed me nost of the fish stew, insisted | take a little nore of the
bread, then brought over a cup of the sane yell ow pudding |I hadn't been able
to eat that afternoon. | really had no desire for the pudding but | got half
of it shoveled into ne anyway, in the process discovering |I'd been right about
its being al most pure sugar. About then | also discovered | couldn't sit up
any |longer, and | nust have been out even before Hestin eased ne flat.

| felt as though I'd been sleeping for sone tine before the soft voice pulled
me out of it, and it didn't pull me out all the way. It was al nost |ike being
awake and asleep at the sane tine, and that was just what the voice was

sayi ng.

"You wi Il awaken no nore than is necessary to speak with me, treda,"” it said,
totally undemandi ng yet totally undeniable. "Do you understand what | say?"

"I understand," | agreed at once, turning toward the voice w thout opening ny
eyes. There was a big, hard nmal e body acconpanying the voice just as | knew
there would be, and | inmmedi ately began snuggling up to it.

"I amnot the one you believe me to be, treda," the voice said as a hand
stroked ny hair, faint amusenent coloring its tone. "I have come for no nore
than the answers | seek. Tell ne of the one brought to your thoughts by the
sight of the healer."

The voice was undeniable, but | didn't want to tell it what it had asked ne. |
suddenly felt very unconfortable in the furs and tried to turn away fromthe
voice, but an armdidn't let me. It held me up against the big, hard body,
maki ng sure | stayed on ny left side, holding me still for the hand that
continued to stroke mmy hair.

"You need not be reluctant to speak of it, little one," the voice pursued,
under st andi ng and conpassion filling it conpletely. "I am already aware that
you were given to nmen for their use, and that the use was far from pl easant.
Tell me of the one whose nenory brought you such pain that | was able to know
of it w thout touching you."

"He was my master," | whispered, reaching for ny throat to find what had once
been there-but no | onger was. "He was in truth but one of ny masters, and yet
he made hinself the | eader where | was concerned."

"And he gave you hurt because he was your master?" the voi ce asked, speaking
gently despite the hidden edge. "He found pl easure in doing you so?"

"He found pleasure in attenpting to give ne pleasure, yet he knew not what he
did," | answered, seeing again, behind closed eyelids, that beautiful, eager
face. "He knew nothing of the strength of his passion, of the pain and
frustration which was given ne by his vigor. He was a child, and thought | had
pl easure from himand the others. He-directed and taught the ones who desired
ne."

"Directed and taught-! \Wat nanner of men were these?" Now the voi ce sounded
confused, as confused as | had been, but confusion no | onger bothered ne.

"They were slaves and likely born so," |I said, again feeling that terrible
pain. "Born and raised to be no other thing than i nnocents, to be denied al
know edge and mi ght have- beens. They each of them held me down to use ne, yet
did | feel that it was | who stole innocence, | who soiled the purity of
souls. Their minds, their thoughts-lI could not bear it and yet | was made to



bear it, to feel the pitiful efforts of those who will never be whole. They
gave me pain, thinking they gave pleasure-and | knew and coul d not speak of
it-they were forever |ost and cannot be saved- Please cone back to ne, Tammad!
Pl ease hold ne, sadendrak!"

"I will hold you," the voi ce whispered, so unsteady that | heard its
raggedness even above my sobbing. It hurt so nuch to know that that mi ght have
been done to anyone, even ny beloved or the flesh of ny flesh, and the arns

hol ding ne tight were my only brace agai nst being overwhel med. | do not
despi se sl aves, ny bel oved had once said, | nerely despise those who nake
slaves. |, too, hated those who made sl aves, hated them and wanted to see them

dead. My sobbing continued for a short while, the pain nost clearly shared by
anot her, and then the voice told me to sleep, which I had no difficulty in
doi ng.

Chapter 11

The norning |ight was gray rather than gol den, and seened to be waiting for ne
as an audi ence. My eyes couldn't have been open for nore than two ninutes
before the sound of rain came, heavy at first and then settling down into the
steady mold of an all-day affair-and all night. | cursed under ny breath in

t hree | anguages, hardly | ooking forward to getting to the pal ace dripping wet
and covered with nud to the knees. But then |I realized it was a pal ace

dom nated by wonen that | was going to, and pictured the guard wonen standing
along the corridors yelling at ne for not w ping ny feet, rather than
attacking. The absurdity made nme feel just a little better, enough so that |
was able to think about getting up and taking a | ook out the wi ndow. There was
hardly likely to be much to see, but anything was better than nmore of sinply
lying in those furs. | sat up thinking about trying to stretch gently and
carefully, and that was when the door to nmy room opened.

"Go no farther, treda," Hestin the healer said as he entered, carrying a tray,
the words an order despite the cal mquiet of his tone. "You shall indeed |eave
your furs today, yet not till | have said you mght."

| watched himwal k over and put the tray down next to the bed instead of
giving it to me, and all the annoyance and inpatience | felt toward the
weat her suddenly had a new focus.

"And what if | should choose not to await your perm ssion?" | asked as he
gathered up pillows fromthe carpet fur, his intentions obvious. "I am curious
to know of the manner in which you would force ne to your will."

"You will obey ne w thout the need for force," he answered, calmy setting the
pillows on nmy bed so that I mght |ean on them "You wore the bands of a man,
did you not? The obedi ence your memabrak taught you will for now be given to
me. Settle yourself anong the cushions, and | will feed you. "

"I would prefer to feed nyself," | said, not quite through ny teeth, watching
the way he barely even glanced at me. "I amnot a child, and dislike being
treated as one."

"You are a wenda, and will do as you are bidden to do," he said, his tone so
matter-of-fact that it al nost seemed reasonabl e. He was crouching near the
tray and beginning to reach for a bow, but as far as | was concerned he'd
al ready reached the |ast straw

Once, when |'d wanted to get Dallan away fromnme without |etting himknow



was doi ng anything, |1'd brushed himw th a nervous reaction, one that caused
overw ought people to think they needed to relieve thensel ves. Just then |
didn't nuch care if Hestin discovered what | was doing, but |I decided to see
how l ong | coul d keep himgoing, so to speak, before he figured it out. |
couldn't open ny shield w thout warning himthat | was up to sonething, but
I'd worked around ny shield before and really did need the practice.

It had taken a matter of seconds to nmake the decision, and once made | didn't
simply brush the man the way | had with Dallan. | reached around ny shield and
sent Hestin the conviction that he had to relieve hinself, |eaving his own
mnd to supply a reason for the feeling. H s hand had just touched a bow on
the tray, but that bow never got picked up. H s hesitation was so brief that
it was practically nonexistent, and then he was straightening fromhis crouch

"I must excuse nyself for a noment, treda," he said, |ooking like a man with
nmuscl es clenched tight. "I will return in no nore than a short while."

| suppose running woul d have been too undignified for him but that doesn't
mean he didn't hurry as fast as possible. As soon as the door closed on him
and his strangely uneven gait, | grinned, then reached down for the bow he
hadn't managed to pick up and made mnysel f confortabl e agai nst the cushi ons.

The bowl held ny old friend the thick, sweet, grainy mxture I'd first had in
Tammad' s house, and | nanaged to eat about a third of it before the door
opened again. | thought it was Hestin com ng back, but the figure that entered
was Dal | an.

"I's Leelan the sole person in this house who has been taught to knock?"
comment ed as he cl osed the door and cane closer. | had decided that taking
Hestin on was just practice for what | would have to do that night, so | could
| ook at starting up with Dallan in the same way. Dallan, however, didn't seem
to be in the nood to take of fense.
"It was not ny intention to intrude," he said as he seated hinself anong the
remai ni ng cushi ons on the carpet fur, sounding as though he was intent on

somet hi ng other than the words he was speaking. "I thought perhaps you m ght
still be asleep, and had no wi sh to waken you unnecessarily."
"Unnecessarily," | repeated, wondering what was bothering him "And now t hat

you find I need not be awakened, you wish to speak with ne."

"Indeed,"” he said with a nod, finally raising his eyes to ny face. "It has
cone to me that it mght perhaps be best if | were to tell you why | have no
wi sh for us to attenpt the pal ace this darkness. Wen | became convinced t hat
you three were taken and not nerely delayed, | sought out a merchant from
Gerleth | had seen here when first we arrived. The man knew nme as | knew him
and agreed without hesitation to ride with all haste to my father and tell him
of what had occurred. In no nore than a short while we will have |'lendaa to
acconpany us, therefore would it be foolish to nake the attenpt alone."

"I'n no nore than a short while," | said, returning the half-distracted | ook
was getting. "And what might be left of Tarmad to be rescued, after that short
whi | e? Shoul d Roodar and the Chama find thensel ves under attack by |'l endaa,
will they not deemit wiser to rid thenselves of enbarrassing captives, Cinnan
and Aesnil included? O perhaps they will slay those captives out of spite,
should it seemto themthat the palace is about to fall. Do you truly think it

best that we wait, Dallan?"

"No," he grow ed, sounding nearly out of control, rising quickly to his feet
again to pace around the small dimroom "To attack alone is likely to cost



our lives, yet in honor we may do nothing else. O perhaps | should say, |
must do nothing else. You need not acconmpany ne and shall not."

"And in what way do you mean to best the Hand of Power without ny presence?"
asked, going back to my thick whatever without feeling insulted. Dallan was
talking just to hear hinmself talk, and we both knew it. "Leelan has told us
both of that, has she not?"

"Leel an,"” he grow ed again, staring out the wi ndow at the pouring rain, right

hand on the wall, left hand on sword hilt. "Never, in all the days of nmy life,
have | ever come across one such as she. She has refused to wear ny bands,
Terril, refused even to discuss the matter! Each darkness she comes to ny furs
and ny arms, knowi ng nme unable to refuse her, and yet she will not have ny
bands. "

"I have never before heard of a wenda being allowed to refuse a |I'lenda," |

ventured, aching for the pain | knew was in him Dallan had al ways seened to
prefer very free wonen, the freer the wonan, the nore he was interested.
Leel an was obviously irresistible to him but apparently she didn't see it the
same way.

"Leelan is a warrior, and cannot be done as an ordinary wenda," he said, his
voi ce thick with disgust. "Wen first | brought ny bands out, neaning to cl ose
them on her, she inforned me that if | attenpted to do her so she woul d be
honor -bound to face me over bared bl ades. Some custom of this accursed place
forbids her banding, yet even this she refused to speak of. Her heart is mne
even as mine is hers, this | know beyond all possible doubt, and yet she
continues to refuse ne."

"Can there be another?" | asked, hesitant to bring the point up but deciding
it was better said straight out. "She spoke to me once of the customin which
w wendaa band their nmen. Can it be she has put her bands on soneone, and
cannot honorably recl ai mthen"

"There are no others, even such as that," he said, turning his head to give ne
a look that said to stop talking dirty. "She has assured nme that no ot her
stands higher in her eyes, and yet she will not have nme. Should there be a
child as the result of our coupling, she has said, she will send the child to
me as is proper, and yet- My mind goes to other things as well. "

Li ke wanting to spend the rest of your life with her, | thought, sharing every
bit of his bewildered hurt. He was staring out the wi ndow again, as gray and
wr et ched as the dark, rainy day, and | wi shed | could think of sonmething to
hel p him

"I't nmakes no matter to her that you are a prince of Gerleth?" | asked, just to
be saying something while ny m nd cast usel essly about, and then that suddenly
became a dammed good possibility. "Dallan, perhaps that is the reason for her
refusal. Her |ove of Vediaster is nore than great, and she cannot bear the

t hought of leaving it forever. Were you not a prince of Gerleth, you m ght

wel | have remained with her here. "

"It cannot be," he said, shaking his head agai nst sonething he'd already

t hought of and di scarded. "Leel an knows naught of nme save that Gerleth is ny
hone, nor has she attenpted to suggest that | remain with her. She has given
me her heart and her body, yet her soul she seens honor-bound to retain.”

| opened my nmouth to say that that didn't make any sense, but just then the
door was al so opened-by Hestin. He wal ked in and saw Dallan as Dall an turned
to look at him nodded politely, then brought hinself over to ne.



"It seens scarcely likely that | will permt your departure this darkness," he
sai d, crouching down and reaching for the bowl t held. "Already the streets
are turning to nud, and the air has taken on a chill. To court illness would
be an unnecessary foolishness."

"Ch, absolutely unnecessary," | agreed, reaching around my shield again, this
time with part of an extrenme fear reaction. It's possible for sonme people to
becorme so frightened that they |ose control of their bowels and bl adder, and
it was this loss of control that | touched Hestin with. Not all of it, of
course, only the urge toward the reaction, but the abrupt expression on his
face told me that that was enough. He pulled his hand back and straightened in
a single notion, turned away without a word, and this tinme broke into a
hobbl i ng run before disappearing. Dallan stared after himin surprise, but
when he turned back to | ook at me the surprise was gone.

"And what would occur if | were to speak to Tammad of this once we have

rel eased hin?" he asked, folding his arms across his chest in an effort to

| ook stern. He obviously knew |'d done sonmething to Hestin, and wasn't about
to waste his breath sinply with accusations. | suddenly felt the definite urge
to squirmwhere | sat, and that despite the perfectly good out | had.

"You may speak to Tammad of whatever you wish," | said, leaning forward to
repl ace the bow on the tray. "It was he who inforned me that | nust decide
for nmyself when ny ability is to be exercised. | nerely felt the need for a

smal | anmpbunt of exercise."”

"Wenda, he has only your well-being in nmind," Dallan said, clearly referring
to Hestin, the anmusenent in his eyes appearing faintly on his face. "To cause
himdifficulty for his concern would not be honorable."

"I cause himonly small difficulty,”" |I nuttered, feeling nore than ever like a
child caught being naughty, paying a lot of attention to adjusting the cover
fur on me. "He knows well enough that | shall do as | nust, yet persists in
attenpting to direct ne. Where lies the honor in that course?"

"We all of us do as we nust," he said, suddenly crouching beside the bed to
take my chin in his hand and raise ny face. "It is a man's solem duty to care
for the woman of another in that other's absence, to see to her safety and
wel | bei ng even should she wish it otherw se. That Hestin denands your

obedi ence is right and proper, honorable as |eaving you to your own devices
woul d not be. You cannot fault himfor his treatnent of you."

"Can | not?" | snapped, pushing his big hand away fromne with the quick
outrage | felt. "And who sees to Leel an when she wishes it otherw se? Wio is
t here whom she must obey? She is female just as | am for what reason is she
all owed freedomthe while I am not?"

"Leelan is W wenda," he said with a sigh, his blue eyes trying not to show
that patience-with-a-child |ook. "You, sister, are one of those who are not,
you are one who requires the protection and direction of a man. Although the
bands were taken, you remain a banded wenda, one who nust obey in all things.
It was not Hestin who banded you, yet nust you obey himas well."

| was just about to tell himexactly how obedient | intended being toward
everyone in sight, when once again the door opening stole ny opportunity. This
time it was Leel an who cane in, but she wasn't al one. The peopl e behind her
formed a good-sized crowd, adding to ny sudden feeling that the small room had
recently been declared a transport departure area. Her face took on a very
brief but very peculiar expression when she saw Dal |l an crouched near ny bed



but by the tine he'd straightened and turned, it was gone.

"Forgive the intrusion, Terril, yet there are matters whi ch nust be discussed
bet ween us," she said, not even glancing again at Dallan. "There are those who
have cone to nake your acquai ntance, and they, too, have words to be spoken."

"Perhaps it would be best if | were to | eave, then," Dallan said, |ooking at
the group behind Leelan to find that it was strictly female. "Often a man is
out of his depth in discussions such as these."

"W have often found it so," an older woman in the group agreed with a
downright jolly smle, stopping to Leelan's right. Mdst of the other wonen
were chuckling or grinning and even Leel an seened anused, so Dallan | ost no
time in bowing to them and then making his break. Once the door had been

cl osed behind him though, all the anusenment di sappeared.

"This is the one you spoke of, Leelan?" another wonman asked ny hostess, a
worman as young as Leel an herself. Her feet were bare of probably nuddy
sandal s, but her sword was firmy belted over the blue shirt and breeches she
wore, and her frown of disapproval was set |ike granite. "Although rather

di shevel ed, she would far nore easily be seen as a rella wenda."

"To purposely provoke one of unknown abilities is scarcely wise, Siitil,"
Leel an answered i medi ately, surely aware of the way | had stiffened at the
ot her woman's words. After what Dallan had said | was about as far from
feeling charitable as you can get, and hearing that the one called Siitil had
poked at nme deliberately didn't do a thing to inprove friendly relations.

"Perhaps we would do best to first make the girl's acquai ntance," the ol der
worman to Leelan's right put in, her tone nore firmthan conciliatory as she

| ooked at the younger Siitil. She wasn't old by any stretch of the

i magi nati on, just older, and wore her own swordbelt over dark green breeches
and shirt. She was snaller than nost of the others despite the fact that she
was one of the few who still had sandals on, and her |ong blond hair was just
begi nning to be touched with gray.

"Wth what are we to becone acquai nted, Deegor?" Siitil cane back i mediately,
her eyes on nme rather than on the woman she spoke to. "W were told there was
one of power in our mdst, one who was capabl e of besting Farian. Is it

di sappoi nt mrent you woul d becone better acquainted with?"

"Wwuld | have called you all here had | not been certain, Siitil?" Leelan said
with a touch of exasperation, her voice now nore conmrandi ng than friendly, her

eyes on the worman who continued to stare at nme. "First you will do as Deegor
suggests and becone acquainted with Terril, and then you will be shown what |
have seen."

"Perhaps it is Terril who has no wish to becone acquainted with Siitil," |
sai d before anyone else could put their oar in, reaching down to the tray for
the goblet of juice | hadn't yet tasted. "it pains me to be an ungracious
guest, Leelan, yet do | ask you to take these others and go."

"Siitil means you no personal insult, girl," the woman Deegor said as she
stepped cl oser, taking over for a Leelan who seemed to have run out of what to
say. "She and Leel an have had a conparable | oss, yet does Siitil have |ess of
a grip upon her grief. She burns to avenge those who took the lives of her

not her and father, and hoped to find the means in you. As she is unable to see
that you choose to show us nothing of ability, she is understandably bitter."

"Deegor, you say she chooses to show no ability?" Siitil pounced inmediately,



her rather plain face brightening with hope. "Your ability is greater than
m ne; what do you see?"

"I see a denial such as Farian is capable of, yet of a conpletely different
construction," Deegor answered, her eyes sonmewhat narrowed and faintly

unf ocused. "She is undeniably one with power, yet how great a power | am
unable to say."

"Have you truly the power, girl?" Siitil demanded, her stare turned bl azing as
it cane back to ne, her left hand tightened white around her sword hilt.
"Shoul d you have fully enough to decisively best Farian, | swear | wll be one
of those who cuts down the operating Hand of Power, though ny life or reason
will be lost in the doing! They will not be allowed to do you harm and when
you have bested Farian ny blood will have been avenged! Now do | ask you in

t he nane of decency: show us your power!"

In the name of decency. | sat sipping ny juice as the young wonan just stood
there and waited, the burning inside her so bright | could see it with ny eyes
alone. | had nore than hal f expected her to apol ogi ze when she heard | wasn't
a null after all, but that didn't seemto be in her nature. \Wat she'd done

i nstead was swear to give up her life or sanity for me, if only I saw to her
vengeance after she no longer could. | knew | was getting in rmuch deeper than
| could possibly handle, and for a brief nmonent | felt a clenching of fear

"Wthdraw your sensing," | told her, suddenly feeling very tired. "You will
not need to strain to know ny power."

"How are you able to know I-" she began, confusion making her | ook even
younger, but Leelan's hand on her arm ended the words. Half of the wonen there
seened to press closer while the other half drew back, and then there was a
shared gasp in a small nunber of voices to mark the |owering of ny shield.

"I knew you strained, for | was able to feel the touch of your mnd on
nmy-denial," | explained, now able to spot the other touches I'd felt. Aside
fromSiitil and Deegor, there was another wonan about Deegor's age but
stronger of nmental ability, standing at the back of the crowd where | couldn't
see her. Hers was the third active mnd and Leelan's the fourth, and everyone
el se was wat chi ng those four

"By the nmother of us all,” Siitil breathed, staring at ne nowin an entirely
di fferent way, her expression close to one of shock. "The power-1 cannot
enconpass it all!l™

"Nor |," said Deegor, her face pale although her mnd was calm "For what
reason do you keep such strength behind a wall of denial, girl? Do you
consider it unfitting for one such as you to share her mnd with those about
her ?"

"I consider it unfitting to fall ill fromthe | eakage of the Hand of Power," |
said, very briefly wondering what it would be |like to associate on a regul ar
basis with others of ny kind. The thought was so unrealistic | couldn't even
imagine it, and didn't have the tine to spend on daydreans. "For what reason
have you not chall enged Farian?" | asked w thout nore than an instant's pause.
"You or the fourth of your group? You each of you have a good deal of
strength, and m ght well have had the best of her."

"Are we to spend the lives of those who follow us on “m ght-well-haves'?"
Deegor asked with a faint smle, glancing back at the nonmentary anusenent of

t he wonman hi dden behi nd everyone else. | ama w wenda and m ght well have
risked it, yet ny sister is not and she is the stronger. To be unable to raise



sword beside those who follow you is a heavy burden, for it is nore likely
their lives which will be lost."

"A consideration which Farian was untroubled by," the fourth woman said,
comng forward fromthe back to stand besi de Deegor. "She, too, is naught of a
w wenda, yet generously spent the lives of those about her wi thout a second

t hought when she took the place of Chama. | am Relgon, Terril, and | offer
conmi seration for your sensitivity. The-I|eakage-fromthe Hand of Power touches
me but lightly, far too faintly to affect me as it does you."

Her face smiled and her m nd gave me welcone, and | had to smile in return
when | saw that she and Deegor were identical twins. They'd kept apart as a
sort of test, | saw, to find out if | could detect her presence w thout
getting a clue fromseeing her. That was before they'd felt ny mnd, of
course, and understood that nothing short of a shield could have kept nme from
knowi ng about them

There were ten wonen in the room six of them ol der and four younger, and al
of their mnds were filled with excitement and happi ness and eagerness. Wen
Rel gon fini shed speaking the rest of themstarted, nost addressing and
congratul ating Leelan, who fairly glowed. They weren't really |oud and
certainly weren't boisterous, but suddenly Hestin was back, and you coul dn't
tell that from his reaction.

"Why have you all cone here without first speaking to me?" he asked in his

cal mway as he stopped between ne and ny visitors, his eyes probably just as
calm absolutely nothing like his mnd. Inside he was outraged and annoyed,
and | saw Deegor and Rel gon wi ncing and sighing together. "This treda has been
badly hurt, and now requires rest and care. "

"Hestin, this treda is able to speak for herself,” | said to his back, feeling
nore than annoyed nyself. "Wen | amweary and wish themto go, | will say
so. "

"Such a decision is not yours, girl," he told me over his shoulder, letting ne
see that his eyes really were as calmand easy as his tone. "You will eat
considerably nmore fromthe tray | brought earlier, and then you will sleep."

Hestin didn't seemto hear the four gasps nerged into one at the way ny tenper
flared, but that was because he was being deliberately insensitive. He refused
to hear anything that would interfere with his precious healing, but he
couldn't say he hadn't been given the choice. Wthout even stopping to think
about it, | touched hima third tine.

Have you ever, for one reason or another, gone w thout food for a period of
time? After a while it isn't so bad, but the first day is unbelievably hard.
Once the hunger pangs get going, all you can think about is food and eati ng.
Vi sions of the best neals you' ve ever had rise up to haunt you, and you can
actually see themand snell themand taste them Nothing you do distracts you
from knowi ng how nuch you' re m ssing and how rmuch you want it, and it doesn't
take |1 ong before you know you're about to starve to death. That's Hunger with
a capital H and that's what | gave to Hestin.

The big man hesitated when he felt ny projection, not really understandi ng why
he was suddenly starving, and made a sincere attenpt to quiet the need and
brush it aside. If the feeling had been natural he woul d have made it, but he
didn't stand much of a chance against the power of a Prine. Pure physica
hunger grabbed himby the throat and stonmach and shook him but he really was
a very strong man. |Instead of attacking my tray and swallowing it down whol e,
he sinply ran out, heading for the kitchen. As soon as he was out of hearing



range, Deegor, Relgon and Siitil burst out |aughing together

"Ah, poor Hestin," Relgon comm serated as the other two continued to | augh
her own anusenent very much evident. "Fortunately for us all, Terril, even
anger and outrage fail to bring you true cruelty. Although perhaps the heal er
woul d not agree.”

"What was done to hinP" Leelan asked, having felt the surge of power w thout
being able to interpret it. "Was he harnmed?"

"Not nearly as badly as a woman in his place would have been," Deegor said,
still chuckling. "He was nade to feel a great, overwhelning desire to consune
all things edible in this house, and will be quite a while at making the
attenpt. He shoul d not have given Terril such insult.”

"The fault was not entirely his," Siitil said, nomentarily softened by the
seldomfelt |aughter and enjoynent she'd just experienced. "He is a nman, and
men turn inexplicably strange when in the presence of a wenda such as Terril.
H s desire to have her obey himwas of such a strength that even | nearly took
insult."”

"The power of her is not only to be found in her mnd," Deegor put in,

gl anci ng around at her sister in anmusenment. "Also does the lack of a visible
weapon affect nen, as Relgon and | |earned in our youth. There are few who are
able to tell us apart, yet was she far nore often sought after than I. In
curiosity we strove to understand, and found that when she donned t he weapon
and | did not, it was | who stirred the interest. Men, it seens, have a great
need to protect the hel pless."

"And what nore hel pl ess sight than a badly used wenda abed,"” | said, finally
under st andi ng why | was having so nuch trouble. "Leelan, | will be greatly in
your debt if you are able to provide me with a bath and sonme clothing. | have

had enough of this |lying about."

"Terril, Hestin has said that you are not yet healed," Leelan protested with a
frown, her mind worried. "To | eave your bed now woul d be foolish and
dangerous. "

"And to remain in it would be even nore foolish,” | countered, not about to be
tal ked out of getting up. "Once before |I was hurt in such a way, yet found
nmysel f quickly able to return to noving about. Hestin's fears for ny safety
have affected his judgnment, and therefore nust his opinions be ignored. WII
you assi st me?"

She hesitated a very long tine, her mnd flashing this way and that while

wei ghi ng everything involved, but there were too many reasons agai nst her
refusing. Three other minds and six pairs of eyes watched her juggle, and then
she sighed and nodded sl owy.

"Very well," she grudged, not terribly happy about it but seeing no other way
out. "You shall have your bath and cl ot hi ng-provi ded you are able to finish

t he neal which was brought you. Lack of appetite indicates illness which may
not be ignored."”

"Wth the prospect of bathing and dressing before ne, | will happily finish
the neal ," | agreed, neaning every word. Sitting around doing nothing isn't
designed to rouse the appetite, and that was another reason why | had to get

up.

Once we cane to an understandi ng, everything began noving quickly. Leelan took



t he other wonen to another part of the house, and she hadn't been out the door
five mnutes when two wonmen who were clearly servants carried in a big, wooden
tub. Under normal circunstances | woul d have bathed in the kitchen, but with
Hestin in there still stuffing his face, an alternate |ocation was nuch nore
politic. I finished everything on ny tray while the water was being brought

i n-everything but another serving of that thick, yellow too-swet custard-and
then joined the water in the tub

It felt so good to be on the way to being clean again that | had no trouble

i gnoring ny aches, and had to be careful not to broadcast ny pleasure. | sat
cross-legged in the narrow, round tub, the water up to ny breasts, ny arns
resting on the outside rim nmny head back, ny eyes closed. Al the problens in
the universe lose their inportance and urgency in the presence of a warm bath,
which is why neetings of state are held in formal board roons around tables.
If they all stripped down and nade thensel ves confortable, there would

pr obably never be war again.

Much as | would have liked to take forever | didn't have the tine, so after
just a few m nutes of soaking | washed ny body and hair and then got out to
dry. One of the serving wonen was there to help nme, and she flinched inwardly
when she saw ny right side. More often than not the tail of Roodar's whip had
caught ne there, and the bruise was wi de and colorful. For my own part |
ignored it as best | could, and went to get into my new cl ot hes.

Seeing the two serving wonen wearing i madd and cal di nn but no bands-led nme to
expect sonething famliar in the way of wearables, but what had been laid out
on nmy bed was an outfit |like the ones ny visitors had been in, breeches and
shirt in light blue, with a pair of sandals on the carpet fur. For sonme reason
| didn't much care for the clothing, enough so that | hesitated in front of

it, but then | realized how much nore practical it was, especially in the
rain. I was going to need every bit of help | could get that night, and that
was the only thing to be consi dered.

CGetting dressed wasn't particularly involved, and the knots came out of ny
hair with | ess brushing than I thought it would take, so it wasn't |ong before
I was being | ed through the house to where the other wonmen were waiting.
Wearing breeches instead of a skirt-even breeches that were tight and rather a
good fit-felt odd, but ny attention was distracted fromthat by the house

was bei ng conducted through. By everything | saw, Leelan had done rather well
for herself, with a large, well-made and well-furni shed house filled with nore
than just the two servants |I'd seen. The walls, floors, and ceilings were wood
and stone, dark, light, and gray, with enough touches of color fromdrapes and
such to bring the color level up fromsonber to confortable. It was clearly a
worman' s house without being in the least frilly, but one part of it was
faintly enbarrassing. Leelan had nale servants as well as fenmale, and when
found nyself checking them for bands, | blushed with enbarrassnent and riveted
nmy eyes to the womran | was following. | hadn't found any bands, but ny

unt hi nki ng stares had produced a nunber of grins and hunms of interest.

The roomthe other wonen were waiting in was a |l arge one, with curtained
terrace wi ndows all along the back wall and a big fireplace in the wall to the
right. Afire was crackling in the hearth in conpetition with the steady
patter and pour of the rain against the windows and al so had the distinction
of being the only light source in the dim not-quite-chilly room Leelan and
her guests had made thensel ves confortable on the dark red fl oor fur anong

bl ue and purple cushions, and just about all of them were hol di ng gobl ets.
When | appeared, Leelan rose and disnissed the servant, found a goblet to hand
to ne, then led me into the mdst of still-excited and expectant m nds.

"You do seem much inproved now," she admtted as she | ooked down at nme with



half a frown, gesturing to ne to find a seat on the floor. "Your wal k and
noverments are not those of one who needs to be abed.™

"You must learn, Leelan, not to give heed to the maunderings of men," | told
her as | sat, glad she couldn't feel how achy | still was. "They have the
ability to pester the life out of those wendaa about them and for that reason
must wendaa ever ignore them"

"You have nore the sound of wwenda to you than wenda," Siitil said with a
faint smle while everyone el se chuckled, her mind still very slightly put off
by the way | |ooked. Siitil was nore confortable with plainer wonen, and if
she hadn't had a damed strong reason for staying, she would have wal ked out a
lot earlier. "W rnmust now speak of when the attack upon the palace is to be."

"My attack upon the palace will be this very darkness,"” | answered, sipping
fromnmy goblet to find that it held nothing but juice, sonething the other
goblets were not filled with. | | ooked at Leelan and di scovered that she was
already grinning at ne, her mind as firmon the point as Tammad's woul d have
been. I was up and bathed and dressed, but w ne was sonething |I'd be doing
wi t hout .

"This darkness?" Siitil echoed in disbelief, her inmediate outrage distracting
me from ny annoyance. "W could not attack this darkness even were we to begin
spreading the word this very nmonent! Those who nean to fight beside us would
be prepared, yet what of supplies to be arranged for, and healers for the

wounded, and outer patrols to be seen to? The palace will not fall till we
have entered it, and we will not find it possible to enter for quite sone
tinme."

"I mean to enter as | left it," | told her, sipping again at ny juice
"Swiftly, quietly, and without notice | shall return, free those who are being
hel d captive, and then wi thdraw again. The rain will do well in covering our
escape. "

"The rain will do well in increasing your difficulties," Leelan contradicted,

| eani ng forward where she'd put herself on the carpet fur to ny left, speaking
above the exclamations of upset fromthe others. "Atime of rainis ever a
time of increased vigilance at the palace, for in rain one does well to expect
attack. Also in rain are there a greater nunber of w wendaa about, rather than
out upon business of their own. Also, these captives will be held in the
thrall of potions; how quickly and alertly will they traverse the corridors,
avoiding all other living beings? How silently will they slip through the nud,
maki ng no sound for others to hear? How easily will you direct themall, and
wat ch for unexpected attack, and defend agai nst what attack does cone? Your
own escape was a conbination of skill and fortune, Terril; to expect such
fortune again would be the height of folly."

She sat | ooking at me with her m nd wi de open, letting ne see that she
bel i eved every word she said. The buzz of the | eakage fromthe Hand of Power
was starting to give ne a headache again, but | made no effort to replace ny
shi el d.

"What fortune fails to come, | will do without,” | told her in a voice gone
cold and unyi el ding, making sure | kept my mind fromhers. "Should you and
your followers attack the palace, there will soon be no captives to seek the
rel ease of. They hold one who nmeans nore than life to me, and I wll not
permt any to stand in the way of his freedom"

"Terril, please, we do not nmean to prevent you!" Rel gon gasped, her voice | ow
and ragged. "Please-the pain-!"



| 1 ooked away from Leelan in surprise, then gasped in shock to see what was
happening. Siitil and Deegor were coll apsed on the floor fur, crunpled and
bonel ess and | ooking as if they were dead. Rel gon was down on her back with
cl awed hands to her head, and four of the other six women were pulling at
their collars or npaning and withing, while the last two | ooked as flat and
dead as Siitil and Deegor. | snapped ny shield shut inmediately, so shaken
that nmy hands were trenbling uncontrollably, and Leel an grabbed ny shoul der
while rising to one knee.

"What has happened' ?" she denanded, fear and confusi on shaki ng her voice |ike
an earthquake. "Terril, what has happened to then®?"

"The one you mindl essly thought of as a | eader happened to them™" | told her
nunbly, feeling so sick | wanted to throw up. "You spoke of creatures as
t hough you knew them Leel an, yet you have never known a creature such as I."

| put ny goblet aside and pulled away from her hand, then got to ny feet and
hurried over to the fireplace. Behind me | could hear Leelan calling her
servants in to help, and then their exclamations of shock as soon as they
entered. It nust have | ooked |ike a massacre to them and that was exactly
what it had been. |'d been angry at Leelan while | was arguing with her, so
I'd been careful to keep my mind away to be sure not to accidentally hurt her
What |1'd forgotten was everyone else in the room all the others |I wasn't
keeping ny mind from The flaring fury I'd been feeling had | ashed straight

out at them and | hadn't even known | was doing it! | went to ny knees in
front of the fire with my arns wapped around nyself, too cold ever to be
warned again. | really was a creature, a nonster dangerous to everyone around
her, one somebody ought to kill so that normal people could be safe. | knelt
trenbling in front of the fire, hating every continuing breath | took, w shing
nmy sadendrak had al ready been freed so that someone could conme and put ne out
of my misery. | couldn't live with the burden rmuch |onger, not and continue to
stay sane, not with the way it hurt.

It took quite a while for Leelan's servants to get everyone back to

consci ousness or cal ned down, to get the spilled w ne nopped up, to stop
trying to find out what had happened. Someone had suggested calling Hestin in
to check the fallen, but Leelan had vetoed the idea and it wasn't raised
again. After a while | was caught in the hypnotic quality of the fire, staring
at it while imagining | wasn't different fromeveryone else, imagining | was
happy and | oved and really wanted somewhere. Wen the fire junped and crackl ed
into nothing but silence | didn't knowit at first, not until a gentle hand
touched nmy shoulder. | cane back to the roomwith a start, wondering if they'd
al ready cone for ne, confused because it was still too soon. Tanmad hadn't
been freed yet, but after that
"No Terril, do not stiffen so," Relgon's voice cane, as soothing as the arm
she i medi ately put around ny shoul ders. "W have none of us been harned
beyond an aching in our heads, and the fault, in any event, was not yours."

"Then surely the fault was Dallan's,” | said, looking into the fire rather
than at the woman who crouched to my left. "Perhaps it would be best if he
were sent for, so that all mght renonstrate with him"

"The |'lenda is al so innocent," she said, playing the game with a little
chuckl e. "The one who is at fault is nmy sister, and we all of us shal
certainly renmonstrate with her."

"Never before have we known a power such as yours, Terril," Deegor said from
somewher e cl ose behind nme, really sounding ashaned and guilty. "It was not ny



intention to |l ead you to believe that the refusal about your mnd was
insulting to us, so that you would fail to replace it. One does not carry a
suprenely keen sword w thout a shielding scabbard, else is one likely to cause
all manner of accidental harm and bl oodshed. Had you felt free to again cal

up your denial, we none of us would have been touched."

"And nmy | ack of the | east anmount of control neans naught, is that your
belief?" | asked, wondering why they were trying to confort nme after what I'd
done. "For others to allow | eakage fromtheir mnds is nmere |ack of

di scipline; the sane fromne is unforgivable."

"For the reason that you are so much better than others?" Leel an demanded,
suddenly appearing to ny right to | ook down at ne. "Qthers are pernitted error
whil e you are not?"

"For the reason that | am so much stronger than others,” | corrected, know ng
| deserved at the very least to be yelled at, but still finding her attitude
difficult. "At one tinme | had control of what dwelt within me, was able to
direct it as | willed, yet nowl will |eave at once, of course, so that this
cannot occur again."

| lowered nmy head and tried to figure out where | could go, where | would find
shelter fromthe rain until it got dark. | just wanted another minute in front
of the fire before | got at it, but then I noticed that the people around ne
didn't seemto be paying attention to that part of what |'d said.

"What control mght there be of strength such as hers?" Siitil asked, al nost
i n annoyance. "Even those of us without the power were affected by the thing."

"And yet, Leelan was conpletely untouched," Deegor said musingly. "And we nust
recall what was done to Hestin."

"We nust certainly recall what was done to Hestin," Relgon said fromnmny left,
where she still crouched with an arm around nme. "The heal er was conpletely
unharned from her touch, and we, who stood beyond him were no nore than aware
of what had been done. It failed to come to ne at the time, and yet-for what
reason were we not given what he was?"

"Perhaps Terril might speak answers to these questions," Leelan said, sounding
| ess angry than she had been. "Have you heard what was said, girl?"

"I heard,” | replied, taking a deep breath. |I'd answer their questions and
then I would go. "You, Leelan, were unharned by ny carel essness for the reason
that | was aware of ny anger and took care to keep it fromyou. Foolishly I
had forgotten the others, and failed to take the same care with them As for
Hestin-for what reason should any other have been affected? It was him| neant
to touch, and him alone. To touch others as well would have been-"

"Undi sci plined,"” Relgon finished softly while | groped for a word, everyone
el se standing in a heavy silence. They were reacting to what 1'd said in a way
| didn't understand, and then Siitil |aughed a short, incredul ous |augh

"She is able to direct her strength,"” the young wonman sai d, soundi ng as though
she were trying to believe sonmething too good to be true. "She is able to
touch or keep fromtouching one out of many! By the nother of us all, she has
t he power of control!"

"OF all but nyself," | said aloud, although it would have been easier keeping
something like that private. "And now | wll take ny |eave to . "



"Leave?" Leel an barked, back to being angry. "You would repay ny hospitality
by | eaving us now?"

"What would be nore fitting repaynment?" | asked in confusion, finally | ooking
up at her blazing eyes. "Am| to remain here in gratitude, and next time fel
twi ce the nunber?”

"I believe there has been enough of such talk," Relgon said briskly fromny
left, tapping my armonce before beginning to urge ne to my feet. "It occurs
to ne, Terril, that you have nost often found yourself anong those without the
power. Am | correct?"

"What has that to do with . . ." | began in even deeper confusion, rising from
nmy knees at Rel gon's urging, but she shook her head and interrupted ne.

"I have no need to hear further upon the matter of your terrible,

consci enceless failing," she said, still brisk and even a bit inpatient. "W
will all of us sit and speak in confort, as those who are grown rather than as
wai ling children. Conme this way."

She began leading nme to a place on the carpeting where clean pillow had been
put, a place closer to the fire than the original one had been. | could
understand that no one wanted to sit down again where so nmuch wi ne had been
spilled, but what | coul dn't understand was what was going on. The rest of the
worren in the group | ooked nore anused than angry or frightened, and even
Siitil seened nore inpatient than anything el se. Relgon wasn't as big as

Leel an but she was still larger than I, and | really did feel like a child
anong gr own- ups

"Sit here," Relgon ordered when we got ampong the cushions, hel ping out by
pressing me downward. "Leelan, | believe we would all do well with wine, to
repl ace what was so unfortunately |lost."

"It comes now," Leelan answered, gesturing toward the three servants who were
entering. One girl carried a tray of goblets and another two filled pitchers;
the third was a man, and he carried a single goblet and pitcher. The girls
went to the other guests who were seating thensel ves, handi ng out goblets and
filling them but the man cane directly to me. By then | knew what was in the
pitcher he carried, but was feeling too down to do nore than take the gobl et
of juice when it was given to ne.

"And now we may continue," Rel gon said when the servants had fini shed and were
| eaving the room "I have no doubt that all of you here feel as |I do, yet nust
the thing be said aloud for Terril's sake. What occurred here a few nonents
earlier, the pain and disconfort we were given-this occurred for the reason
that Terril wished us ill, did it not?"

"Certainly not!" one of the wonen said at once, her outraged voice rising
above the instant hubbub of the others to startle nme. "Had she wi shed us ill,
we would l'ikely no | onger be anong the living!"

"Then it was done for the reason that she is inept, and should not be the
possessor of so great a power," Relgon pursued, also needing to raise her
Voi ce.

"Whi ch of us has the choice of what power we will have?" Siitil asked with a
snort of ridicule, swallowi ng her wine. "One does what one is able to do-and
to learn to touch a single mnd anong many others is far frommy concept of
one who is inept."



"Then this wenda who sits beside me is evil," Relgon said anong the nurnurs of
agreement with Siitil's conments. "She carel essly gave pain and cared naught
for the doing."

"I'n no manner is she the sane as Farian," Leelan said fromny right, her voice
flat with conviction, her eyes filled with annoyance. "The pain she received
was greater than what she gave, a clear sign of a sense of honor-nost
especially as what was given was accidental ."

"Then there was naught to forgive," Relgon said, reaching out to turn ny face
to her and away from Leel an, whom|'d been staring at. "Those without the
power, those who have no concept of its existence, cannot know the agony of
its possession to one of honor. W, too, have at tines given uncalled-for hurt
to others, and have felt as you do. Had we not felt so, we would have been as
| ow and despicable as Farian, a thing, happily, we none of us are. Are you
able to understand, girl? To feel upset is commendable, to wallowin guilt no
nore than childish."”

She was | ooking at nme soberly and directly, waiting for an answer of sone
sort, but | couldn't think of what to say. She wasn't condoning ny stupidity;
it was as though she were sharing it, and | seemed to renenber hearing

somet hing al ong the sane [ines fromDallan about the guilt | felt. Back at the

creche on Central 1'd been taught that there was absolutely no excuse for
using my abilities when | shouldn't, and the nenmory of that training kept
rising up to confuse ne. | night have sat there for hours and days, sinply

staring at Relgon, but Siitil was too inpatient to all ow prol onged sil ences.

"I, for one, would be willing to forgive far nore than an ache in ny head at
t he prospect of possibly being able to retain ny life," she said, her tone
somewhat on the dry side. "Do you believe | estimate the matter correctly,
Deegor ?"

"I do indeed, Siitil," Deegor answered, gleeful enthusiasmnoving her to a
grin as she sat. "W nust, however, confirmour surmse with Terril.

"What surm se do you speak of ?" | asked, putting words to what a lot of the
others seened to be thinking. In some strange way | reverted to where | had
been before the accident, and maybe even beyond that. Sonehow | was begi nni ng
to feel as though I were one of them

"It has cone to us that one who possesses precise control of the power as well
as great strength, will likely find it possible to save many lives," Deegor
said in a confortable way, Siitil nodding in agreenment. "In order to attack

t he pal ace, one nmust consider the three greatest obstacles to success: the

w wendaa of the guard, the abilities of Farian, and the Hand of Power on duty
at the tinme. Farian herself nust be faced only after the other two obstacles
have been overcone, and al though nearly half the guard are synpathetic to our
cause, they may not be discounted. Should the pal ace be attacked, the Hand of

Power will send fear and doubt to the attackers and confidence and |loyalty to
the guard, assuring a battle in which nuch blood will flow, for the nobst part
ours."

"We therefore came to the conclusion that the Hand of Power mnust first be
slain," Siitil said, taking up the narration while Deegor paused for a swallow
of wine. "The sole manner of achieving this seened to be a force protected

agai nst their output by a potion, led by one or two who were cl ear-nmn nded and
therefore able to | ead. None of that force, you understand, would strike with
t he expectation of surviving. Those who were not downed by the Hand before
they fell, would surely be done for by Farian's guard. Al save those who were
taken by the madness."



"Farian has taught each Hand to protect itself with an output of madness,"
Deegor said while | stared at Siitil with chills touching me. "To face death
is scarcely difficult for a warrior, yet the thought of nadness-in which one
woul d be left alive and forced to endure-forever, should one's sisters fail to
find victory- Suffice it to say that although there were those willing to dare
such a fate, we others hesitated to allow the sacrifice."

"And now such a sacrifice-to the cause of all in this city and el sewhere, to
t he cause of deposing Farian-may be unnecessary,” Siitil said with a sober
happi ness whi ch seened | ess personal than she had maintained it was. "To send
one's output into large nunbers of minds is not difficult, not for the Hand
and not even for nyself. To send such output precisely where it nmust go, into
t he conbi ned awareness of the Hand, with strength enough to halt their own
out put -woul d such a thing be beyond you, Terril?"

The question hung in the air supported by the silence of everyone in the room
buoyed up by the stares of ten pairs of eyes. Even before anyone coul d

consi der facing Farian the Hand of Power had to be knocked out, and I finally
under st ood why Deegor and Rel gon had hesitated to say they could best the
Chama. To make people commit themnmselves to death or insanity on anything |ess
than an absolute certainty woul d have been beyond them just as it would have
been beyond me. | listened to the crackle of the fire and the dull thrumi ng
of the rain for a nonent, then renenbered the goblet of juice | was hol di ng.

"The thing would need to be done just after a new Hand had taken its place,"
said, |ooking down into the juice before going for a swallow of it. "As |
understand it, each Hand operates for a set anpunt of tine before being
relieved by a fresh Hand, therefore would the fresh Hand have none save those
al ready drained by previous duty to call upon for aid or replacenent. Their
own replacenents woul d not yet be assenbled. "

"You woul d pit yourself against a fresh Hand?" the woman who had spoken once

bef ore demanded above a new babbl e, her tone nore confused than accusing. "W
had thought to attenpt them when they were nearly drained, trusting to upset

and fear to keep the new Hand from form ng."

"And if their fear of Farian is greater than that which they feel for us-which

it likely shall be?" Relgon countered, speaking to everyone. "No, Terril is
quite right concerning the time they nust be taken on, and yet- Are you
certain you will find it possible to down all five of them girl? Apart they

are somewhat | ess than Deegor and nyself, yet in concert-"

"They conprise a strength which nmust be overcone,” | interrupted with a shrug.
"Those who broadcast nust have their ninds opened wi de, else is such
broadcasting i nmpossible. If they lack the know edge of the manner of
protecting thensel ves at such a tine, it should be possible to overcone them

"There is a manner of protecting oneself during broadcasting?" Siitil asked in
a small voice in the mddle of the new silence which had fallen, sounding nore
awed than at any time previous. | had the distinct inpression that she wasn't
really expecting an answer, and apparently everyone el se thought the sane.
Before | had the chance to say anything everyone was tal king at once, and that
was only the begi nning.

The eager argunents and discussions went on and on, not just allowing ne to be
a part of them but demanding that | add ny bit. Everyone had something to say
and everyone else did their best to tear that something apart, |ooking for
flaws in the plans rather than | eaving those flaws to be found the hard way.



Even what | occasionally suggested was attacked, and when | attacked one of

Rel gon's ideas, at |east half the women agreed with nme. | had never felt I|ike
that before, a real, true part of sonething that actually wanted ne to be a
part of it, and | think it briefly went to nmy head. | argued and insisted and
shout ed down those who di sagreed with nme, and nobody mi nded! OCh, a coupl e of
the wonen threw their hands up in disgust and called nme a child, but that was
actually better than having the others on ny side. Even after what |1'd done to
them they weren't afraid to disagree with ne, and that really made ne feel |
bel onged.

"I't h-as now becone clear what our plan of attack nust be," Leelan said at
| ast when nost of the shouting was over, checking her goblet with a grimace to
find that it was enpty. "Shall we pause first for a neal, or conme first to

agr eenent ?"

"Should we come to agreenment, we will have no tinme for a neal," Siitil said
wi th what had to be endl ess inpatience, already having given up on her own
gobl et. "Speak, Leelan, and then we shall go and do."

"Very well," Leelan agreed when al nnost everyone el se nodded, ignoring the few
grunbl es, making herself nmore confortabl e anmong the cushions. "The needs

i nvol ved are not ours alone, therefore are we urged to now strike swiftly
after having waited so long. Terril has brought us to the belief that we nust

i ndeed | aunch our attack as soon as we may, yet have we in turn convinced her
that it may not be done this darkness. | believe the tine has come to inform
you that Farian herself may have set the thing for us: | have been sumoned to
t he pal ace and must appear there upon the norrow, before the mid-day neal."

Surprised and disturbed nmuttering rose up at that, and everyone frowned at a
cal m| ooking Leelan. On my own | woul dn't have known how to judge the
revel ati on, but everyone el se seenmed to consider it nore insulting than

al arm ng

"She means to name the one she will give you to," Relgon said after the
bri ef est pause, her eyes hard and angry. "And you, of course, will not be able
to refuse her conmands."

"Wth all of you and half the city held hostage to those commands?" Leel an
said with a snort, her own hel d-down anger clear. "She believes | have no
choi ce save to obey her, yet | nmay indeed have a choice. W have agreed that
to avoid a great deal of bloodshed, Terril and a small nunber of others mnust
enter the palace first, before an attack is |aunched. Come the new day, Terri
will enter the palace with ne."

"In the light?" | blurted, still convinced that any plans including ne would
have to be executed at night. "When ny dark hair would be seen by all who

| ooked upon me? I mght well find it possible to cause themto pay no nmind to
what they see, Leelan, yet the drain on ny strength . "

"No, no, Terril, your strength nust be preserved for use against the Hand and
the Chama," Leelan interrupted nmy protests, waving them aside and di sm ssi ng
them "Clearly you nust be disguised and shall be, for such a thing will not

be difficult. The question to be answered is this: are we to agree on that
time as the one for attack, or do we require additional time which only the

pl edging of nmy word will secure for us?"
"A word which you will then be honor-bound to hold to, even should Farian
fall!" one of the other women growl ed in disgust, strangely enough one of the

two who had been conpletely opposed to attacking i mediately. "No, Leel an
this puts a new light on the matter. You have sacrificed enough."



"Indeed,"” said nore than one of the others, and | just couldn't stand it any
longer. | substituted my curtain for the shield, made the effort to touch
their m nds, and found that every one of them had nmade the sane deci sion

"We are in agreement, then?" Leel an asked as she | ooked around, her m nd

filled with relief and gratitude. "W will make our attenpt on the norrow?"
"W will,"” they all said aloud, conpleting some sort of forrmula or tradition
and then they all laughed. The agreenent really was unani mous, which we

di scovered in the next m nute.

"I, personally, will be npost pleased to make the attenpt on the norrow, " an
unexpect ed voice rang out, causing half of us to turn around. Dallan stood
just inside the roomwith Hestin to his left; none of us had noticed either
one of themarrive.

"And i n what manner do you believe you may join us, |'lenda?" Rel gon asked,
speaki ng when Leelan didn't. "Wuld it please you to raise your sword with our
w wendaa? Should our intentions prevail, there will be fewto raise such a

weapon agai nst."

"I am honored that you would accept ny sword anong those of your own warriors,
lady," Dallan said with a bow before beginning to walk toward us, deliberately
havi ng used the word w wendaa rather than |'lendaa. "I, however, am bound by a
previ ous honor, one which demands that | remain beside the woman of ny friend

and brother. Were Terril goes, there, too, go I."

"You cannot!" Leel an gasped, outraged, annoyed-and suddenly worried. "Your
presence would alert the guard, Dallan, and even were you to be admtted you
woul d not be allowed to walk the corridors without escort. The presence of an
escort would greatly conplicate our plan."

"And should any harm befall Terril, ny honor would be no nore," he countered,
stopping to | ook down at the woman he argued with. "Wuld you ask nme to
conprom se ny honor out of deference to your need?"

Al of the wonen suddenly flashed annoyed frustration so strongly that | could
feel the waves of it through my curtain, but not one word was spoken in answer
to Dallan's question. He had as nmuch as accused them of being ready to
sacrifice his honor to their cause, and that was something nost of them would
not find it possible to do. Dallan knew that and had been trying to get at

| east one of themto say he could go al ong no matter how out of place he would
be, but Deegor spoke up before anyone could put an irretrievable foot init.

"The request of this |'lenda to acconpany you is the | east of the matters we
have before us, Leelan," she said, starting inmediately to get to her feet.
"W will now take our leave to see to as many of themas we may, and will send
you word as to our progress. W will nmeet again before your departure for the
pal ace. "

Leel an nodded with a snile as she, too, rose to her feet, and in another
nmonent everyone was follow ng suit. Deegor had monmentarily neutralized Dallan
by calling his demand a request, sonething he couldn't correct on the spot

wi t hout naking hinmself | ook foolish. That didn't nmean he woul dn't be a
problem but arguing it out with himcould be done nore easily w thout so

| arge an audi ence. The wonen all said good-bye to ne before heading for the
door, and Leel an followed al ong behind themto see themout. | was drifting
along too, listening to two of them naking sonme afterthought conments on one
of the suggestions |I'd nade, but the last of it got said w thout ny hearing



it. Just as | reached the doorway | was snagged by Dallan and Hestin both, one
t aki ng each of nmy arns, and the parade continued on without ne.

"You seemto have been rather fully occupied, treda," Hestin said fromny
right, looking dowmn at ne calmy. "In nmy distraction, it had not cone to ne
that this would be so."

"And |, too, had not realized that Leelan and the others would fail to

di ssuade you fromleaving your bed," Dallan chined in, his stare fromny |eft
quite a bit nore on the chilly side. "A thing which was done, sister, wthout
t he perm ssion of either Hestin or myself."

Each one of them had a big hand w apped around the arm nearest him and

al t hough they weren't hurting me they also weren't hol ding on | oosely enough
for me to pull free. | closed ny eyes for a minute with a sigh, trying to keep
nmy tenper in check, then | ooked up at each of themin turn with the meager
results of ny efforts.

"I refuse to allowthis to continue,” | stated, not only annoyed but
enbarrassed. "I ama grown woman, and will not be ordered about as though
were a child."

"You are a grown worman who i s banded, and one who was badly hurt," Dallan said
with an air of repeating hinself for the hundredth tinme, adding
pati ence-finally-wearing-thin.

"You cannot march about as you pl ease, disregarding everything said to you."

"And yet, what el se m ght be expected of her?" Hestin put in, this tine
speaking to Dallan. "A treda such as she cannot be expected to behave with a
full know edge of honor, as wi tness her recent behavior. You bl ow your breath
into the gale, Dallan.”

"What know edge of honor do you refer to?" | denanded at once, stung by his
slighting reference. "I have done nothing di shonorable. "

"Al'l you have done has been dishonorable, treda, " Hestin said in
di sagreement, bringing those cal meyes back to ne. "A woman who has been
banded by a man is nore than nerely his belonging, she is also the guardian of
his honor. Her behavior is a reflection of the esteemin which she holds him
each action speaking | oudly of her respect for him Should she do as he woul d
wi sh in his absence, she denonstrates her respect and uphol ds his honor before
ot hers; should she do other than what he would w sh, she denonstrates the
opposite. Tell us which you have done, treda. "

"Whil e al so bearing in nmind your-exercises-upon the healer,"” Dallan said as |
stared in upset at Hestin. "It matters not that you were nade responsible for
your own actions as regards your power; were Tammad to appear this nonment at
Leel an's door and be told all of which has occurred, what woul d be done with
you?"

| turned my head to | ook up at Dallan, know ng exactly what Tanmad woul d do,

but the question wasn't fair. |If Tamrad had been there, | wouldn't have had to
do any of what |'d done. Beginning to feel trapped, | |ooked back at Hestin.
"I ama living being, an individual, not nmerely a reflection,"” |I told the nman,

trying to keep from sounding cornered. "My actions are ny own, and speak of
none save nysel f."

"Wth one who is banded, that cannot be," he denied again, refusing to give an



inch. "Were your nmemabrak to go out, draw his sword, then begin wantonly

sl ayi ng the hel pl ess, would you not be horribly shamed? In no manner woul d you
be able to halt him yet would you continue to be enclosed in the bands of
such a one. At the nonment your menabrak is unable to halt you-and your |ack of
obedi ence woul d surely fill himw th shame. Al though | have never net him |
feel sure this is so. Do you believe ne m staken?"

| wanted to scream and throw somet hing at the nan who stared down at nme so

cal My, but scream ng woul d have given them both too nuch satisfaction, and
there was nothing in reach to throw. | didn't have to turn nmy head again to
know Dal | an was al so staring at ne, and then | got an idea for a final shot.

"Per haps you have both failed to notice that | am at the nonent, unbanded," |
poi nted out, abruptly feeling considerably better. "Perhaps what you say woul d
be true were Tammad's bands still closed upon nme, and yet they are not.

stand now as any other wonman in this city, unbanded and accountabl e for her
own actions, serenely and conpletely alone. And my next action, | believe,

will be the finding of a large cup of wine to drink."

| started to take a step between them certain they would have to let ne go,

but I'd obviously forgotten for a noment what Rinilian males were |like. Their
hands tightened very slightly on ny arms, and | was pulled back to where I'd
been st andi ng.

"Terril, | amaware of the reason your understanding is inconplete,” Dallan
said very seriously, "yet does that understanding fail to alter the fact that
it is indeed inconplete. You nust know that to be without bands is not the
sane as to be unbanded."

"I ndeed," said Hestin, nodding soberly. "I amtold you are five-banded by your
memabrak, a sign to all of the strength of his feelings. Wen the fifth band
was put upon you, treda, was it not done with the rite of five-bandi ng? Does
that rite not continue in force, having failed to be renounced by the one who
spoke it? Were the bands not taken fromyou by soneone other than he?"

"And do you not now | abor to return to his side?" Dallan finished up, the
final link in the anchor they were hooking ne to. "You are thoroughly banded,
sister, with bands or w thout."

They were both staring at me again, waiting patiently for their words to sink
in, but all | felt was furious. It wasn't fair trapping ne like that, with
roundabout alien ideas.

"I have no wish to obey you!" | told themboth, glaring at themin turn and
stanping a foot. "You cannot make ne obey you!"

"No, wenda, we cannot make you obey," Dallan agreed with a | ot of
sati sfaction, putting his armaround ny shoulders while Hestin rel eased his
hol d. "You power is far too great for us to overcone, yet is there now no need
to overcone it. You will obey us, for that is the only thing you may, in
honor, do. Cone."

He headed nme out of the room by the arm around nmy shoul ders, Hestin foll ow ng
just behind, and their conbined satisfaction was so heavy it set ny teeth on
edge. | didn't want to listen to them | didn't, but that nonstrous disease
cal l ed honor wasn't giving ne a choice.

It didn't take long to reach nmy small room at the back of the house, what had
probably originally been decided on as a good hi deout room Dallan and Hestin
hustl ed ne inside, then Hestin pointed to ny bed.



"Rermove your clothing and then return yourself there, treda," he said, his
eyes now nore inpatient than calm "That you have been so |long away fromit is
out r ageous. "

"You will, of course, grant ne privacy the while | do so," | said in
resignation, reflecting glumy that at least the tine could be used to try
thi nking ny way out of the trap. Hestin's definition of outrageous and nine
didn't quite cone together

"You have spent your privacy upon other things, girl child," the heal er
answered, his voice cal mand even but absolutely inflexible. "Do now as you
were told."

| looked up at himinmredi ately, reaching to his mnd at the sane tine, and had

no trouble at all discovering that | was being punished. | had gone ny own way
when | shoul d have been listening to himor Dallan, and now | would pay for
it. I tried to maintain an air of furious dignity while |I reached down to

untie my sandals then took my shirt and breeches off, but furious
enbarrassnent was what it turned into. They both had their eyes glued to nme to
add to ny punishment, and | couldn't clinb back into bed fast enough

"And there you will remain for the while," Hestin said as | quickly pulled the
cover fur over ne, his mind filled with a sense of justice. "A neal will soon
be brought here to you, and then | will exam ne you."

He and Dallan went then to seat thenselves on the carpet fur anong the
cushions, and | turned all the way over to nmy left so that | didn't have to

| ook at them Both the fur I lay on and the covering fur were fresh, replacing
the ones that had been too full of the snell of salve and pain, but that
didn't do as nuch as it should have to confort nme. The bed the furs covered
was made up of two very |arge cushions, one on top of the other, different
fromthe piles of furs used in Gelana and Gerleth but normally just as
confortable. Right then the npst confortable bed in the Amal gamati on woul dn't
have hel ped, and not only because of the way ny back was throbbing. Once again
| was being punished by Rimlian nen, and | didn't need any of my abilities to
tell me that | hadn't had the last of it.

A very short time later there was a knock at the door, which was ny lunch tray
bei ng delivered by one of the servants. Dallan was the one who took it and

brought it over to nme, and was also the one who fed nme what was on it. | hated
being fed like that, as though | couldn't be trusted to do it myself and get
it right, but I was still being punished. Dallan's mnd hummed as he fed ne,

his blue eyes unnoving fromny face, and that made it horribly worse.

When | had swal l owed the [ast of the juice and handed back the goblet that had
been given me. | looked up to find that Hestin was waiting his turn. | was
made to |ie back and the cover fur was taken fromnme, and then those hands
were touching nme and that mnd was deep in the work it |loved best. Only a few
m nutes went by before | was told to turn over, and then another few m nutes
passed in silence. | was too distracted and upset to notice the quality of
that silence and, before | did, it was broken

"Clearly | must now adnmit that | have come upon sonethi ng beyond ny
understanding,"” Hestin nmuttered, alnost to hinself. "It cannot be, and yet it
nmost certainly is."”

"What disturbs you?" Dallan asked fromthe place he'd reclai med anong the
cushions, his voice both puzzled and concerned. "Has she done that great an
amount of harmto hersel f?"



"You speak the very point that disturbs me, man," Hestin answered, turning his
head to | ook at Dallan. "Although she is weary from havi ng been up and about
after so long a tinme spent unnmovi ng, she has not been done harm On the
contrary, despite the disconfort she feels, she is nearly well. Such a thing
simply cannot be."

"For what reason do you find it unacceptable?" Dallan asked, brightening at
t he good news even as | turned nmy own head to | ook at Hestin with the sane
question in ny mnd. "Should we not be pleased that she is nearly beyond the
harm gi ven her ?"

"I ndeed," Hestin nodded in agreement, "and yet it has been no nore than three
days. How ni ght she be beyond the whi ppings she was given in no nore than
t hree days?"

Dal  an blinked at the heal er without answering his question, nost of the
pl easure gone fromhis face, but | didn't understand what the probl em was.

"For what reason should | not be nearly well in three days?" | asked, keeping
nmysel f flat but raised up on ny elbows. "It was surely no | onger than that the
| ast instance."

"The | ast instance?" Hestin replied with a frown, now even nore disturbed.
"This has occurred a previous tine?"

"I was whi pped by those called Hamarda, and then escaped them" | said,
shrugging as best | could. "I fled across the desert for perhaps a day, and
then was found by those who took ne in. Wien | awoke, two days later, Dallan
was there beside me. | was then no nore badly taken than I now am"

"She speaks the truth,"” Dallan confirmed, his mind showing relief that I
hadn't said why he'd been there when | awodke, but his face was frowning and so

was Hestin's. "I knew at the time she had not awakened in two days, yet | took
that as the results of exhaustion-and thought that the whipping she had been
gi ven had been admi nistered some tinme in the past. | had not known it had been

no nmore than three days earlier."

"One does not recover fromsuch a thing in as little as three days," Hestin
sai d again, taking a pouch of salve fromhis gray robe. "Even with the aid of
this salve. A man, perhaps, night nove about despite the pain, yet would even
he be far fromtrue recovery."

"Indeed,"” Dallan said faintly and feelingly, his eyes show ng that he
renmenbered his own recovery time after the incident in the resting place of
the Sword of Gerleth . "Even a man would not recover quite so quickly. You saw
her when | first brought her here, and you see her now. What think you?"

"Can there be nmore than one thought to occur?" Hestin said, and this tine the
shrug was his. "The treda has the true power, and was able to heal herself."

Dallan and | both stared at him but nmy stare had a groaning, "Ch, no!" behind
it. All 1 needed was another new ability, no matter how useful it had turned
out to be! But then it came to nme that it wasn't new, and couldn't be if it
had worked once before as far back as my escape fromthe Hamarda. That was

| ong before the battle in the resting place of the Swmord, so it had to be
something 1'd had all along. But if 1'd had it, why hadn't | known about it?
found nyself staring down at the arms | was resting on, for once nore puzzled
than upset. If enpaths al so had the power of healing, why didn't anyone know
about it? | didn't for a minute believe that I was the only one; sonehow, |



knew better. So, if | wasn't the only one, why hadn't anyone said anything?

"The wonman continues to be an unending surprise,"” Dallan said at last with a
sigh, sounding no nore than the |least bit put-upon. "Tanmad, however, will be
greatly pleased, to know that his wenda shall be able to heal what her
precipitate actions so often bring her."

"A thought has just occurred to me," | said as Hestin chuckl ed his agreenent
with Dallan, turning ny head to | ook at the healer again. "As | am no | onger
i n danger of harnming nyself, | no |onger need to remain in this bed. Is that
not so?"

My question to Hestin was as innocent as possible, a good girl asking

perm ssion before she got up. | was sure he couldn't justify keeping ne under
his thunb any longer, and | was right; the point I had m ssed again was that
he didn't have to justify it.

"You are conpletely correct, treda," he answered, his light eyes cal mand very
faintly anused. "I believe, however, that a nap will do you little harm
therefore shall you have one. To strengthen you even nore agai nst what will
need to be faced cone the new light, you understand."

"But I have no wish for a nap," | said through ny teeth as he smled at ne,
this time Dallan chuckling in agreement. "You now use your authority over ne
in an arbitrary manner, a thing ny nmenmabrak woul d not approve of. | need not

remain in this bed and shall not!"

"Ah, but you shall, wenda," Dallan junped in to add to the fun, |eaning
forward where he sat. "Above all things, Tammad would wi sh you to be obedient,
no matter whether the conmand be arbitrary or to a purpose. Should he find,
when he returns, that you have indeed been done as you should not have been

it will then be a matter for himto see to. Do you wish to attenpt to deny
this?"

"What good would it do ne, you overgrown lap cat," | muttered, glaring at the
man who dared to call hinself my brother. | was so angry | wanted to spit, but
all 1 could do was nutter an insult-and in Centran, at that.

"I take it you have no interest in denying the truth," Dallan said, his
attitude bland with the know edge that | wasn't about to insult himopenly,

t hereby gi ving himsonet hing good to go to Tammad with. "Had it truly been our
wi sh to give you difficulty, wenda, the thing m ght nuch nore easily-and

pl easant| y- have been done.™

"What nmore might you do to nme than hold me prisoner to your whin?" | denanded,
even nmore outraged that he would dare to pat hinself .on the back for being a
good guy. "You would not attenpt to beat ne, | know, for in such an instance

woul d defend nyself w thout hesitation just as Tammad woul d expect ne to. What
ot her thing do you believe you mght do?"

Rat her than answer immediately, Dallan got to his feet, a small smle of
anusenment on his face, and came close to ny bed to crouch down beside it. Wth
himthat near the humin his m nd was nmuch clearer even with ny curtain in

pl ace, and suddenly | renenbered that | lay there stark naked. Granted | was
belly down and ny arms nore or less hid ny breasts, but that wasn't the point.
Wth Rmlian nen it wasn't being naked in front of themthat was upsetting to
a wonan; it was knowi ng what they were all too likely to do if their interest
was hi gh enough, that nakedness woul d just nake that rmuch easier. Dallan
reached out to stroke his hand slowy and gently down ny bare back, then
chuckl ed when | shivered.



"You forget that | know you well, wenda," he said, for some reason being
careful to touch nothing but my back. "Were | to say to you that a man's duty
to see to the well-being of another man's wenda nost usually includes her
entire well-being, you would find it unnecessary to ask if | spoke the truth,

woul d you not? No | onger need we consider you ill and hurt, Terril, and this
state you have yourself confirned. Hestin is a healer, one to whom | may
unhesitatingly turn to assist me in seeing to nmy duty. Shall | ask himto
learn if your body desires a nman? He will do no nore than touch you, and then
the route of my duty will be clear.™

| lowered nmy face to ny hands, horribly aware of Dallan's touch on ny back
even nmore horribly aware of Hestin where he crouched beside ny bare thighs.

Dal  an knew how well |'d been conditioned on that world, how quickly | would
respond to the touch of a man like Hestin; then | would be taken in Dallan's
arms, to allow himto ease nme as his duty demanded. As Tamad woul d expect him
to do. As | would hate but would be unable to refuse. | didn't want to have
Dal | an make |l ove to me, nost especially not then, but once Hestin touched ne,

t he deci sion would no | onger be mne

"Perhaps you now feel nore of a need for a nap, sister,"” Dallan observed after
a mnute when he saw | had nothing to say, his voice and mnd heavy with
satisfaction. "You will obey the healer and nyself without question and
wi t hout derurral, and perhaps | shall see ny duty as al ready done."

Perhaps he'd see it that way. | lay with ny face in my hands and ny | egs
clasped tightly together, so furious | was ready to break. Not only was he
bl ackmai | i ng ne, he was al so puni shing me again, meking ne obey not only
Tammad and Tammad's wi shes, but himand his as well! | didn't want to obey
him but he was naking sure | woul d.

"The healer and | shall now | eave you so that you nmay sl eep, wenda," Dall an
said, and a nonent |ater the too-heavy cover fur was on nme again. "Should
return and find you remaining awake, | will know that you require easing
first. I wish you dreanms of great pleasure."

| heard the two of them straighten up and begi n noving toward the door, and a
nmonent |ater they were gone. | took ny face frommy hands and put ny cheek
down on the bed fur, silently wi shing Dallan an enbarrassi ng acci dent of sone
sort, silently cursing nmyself for not arranging that accident. | m ght have
been tenpted to do it, but if | knew Dallan he al ready had soneone el se |ined
up to see to his duty if he couldn't, probably his new friend Hestin. Hestin
wasn't really very happy over what |I'd done to himearlier that norning, and
woul dn't have ninded making my punishnent a little nore personal. Only he
woul dn't have seen it as punishment. No Rimilian male did, not even the one
who'd tried to attack ne. Unless they decided purposely to make it a

puni shrent. | lay there in the dimroom w de awake, listening to the sound of
the rain on the wi ndow and the splash of it as it drove itself into the
ground; wishing Rinmlian males could be | ess physical in their appetites,
wonderi ng what | was going to do when Dallan came back to check on ne.

As it turned out, | didn't have to do a thing. If 1'd tried pretending to be
asleep I'm sure he woul d have known, but the real thing gets rid of the need
for pretense. | awoke to find the day even dimrer than it had been. It was
still raining out there, naking the roomclose and danp and even sonmewhat on
the chilly side, and | lay quietly in the furs that were no | onger too heavy,
sliding fromsleep to thinking with no effort at all.

Only one nore night had to pass, and then | would be going after ny bel oved,
freeing himfroma terrible captivity. | still didn't want to wait, was stil



afraid that the extra night could make any rescue attenpt pointless, but the
ot hers had convinced nme that to go into the palace without their support would
nmost likely turn out badly. And even if | managed to get Tammad out, what
woul d happen to G nnan and Aesnil? | couldn't sinply leave themto their fate,
and if the plan we'd devel oped worked right everyone would be free, not only
the three latest captives. Myst if it depended on nme, of course, and | al npst
snmled at the nenory of Tammad' s annoyance when |'d thought | was so inportant
to the search for Aesnil. This tine | really was inportant, and the feeling
was anyt hing but confortable. So many peopl e depending on the success of just
one, when all | really wanted was . .

"Terril, are you awake?" a soft voice asked, com ng fromright near the door
| turned my head and lifted it alittle to peer into the gloom and was just
able to make out Leel an, half hidden by the door edge.

"Yes, | am awake," | acknow edged, watching her cone nore fully into the room
before cl osing the door behind her. "That is, | am awake only if you have cone
al one. Should Dallan be with you and be waiting in the hall, | am deeply

asl eep. "

" "No, it is only I," she assured ne with a chuckle, stopping to light a few
of the candles around the room Once it was done the room seened warner and
cozier, and then she brought over a few cushions for nme before taking some for
her own confort at the side of ny bed. "For what reason would you not wish to
see Dal |l an?" she asked as she settled herself on the carpet fur

"The beast has too great a devotion to duty,” | answered with a grinmace as |
arranged the pillows behind ne, then turned back to her. "Hi s greatest concern
is for me, I know, yet | dislike the manner in which he exhibits that

concern."

"Per haps- perhaps he neans to face your nemabrak once he has been freed,"

Leel an suggested in an oh-so-casual way, |ooking down at her hands while she
spoke. "He has no woman in his bands, | know, and is not a man to go | ong

wi t hout one, and seens even closer to you than helid would account for, and

"Leelan," | said, cutting into what pronised to be a list of extrenme |ength,
"you believe Dallan considers putting me in his bands?"

"You are a very beautiful wonman, Terril, and one who, as Deegor pointed out,
bears no weapons," she said, |ooking up at me as though it were an effort.
"You would do well for himin his bands, | know, and give himthe pleasure he
shoul d have. Perhaps he will not need to face your nemabrak, perhaps you will

nmerely be sold to him"

"Allow ne to assure you that | will not be sold to him" | said, resettling
the cover fur on ne while trying to deci de whether or not to be annoyed. "You
will need to find another for Dallan to put his bands upon.”

"You m stake me, Terril," she said, flushing in the candl egl ow before | ooking
down again. "I need not seek a woman for his bands, he is nore than capabl e of
doi ng such a thing for himself. | nerely thought that perhaps, as he shows so
great an interest in you-"

"That you woul d prepare nme for being banded by him" | finished when she
didn't, opting finally for curiosity over annoyance. "There is little

i kelihood of the thing occurring, and yet now that | think upon it there
woul d surely be sonme benefit. Though his appearance is far fromthe handsonest
his body is not entirely unacceptable, and although his talent in the furs is



somewhat on the nodest side

"Far fromthe handsonest?" she repeated i medi ately, her eyes suddenly

bl azing, so incensed | could feel it through the curtain. "H s body not
entirely unacceptable? H s talents nodest! Have you |ost your senses, girl?
Never have | seen one as handsome as he, with shoul ders so broad and chest so
deep! And trim he is trimas well! And as for his ability in the furs, he is
beyond conparison! To see it otherwise is to be w thout sight."

She had straightened to sitting instead of |eaning down confortably, and the
gl are she was sending was designed to fry and wither. If |1'd been armed the
way she was | woul d probably al ready be chall enged, and that al nost nmade ne
smile.

"It seens clear, Leelan, that there is already one who sees the matter in the
proper light," | pointed out, doing nothing in the way of reacting to her
i ndi gnation. "Perhaps that one would do best in Dallan's bands."

Her glare cut off as she realized what she'd said, but rather than getting
flustered she seened to slunmp. | could feel a small trace of enbarrassment in
her when | touched her mnd, but nostly what |I felt was hopel ess resignation

"No man woul d 1 ong keep a w wenda in wenda bands, even were she to permit the
banding," | was told with a sigh, watching her go back to | eaning on her

cushi ons, her eyes avoiding mne again. "And even above that, ny life in that
respect is not mne to do with as | please.”

"Who m ght there be who would dare to attenpt to direct a w wenda?" | asked,
feeling the least bit outraged nyself. Leelan was free in a way | wasn't, and
al t hough | envied and begrudged her that freedom | couldn't stand the thought
of her not having it.

"There is scarcely a daring to the matter," she answered, smling faintly as
she | ooked up at ne. "We have not spoken of this sooner for there was no need,
and yet now there is no need to keep from speaking of it. The Chama Fari an
slew the fornmer Chama when she marched on the pal ace, slaying also the Chama's
nmermabrak. The children of the two were not then in Vediaster, and returned to
find the deed al ready done. | amone of those children.”

| stared at her without saying anything, wondering how you were supposed to
express synpathy and sorrow for a loss like that in words, but she waved a
hand at ne and shook her head.

"You need not speak for in my mnd the time now seens | ong ago, and soon ny

bl ood will be avenged," she said, controlling her inner self even as she
reassured ne. "My brothers and |, upon |earning of what Farian had done, were
all of a mndto attack at once, no matter that our lives would be lost in
attenpting hers. Nearly did we proceed with the attack, yet were we kept from
it by the arrival of a nmessenger fromthe new Chama. W were inforned that our
pl ans were known to Farian, and if we were indeed to attack, the people of the
city would pay for our fool hardiness. Al of our friends and helid brothers
and sisters would follow us down to death through execution, and then woul d

strangers and i nnocents be executed as well. My brothers were ordered fromthe
city along with other |'lendaa then in residence, and I-1 was ordered to
remain. "

"For what purpose?" | asked, surreptitiously hel ping her regain control. The

menori es bothered her nore than she admtted, which wasn't, after all,
terribly surprising.



"For my original purpose," she said, relaxing just a little nore as she ran
one hand through her Iong blonde hair. "Even had ny nother lived, | would not
have beconme Chama after her. To be Chama one nust be strong with the power,
and all knew | was not. Likely would one of ny brothers have banded the new
Chama, as ny father banded nmy nother, and | woul d have served Vedi aster as was
originally nmeant-as mate to one whose country we wi shed an alliance with. To
seal the bargain | would have become a nmenabra of sorts, and then would ny
duty have been seen to. Farian, wthout issue of her own, had need of one such
as | for the sane purpose, nost especially as | was issue of the |ast Chans,
who had taken the throne through the blood right of my father as well as her
own power. Were she to demand that | pledge nyself to the man of her choice, |
would find it possible to do no other thing. Those closest to ne continue to
stand as hostage, and once given, my word could not be retrieved."

"Now do | see the reason for the others having agreed so quickly to the tine
of attack we wished,” | said, getting nore of the overall picture. "Wre we to
wait, your word would be lost to Farian on the nmorrow. And yet, there
continues to be a thing | have no understandi ng of. Should we succeed in our
pl an agai nst Farian, she will no | onger be Chama and able to use you as an
itemof trade. For what reason will you then not be able to consort with any
man you wi sh?"

"For the same reason as ever," she said with a shrug, reaching to the edge of
my bed fur to tug on it gently. "Should Farian be gone and anot her seated upon
the throne, night Vediaster still not require relations with those about her?
| shall hope that such a thing will prove unnecessary, yet should it not be,
who el se would there be to see to the duty? Had | sisters rather than brothers
there would likely be |l ess of a need, yet to wish for such a thing would be
idle. The duty is mne as Dallan may |ikely never be. | would then be bound to
anot her, yet through the will of the people of ny land rather than at the
command of Farian."”

"Whi ch shall, of course, bring a good deal nore pleasure to you," | comented
as though alnost in passing, finding that sort of dedication | ess conendabl e
t han she obviously considered it. People who were ready to sacrifice

t hensel ves for the public good, never seened to realize that the public would
probably approve of whatever they did, nost especially if no nenber of that
public was directly hurt by it. Self-sacrifice seens to nake some people fee
better-even while they're hating it.

"Pl easure seens to be a thing destined to elude many of us," Leelan said in a
mutter, never noticing the undertones of my comment, and then she made an
effort to pull herself out of the dunps. "W shall, however, find a great dea
of pleasure in besting Farian, and when she falls her nother may be done the
same. "

"Her mother?" | echoed, finding nmyself surprised. "Wat has her nother to do
with this?"

"Her mother is the one who gives Farian her nmale slaves,"” Leelan said, a |ook
of pure disgust on her face. "Never did any of us suspect that such a thing
was being done, yet did we discover it when Farian took the throne. Male
children were likely obtained very young, possibly through the breedi ng of

sl aves bought el sewhere, and then were the male children raised in collars,
and taught their slavery fromthe very beginning. Surely you saw those in the
pal ace. How el se woul d one do the thing?"

The question was rhetorical as far as | was concerned, and definitely one
didn't care to discuss just then. | noved around a little in the bed furs,
t hen | ooked at Leel an agai n.



"Have you thought upon how we are to keep Dallan from acconpanyi ng us?"
asked, interested in finding sonething else to talk about. "Have you spoken
wi th himagain concerning his intentions?"

"I spoke with himnot long after sleep took you," she said, nodding sourly and
with very little enthusiasm "He is as stubborn as a seetar, not to speak of
nearly as large."

"Then his intentions are unchanged,"” | said just as sourly, folding ny |egs
under the cover fur so that | mght lean forward nore confortably. "It seemns
we shall have to strike himover the head and then bind himin | eather before
we are able to depart in peace.”

"You believe a |'lenda nmight be that easily struck?" she asked with a flash of
deep amusenent, a brief | ook of delighted enjoynent crossing her face at the
same time. "It would surely do himno end of good, yet do | fear that he may

be done so no nore than a w wenda m ght. And perhaps even | ess than certain
w wendaa. "

She gave ne a wy | ook, obviously renenbering the way she'd been tripped the
time she'd come to ny rescue, and then she shook her head.

“I'n full truth m ght we possibly require one or nore such as he," she said,
soundi ng as though she were adm tting something distasteful. "I have heard it
whi spered that Farian has bought the swords of a nunber of |'lendaa, and keeps
themto stand her defense should the palace guard fail her. Should they truly
be |'l endaa and not merely gendiss, the blood will flow even nore thickly.
They will see to their duty with honor, and we-we will die rather than all ow
themto prevail. "

| remenbered then what Garth had said, about how no wonan on the planet could
hope to match a |'lenda with swords, and realized that Leel an was saying the

same. Skill didn't enter into it, at |least not on the level they were talking
about; even if the wwendaa's skill exactly matched that of the |'lendaa, the
men would still be ahead. L'lendaa were bigger, stronger, and carried |arger

weapons whi ch added to their |onger reach, everything that would prove deadly
to any wonman goi ng up agai nst them They would all do their dammedest to wi n,
but it mght prove to be a very costly victory.

"Then you would prefer to have Dallan with us," | said, |ooking at the problem
fromthat new angle. "And yet should it be so, you said, we would surely be
gi ven an escort which would prove awkward, to say the very least."

"I ndeed we woul d." She nodded, sending a hand through her hair again. "I
along with what few attendants | bring, ampermitted to wal k the halls of the
pal ace al one for the reason that Farian wi shes to give me insult. One guards
agai nst a potent eneny, you see, yet is able to ignore the harm ess and

i npotent. Wthout Dallan we would | aughingly be allowed in alone; with him
there would surely be an escort. "

"Only if it were Dallan the |'lenda who acconpanied us," | said, |eaning back
again to tap my lips thoughtfully. "Was it Dallan the slave who trailed after
us, perhaps there would be no escort. How many of the guard have sl aves of
their own?"

"Among Farian's followers?" she asked with a snort of scorn, her eyes sharply
on me again. "As many as find thensel ves able to be granted one. You believe
they woul d believe Dallan a slave, and woul d accept himas such?"



"If he were to appear hel pl ess and servile enough,” | said, still thinking
about it. "You need to show Farian that she has naught to fear fromyou, that
you support her and all of her doings. What better way to show her that you
mean to obey her than by finding a slave of your own?"

"One, perhaps, which is to be gifted to her,"” Leelan said with grow ng

ent husi asm obviously liking the idea. "It might well arouse suspicion to say
the slave was mne, for nmy views on the subject are widely known. That | would
bring a slave to appease Farian, however, to be sure that the man | am about
to be given to is somewhat to ny liking . . . . Yes, ny friend, the concept
has a great deal of nerit-should we find the nagi c necessary to convince
Dal | an of the need."

She was | ooking at nme strangely just then, half ready to say he'd never do it,
hal f hoping | had some trick up ny sleeve to nake himto it, and | couldn't
hel p grinning at her confusion.

"I't was not we who first said he nmust acconpany us,"” | rem nded her, an
about -to-get-even feeling inside nme. "Should he maintain his stand while at
the sane tine refusing to accede to our needs, it will indeed be a sort of

magi ¢ by which he is convinced."

"For your sake, ny friend, there had best also be a magic by which he is later
avoi ded," she said with a grin to match mne, strangely enough asking for no
detail of what | neant, but then the anusenent seenmed to desert her. There had
been sonething in the back of her mnd ever since she'd first cone in, and the
rest of the talk we'd engaged in had really been no nore than warmup for that
one particular point. She wasn't very happy about it, but it was sonething
that had to be said.

"Terril, there is a thing you rmust know before we depart for the palace on the
nmorrow, " she said, the sobriety in her bringing a chill to ny insides against
what she might be telling me. "I would not have you taken by surprise and

therefore jeopardize the plan. The time of our arrival at the palace is, as
you know, to a purpose, yet are we sure to find another sight awaiting us at
the sane tine. | have been told of this by |oyal nenmbers of the guard, who
speak of it as a thing which has been done upon each day al ready past."

Sone of the ice nmelted at that, formed by the fear that she was about to tell
me Tanmad was dead, but people don't die nore than once-physically, at any
rate. Her news still couldn't be very pleasant, though, and when she saw ny
expression she hurried on with it.

"According to our plan, we shall arrive at the palace just as the first |ul
in the broadcasting of the Hand of Power begins," she said. "As we di scussed,
the lulls are used by Farian as a tine when her own power may be exercised,
wi t hout the need for denying the output of the Hand. W nean to |ocate the
quarters of Roodar during the lull, wait in hiding till the Hand resunes,
smash the Hand, then confront Roodar and free your memabrak before going to
search out Farian. When the newy resuned broadcasting of the Hand abruptly
ceases, those who have gathered outside the palace will attack, distracting

t he pal ace guard fromus the while we seek the Chama."

"Leelan, | amaware of the plan," | couldn't hel p saying, unfortunately not
very nicely. "Tell ne quickly: has Tammad been gi ven great harnP"

"No, no, not the sort of which you speak," she said at once, putting one hand
out toward me in a gesture of reassurance. "Physically he has been rather well
cared for, aside froman occasional |ight whipping. Hs spirit, however, nmust
be greatly tormented, for Roodar uses the lull each day to return himfully to



hinself. He is well chained at those times so that he might be humliated as
Roodar wi shes, and | amtold he rages and shouts in great fury. Wen the
out put resunes, the potion is again forced upon himand he is unchai ned."

"To become again the slave of Roodar," | said, only faintly aware of the way
Leelan flinched at ny tone, but then | had a distracting thought. "How is it
possible for her to do with himas she pleases during the lull?" | denanded.

"He, too, is a possessor of power, and should surely find it possible to
overwhel m her at such a tinme."

"I know not," Leelan said with a shrug, the wary | ook just beginning to fade
fromher eyes. "W will surely learn the truth of it when we have rel eased
him You now understand what nust be done, Terril, do you not? W nust witness

his humiliation in silence and with patience, for the Hand nust be smashed
bef ore any know what we are about. You are able to see that?"

Oh, sure, | thought as she watched me anxiously, so that if anything happens
to me when we conme up agai nst Roodar, the Hand will already have been taken
care of. Then Rel gon can tackle Farian, with a better-than-even chance of

Wi nni ng. Farian was supposed to have a good deal of personal power, but

wi thout the Hand it would strictly be one on one. Briefly the rain beat harder
at the window, a thin echo of the raging of ny thoughts against ny hastily

cl osed shield, a perfect reflection of helpless frustration. | didn't want to
do what Leel an was nearly begging for, but | had no choice at all. | slunped
down agai nst the cushions instead of |eaning on them and rubbed at ny eyes.

"Were | to jeopardize the lives of others and the plan itself merely to keep
hum liation fromny sadendrak, he would likely find it difficult to forgive

me," | said, hating even the words | was being forced to speak. "He is a
'l enda and a man of honor, and would surely be shamed if his welfare were to
be put before others in equal need. Once he is free | shall likely speak harsh

words to himconcerning the matter of honor, as | personally find it to be an
abomi nation."

"For those who consider it above all other things, it oft times is exactly
that," she agreed with a great deal of gentleness, putting one hand on ny arm
"And yet is it also a manner of doing which allows one to hold her head high,
knowi ng she stands in the glow of that which is right, rather than in the

di mess of conveni ence or the dark of self-interest. Were honor easily
attained or effortlessly maintained, there would be little credit given for
the exercising of it-credit given by those who know the true weight of it. W
are each of us honored for the honor we show, Terril, a return of sorts which
may help to make the burden lighter. Do you wish to rise nowto join us for a
nmeal ? Hestin has said that you may do so."

A short while earlier that particular piece of news would have perked ne right
up, but | couldn't perk now fromthe level 1'd fallen to. | got into ny

cl ot hes and sandal s and foll owed Leel an out of the room then spent the rest
of the evening pretending | was fit conpany to associate with. And waiting for
the new day to arrive

Chapter 12

| was already up and standing at the w ndow when Hestin entered nmy room but |
wasn't dressed. | had the cover fur wapped around ne against the early
nmorning chill, and was staring out at the beginnings of the day I'd been

waiting for. My wi ndow opened on what seened a snmall back garden for sitting
and taking it easy, a stone wall raised all around it to insure the privacy of



the sitter. The flowers and greenery were still drooping from heavy watering,
t he ground underneath was still nmostly nmud, and even the stone of the wall was
a deeper red than it should have been. Hestin hesitated when he realized, in
what ever way he did it, that nmy m nd was conpl etely unshi el ded, and then he
cane up slowy behind ne.

"You are awake early, treda," he said, his voice soft and even and calm his
mnd not quite the sane. "Did the potion | gave you enable you to sleep?”

"It enabled ne to fall asleep,"” | answered, still |ooking out at the slowy
lightening and brightening day. "I have been waiting too long for this tine
for the potion to be able to keep me asleep. Have the others already arrived?"

"Not as yet," he said, putting a hand on ny armthrough the fur. "The first
meal is nearly prepared, and | wish to see you eat nore of it than was
swal | owed by you the |ast darkness. This day your strength must not fail."

"I have never before found nyself a participant in battle," | said with a
sigh, finally turning around to |l ook up at him "To be successful in battle
the participants nust have nore than nmere strength, they nust al so have
courage to see themthrough. My determ nation to see Tanmad free is unfl aggi ng
yet | have not previously found as m ne an overabundance of courage. Is
determ nation a suitable substitute for courage?”

"Should it not be, you may use your nore than adequate supply of
st ubbornness,"” he said with a snmle, then put his arns around me and held ne

to him "Do not fear that you will fail, treda. For your sake and ours, your
mermabrak will be freed.”

"For your sake as well as ny own?" | asked, confused but grateful for the arms
that gave only confort and support. "I do not take your meaning, Hestin."

"My neaning is not difficult, treda," he said, and | could feel the anusenent
he | ooked down at ne with. "Should the |'lenda Dallan and | need to see to you
much longer, it is we who may well find the strength | acking. You require the
presence of the man who has banded you, to hold you in the place he w shes
you-and to punish your excursions out of it. | ama healer and have little
time to give treda strappings-and even less tine to be tenpted by the thought
of it."

| leaned away fromhis chest to look up into his face, but didn't need to see

his grinto feel it. | was letting himsee that he had managed to annoy ne
enough to unsettle the doubt 1'd been | ocked in, not enough to chase it away
but enough to loosen its hold around ny throat. 1'd told Dallan and Hestin the

ni ght before that | would not |let thembeat me, and Hestin was using that to
get through to ne by saying the decision wasn't mne no matter what abilities
| had. | mght have been tenpted to argue the point, but | needed all the
reassurance | could get-which mght not be gotten from an argument about
strappings with a Rimlian male.

"The meal is nearly done, you say?" | commented instead, trying to sound as
t hough that was all we'd been tal king about. "Then clearly is it time I
dressed. It would hardly do to miss so inmportant a neal."

He chuckl ed as he took his arms away, obviously giving me perm ssion to get on
with it, but | didn't even realize he hadn't left the roomuntil | was al

done and turned to find himstill there. To say | was distracted was an
understatenent, but it didn't seemto matter; Hestin was just as distracted,
and | had to speak to himbefore he knew | was ready.



The quiet and distraction of my own roomwasn't equalled in the rest of the
house, something | was able to feel |long before we reached the kitchen area.
That's not to say the big house was noi sy, because it wasn't. But it was
filled with people noving briskly back and forth, getting their jobs done wth
efficiency and enthusiasm their mnds bulging with hel d-down excitenent and
antici pati on and eagerness and every blend of holiday-norning feeling there
was. Every one of themwas |oyal to Leelan and her group, sonething Rel gon and
Deegor had worked hard to be sure of despite Farian's attenpts to slip spies
into the household, and every one of themhad waited a long time for that day.
I'"d i ntended using that norning to give ny mind a chance to spread out, but by
the tine we reached the kitchen and entered it, | was already curtained.

"I give you greeting for the new day, Terril," Leelan said as she | ooked up
from checking the contents of a pot hung over the fire, her pretty face
flushed fromthe heat and gl owi ng from another source entirely. "Wre you able
to rest?"

"Wth Hestin's aid, | was indeed,” | said, stepping back to avoid two of the
servants heading out of the roomw th trays. "I trust your own rest was
adequat e?"

"Conpl etely adequate,” she said with a | augh, abandoning the pot to a hovering
worman servant who had been waiting inpatiently for her to get out from under
foot. "The aid | had was not from Hestin, however, and for that reason was
likely even nore adequate.™

"Such talk is inmodest and unbecoming to a wonan, Leelan," Hestin said with
nock di sapproval, his arns in their gray robe-sleeves fol ded across his chest.
"Also am| near to taking guest-insult."

"I offer ny nost sincere apol ogies, Hestin," she said with a | augh, com ng
forward to put a hand on his folded arns. "On so glorious a day as this,
woul d give insult to none save Farian. The neal is done, and will shortly be
served. Come and join nme, both of you."

W foll owed Leelan to the roomw th the windows and the fireplace, chose

pl aces on the carpet fur, then |l et ourselves be served. People began arriving
just about then, joining us for the meal and bringing word of the fighters or
arrangenents each was responsible for. There was a lot of talk mxed in with
the eating, but Hestin was right there making sure it went the other way
around for both Leelan and nyself. The others were free to starve if they
liked, but Leelan and | weren't going to be allowed to do it with them

By the time everyone but Rel gon had left again, it was clear everything was
ready. | hadn't thought it would be possible to raise a | arge enough nunber of
fighters in less than a day, but Leelan and her co-conspirators had been
organi zing for longer than that. On the theory that their chance would cone
suddenly when it cane, they had prepared in advance and had just waited, ready
to set everything in notion on little nore than a nonent's notice. I|f

besi egi ng the pal ace had been necessary it woul d have taken nore tine for
details, but our plan saw to that problem

After breakfast it was time to get ne disguised. Although | didn't know it at
first, this was the part of the preparations that had taken the nost effort.
Hours had been spent making a wig for ne of |ong blonde hair, and nmy own hair
had to be spread out on top of nmy head before the wig could be put on. On
Central, hair tinting had al ways been nore popul ar than wigs and, on Rinmlia
they were never used at all; with none of us having any expertise in the
matter, getting the thing on and straight was a pre-battle battle. If a stray
corner of nmy own hair wasn't showi ng, then the bl onde | ocks | ooked crooked and



somehow nmore glued on than grown. Leelan, Relgon, and |I fought with the stupid
thing until we were sweating and cursing, alnost ready to say to hell with it,
and then Leel an's chi ef house servant noticed what we were doing. The wonan
was a lot like Glor, the chief housekeeper in Tammad's house, the sort of
person who can be calmand efficient even in the middle of an earthquake. She
joined us without waiting to be invited, tugged a little here and pushed
there, then added the | eat her headband that Leelan and quite a few ot her wonen
of Vedi aster wore. | felt as though | were wearing a tied-down hood, but the
mrror Leelan had produced for the occasion showed soneone other than the

dar k- hai red, useless rella wenda the pal ace guards woul d be on the | ookout

for. The thought came to ne that the wonen of Tammad's city wore headbands for
a reason other than decoration, but that was a thought | didn't have the timer
the nerve-for. Until Tanmad was free it would have to wait its turn for
priority.

The last part of ny disguise was a swordbelt conplete with weapon, fitting
around ny hips over the cloth breeches as though | had never gone unarned a
day in ny life. It's an odd feeling wearing a weapon for the first time, and
could finally understand why it's been said that there are no dangerous

weapons, only dangerous people. | could al so understand why boys were nade to
cut thenselves if they were found with their swords in their hands w t hout
having a valid reason for it. | stood | ooking out of one of the w ndows

wi t hout seeing anything, my fingers to the worn | eather of the swordbelt, ny
m nd so eager to draw the sword fromits scabbard that it was al nost at

conpul sion level. | knew | couldn't use a sword, knew | didn't even have the
ability to hold it properly, but having been given it made the thing nmine, and
somehow al ong with the weapon had cone the conviction that if | had to use it
I'd be able to. The idea wasn't just stupid it was downright irrational, but I
couldn't seemto get rid of it. | stood staring sightlessly out of a w ndow,
and ny mind and fingers itched to play warrior

"Terril, | would not have known you," Dallan's voice cane fromny left, making
me start guiltily. "You seemquite the w wenda now, and that despite your
green eyes. As well armed as you appear to be, | must be sure not to give you
insult."”

He chuckl ed indulgently at his little joke, having quite a good tine teasing
me, inreality finding nothing threatening at all in ne or the weapon | was
wearing. It really was irrational to let his anusement get to ne, but
sonmetines irrationality can be even nore inescapabl e than depression

"Shoul d you hold to that, | shall regret not having donned a sword before
this," | said, deliberately resting ny left palmon a | eather-bound neta
hilt. "Was there sone matter you wi shed to di scuss with ne?"

"Indeed,"” he said with a nod, grinning down at ne as he otherw se ignored ny
first cooment. "As it will soon be tinme to depart for the palace, | would have
you know how | nmean to see natters attended to. As your safety is ny
responsibility, you shall remain beside ne no matter what occurs, or behind ne
should it come to sword strokes. Under no circunstances are you to take
yoursel f off el sewhere and al one, and you will obey whatever instructions are
gi ven you qui ckly and wi thout discussion. Have | made nysel f cl ear?"

"Ch, extrenely clear, ny Chand," | answered soberly, letting himsee nothing
of the flaring outrage ravening in nmy mind. "This undertaking has becone
yours, then, no matter that you will likely not even be allowed through a gate

onto the grounds, not to speak of into the palace itself."

"I will have a good deal |ess disrespect fromyou, girl," he grow ed, angered
by my having called him"ny Chand,"” his finger pointing at me in accusation



"I have, till now, overlooked a good deal of your behavior out of deference to
Tammad and your concern over his capture, yet shall | no longer do so. It is
ever a |'lenda who noves first into battle and | eads the way for others to
follow, a thing | now do here for these wendaa. You shall obey ne and they
shall follow, and I wi sh to hear no nore upon it."

He was | ooking down at nme the way |'lendaa do, hard-eyed above broad shoul ders
and nassive arms, his unreasonably |large size straightened to the full, his

m nd convinced and ready not to give an inch. If | hadn't been so angry I
woul d have been very unconfortable but, as |I've said before, anger can be a
rat her useful enotion. | looked up into Dallan's pretty blue eyes, at the sane
time letting the curtain drop frommy mnd, and respected his wish to hear no
nore about who woul d do what at the pal ace.

"Do you recall the time of our first nmeeting?" | asked himsoftly, holding his
gaze while ny mnd began-encircling-his. "Do you recall what position you
hel d, what conmands you were forced to accept, what actions you were nade to
perforn? You were a slave in all things save your mnd, constrained to do as
others bid you for Seddan's sake, held to your place by the chains of
necessity. Do you recall the tinme, Daldrin?"

Hs |lips parted as he continued to | ook down at nme, possibly to answer one of
nmy questions, possibly to protest being called by the slave-name of his own
choosing, but it was already too late. My thoughts had al ready superseded his,
telling himhow he nmust act and the very inportant reason for those actions.
Dallan was a man and a |'lenda but Daldrin was a slave, filled with

sel f-ef facenent and an absolute | ack of dignity, conpletely obedi ent and
total ly unquestioning, knowing in every single part of himthat the | east
deviation from any requirenent woul d cause the i medi ate death of his brother
Seddan. 1'd had to really intensify his |love for Seddan and the sense of dread
surroundi ng the thought of him but using a situation that had once actually
obtained made it all a good deal easier. Dallan becanme Daldrin again, but this
time a Daldrin clear down to the ground. He knew how abject a slave he had to
be in order to save his brother, believed sincerely that there was no ot her
way out, and was deternmined to go through with it all, no matter what. What
you know and believe about something dictates your every action, and

determ nation helps to keep it that way. Dallan i mediately | owered his eyes
frommne, went to his knees, and bowed his head.

"Terril, what have you done?" Leel an asked unsteadily fromnot two feet away,
staring in great confusion at Dallan. "I felt the surge of your mind when you
renoved its veil, yet

I could not . . . . Wat have you said to himthat he now behaves as we wi shed
hi mto?"

"Wirds do naught with a seetar of al'lenda,” | told her, exanining the

results of my work critically. "He is not one who gives heed to-others,
therefore did | address the matter differently. For now he is to be called

Dal drin, and he will do exactly as he is bidden to do. | nust, however, have a
few nonents for himto return to hinmself before any swordwork is required of
him after we have entered the palace. | would not see himcone to harm

t hrough the trap of confusion.”

"I nyself, will see that he has the time he requires," she prom sed, com ng
closer to bend and | ook at himw th her head to one side. "How strange it
seens, to see a slave where nonents before stood a |'lenda, Are you a good

sl ave, Dal |-ah-Daldrin?"

"I strive to be a good slave, dendaya,'' ny unknow ng victimanswered, his



voi ce as meek and retiring as he could nmake it, his manner nervous at being
directly addressed. "Is it the dendaya's wish that | serve her?"

"Not at the noment," she answered with a | ook of delight, straightening up
again. "How unfortunate that there is so little tine left before we nust
depart. Whuld it be possible to have himso again, Terril? After the battle,
per haps, when Fari an has been seen to?"

"It may be done at another time just as it has been done now," | told her
anmused at her grin as much as at her question. "It mnust be renenbered,
however, that he has now been changed for a purpose, which would not be true
if he were touched again. Also nmust it be understood that he will recall each
thing said and done to him™"

"Perhaps such recollection wuld be for the best," she nused, none of her
ent husi asm di mred, one finger tapping her lips. "He is nore than stubborn
this one, and he has dared to suggest- Well, no matter. He is as aware of what
was suggested as |, and this shall be ny reply to it. Raise yourself again to
st andi ng, slave."

Dallan lost no time in obeying the order he had been given, but his eyes

remai ned down, his head lowered. It didn't really bother me seeing himlike
that, not as much as |I'd thought it would-1 knew the condition wasn't
permanent, and if anyone deserved being put through that, he did. | stood with
hand resting on sword hilt, needing to do no nore than gently support the

know edge, belief and determination in his mnd, and watched Leel an nove to
himwi th deliberation.

"You do not at this time require weapons, slave," she said to him exam ning
himas if he were a side of beef. "Renove that swordbelt at once, and give it
to ne."

The slave Daldrin paled at the hardness in the voice of his nistress, and a
short mnute | ater was handi ng over his weapons. Leelan took themw th

sati sfaction gl owi ng out of her eyes and nmind, and then she slowy backed away
fromhim

"A proper slave does not wear a blue haddin, " she said when she had the

di stance she wanted, putting sone effort into slinging Dallan's swordbelt over
her shoul der as she continued to stare at him "Renove the haddin, and then we
will seek out brown cloth for you."

It nost definitely would not be accurate to say that Dallan hesitated, but it
was fortunate | still had an attentive hold on him Wthout ny support, his
unquesti oni ng obedi ence woul d probably have developed a sag in the mddle. H's
bi g hands opened the haddin and unwound the cloth fromaround his mddle, his
enbarrassed suffering clear in the darkening of his skin, and then the cloth
was on the carpet fur at his feet. | hadn't realized how many people were in
the room until | began picking up reactions to that gesture.

"One is now able to see howtruly well nade as a man he is," Relgon said in a
drawl as she cane over to stand besi de Leel an, her mi nd humm ng noticeably.
Behi nd those two were four of Leelan's wonen servants, spread out in the room
doi ng various things-until the unveiling. Right then they were sinply standing
there and enjoying the view as any normal wonman woul d, their ninds nore

i mpressed than anmused, Relgon's hummultiplied by their nunbers. Dallan stood
wi th head and eyes down, but somehow | was sure he was aware of every pair of
eyes on him

"Ah, but he is not a man, Relgon," Leelan said in reply to the ol der wonan's



comment, her grin still going strong. "He is a slave who will be ny gift to
the Chama, and | now require the answer to no nore than one additiona
qguestion: how are we also to take into the palace his great bar of a sword
which will surely be needed by hin? Merely to ook upon it is to knowit as
t he weapon of a |'lenda."

"Yes, the sight of a l'lenda's weapon is stirring indeed," Rel gon nurnured
with a chuckle, then she | ooked at Leelan nore seriously. "For what reason
mght it not also be presented as a gift? Well-wapped in cloth and borne by
the slave, who is to say what it is? And should it be necessary to reveal the
gift, it mght be presented as yours to the man Fari an has chosen for you,
preci ous for having been carried and used by your father's father's father or
some such. There are many things one might say to the gate guard-should it be
necessary. "

"Which it hopefully shall not be," Leelan agreed with a slow nod. "Should

t hose who support us succeed in being stationed at the gate . . . . Ah well

t he success of such efforts will be seen upon our arrival. Let us now see to
t he wrapping of both of our gifts."

Rel gon chuckl ed again as she turned away with Leel an, and the four wonen

servants sighed as they went back to their work. Dallan still stood with head
and eyes down, his trapped mind really suffering, only the determ nation of
his need to do what was necessary naking it at all bearable. | waited unti

Leel an and Rel gon had left the room and then | noved nearer to the man who
had been given no choice at all

"To hol d anot her where he or she has no wish to be is often done on this
world,"” | said in a very low voice as | |ooked up at him raising one hand to
run a finger through his blond chest hair. "I was forced, through a need to
protect the honor of ny sadendrak, into a place | had no wish to be. Nowis it
you who is simlarly forced, to assure the safe rel ease of those who are held
captive, both in the palace and in the city itself. Consider, as matters
progress, how great a satisfaction is yours through so noble a sacrifice; and
have no fear, brother, for | shall not allow harmto come to you. | wll | ook
upon your protection as ny duty."

I ran ny hand over his hard, strongly nuscled shoul der and armthen turned
away fromhim allow ng himnothing in the way of useful anger. Frustration
was all the slave Daldrin could feel, that and mi sery at what was bei ng done
to him outrage and humiliation forced |ow and into the background. He stil
towered over nme but this time it was he who was hel pless, and it would be
interesting to see if he managed to get the message.

Rel gon came back with brown cloth for our slave to put around hinself, and a
little later Leelan brought in a long, rectangul ar bundl e wapped in gol den
cloth and tied with red silk. Leelan handled it as though it had nore bul k
than wei ght, but her mind sounded a sigh of relief when she handed it over to

Dal l an. | stayed where | was on the carpet fur anobng some cushions, sipping at
a goblet of juice and trying to relax. It was alnmpst tine-It was al nost
time-and if | hadn't had to nonitor Dallan, | probably would have gone crazy.

When time drags along on one end of a wait, it sonetinmes has a habit of making
up for it on the other end. After hours and centuries of seeing to the |ast
necessary details, suddenly Deegor and Siitil and a couple of the others were

there, and the waiting was over. | scranmbled to ny feet, banging ny left ankle
wi th ny scabbarded sword and catching nmy armon its hilt, then stood very
still for a mnute and closed ny eyes. Control, | thought, taking a deep

breath-if you can't control yourself you're worse than usel ess. The deep
breath seened to do nore good than the pep talk, but at least | was able to



wi sh up the curtain for ny mind. | still had control of Dallan through it, but
not hi ng el se showed; no sense in warning everybody that the new secret weapon
was on her way. | hadn't really noticed the buzzing of the Hand of Power that
nmorni ng, but as | wal ked over to join the others nmy stomach was churning and
ny head was nearly poundi ng.

" we shall soon know," Leelan was saying to Siitil, obviously trying to
calnlthe ot her w wenda down before she went up in flanes. Siitil was alnost in
a worse state than | was, but not from nervousness. Her burning drive to get
to it was nearly beyond her control

"You and those with you shall soon know " Siitil replied in a snarl, all but
the thinnest layer of civility gone fromher. "W others nust remain wthout
the wall, awaiting what we hope will come! I am not made for skul ki ng about
and waiting, Leelan. "

"Risking one's life is nuch the easier, Siitil," Leelan said, comm serating,
seriously meani ng what she was saying, and | couldn't stand it any |onger. One
person out of control in a group is enough, nost especially when sonething can
be done for the other one. | noved through ny curtain and touched Siitil
carefully, trying to cal mher without letting her know what was happeni ng, and
happily it worked. She took a deep breath as the invisible tw sting daggers

wi t hdrew from her flesh, and even managed sonething of a smile.

"And it is for all of us and our need for revenge that you risk that life,"
she said, stepping forward to put her hand to Leel an's shoul der. "Should the
unt hi nkabl e occur and you fail, sister, rest easy in the know edge that we
others will find another time. For now, our lot is waiting."

Wth that, Siitil and the other two left, all of themfeeling better than they
had, giving me the absurd i npression that they were characters in a play.

Enter these and exit those, speak your lines and don't forget the gestures,
find your mark then stunble off-stage into the wings. W all knew what was
ahead but not how it would turn out, and for that | envied the playwight and
the director.

"Clearly, it must be Terril," Deegor was saying to Leelan and Rel gon when |
returned frommy trip into imagination, for some reason openi ng her swordbelt.
"The others nmust be arnmed for their own sake."

"Clearly, what nust be Terril? ' | asked, noving closer to the remaining
menbers of the group. It still made nme feel odd to be the small est one anong
them but the feeling wasn't as acute as when | stood anobng nen.

"When we enter the palace and the battle is about to begin, you nmust give ne

your sword," Deegor said, handing her own weapon to Relgon. "If it were
possible | would give you mne to wear, yet are too many of the guard faniliar
with the ook of it. I shall have to make do with your weapon."

| looked at the sword Deegor was giving up, noticing for the first time the
ornate hilt of the weapon, but still didn't understand.

"I'n what manner will it be possible for you to reach ne?" | asked her, also
wonderi ng why Rel gon was now donni ng the bl ade. The only way nost people could
tell the twins apart was by who was wearing a sword and who wasn't. "You will
be without the wall, and your sister in our mdst."

"Rel gon shall indeed be with you, yet only in name," Deegor said, snoothing at
her gray breeches to elininate any creases the swordbelt m ght have caused.
"It has cone to us how useful it may be, to have a w wenda where none is



expected. Ever has it been Rel gon who has acconpani ed Leel an into the pal ace,
and this tine shall be no different fromthe rest. W need have no fear that
Leelan's mind will be touched in ny sister's absence."

"How excellently well all our planning has gone," Rel gon observed, grinning
around at all of us. "Wth Terril anong us the thoughts fairly fall over one
another in their haste to be proposed, for she is our talisman of fortune. W
wi Il succeed, sisters, | amcertain we will succeed!"

The rest of us said sonething in agreenent with that, but what, exactly, is
beyond nme to renenber. The one thought that came crystal clear as we nmade
ready to | eave, though, was one | would rather not have had. Rel gon was
certain that we would win, but ny talent for the future, if talent it was,
remained grimy silent on the point.

The sun was hi gh enough to be hot, but hadn't been up |ong enough to dry up
the nud. Leelan and her escort of five w wendaa, one advisor and one male

sl ave, moved along the dirt-based street of Vedi aster, avoiding as many of the
puddl es as possible, keeping to a decent pace, but making no effort to hurry.
W didn't have all that far to go, and the people in the crowds nmade a poi nt
of stepping aside for us.

Leel an was being grave and silent on purpose, pretending that she was going to
a W wenda's idea of execution, all the while fighting inside to force her nind
to match. Deegor wal ked just as silently beside her, watching the younger
woman's efforts with approval, sternly keeping her |left hand from searching
for a hilt to rest on. I walked with the four real w wendaa, trying to | ook
conpetent and unsurprised that one of themwas actually a bit shorter than |
was, ny mnd on the alert against any sort of projections while automatically
nmoni tori ng and supporting Dallan. Qur poor male slave was the only one
bar ef oot anong us, or at |east he had been until the nud corrected all that.
He wal ked behind the two | eaders and in front of the follow ng w wendaa, his

| arge ornate burden held carefully in his arms, his awareness of the way he
was being stared at giving hima really hard tinme. Dallan had to stay with
bei ng the slave Dal drin-everything inside himsaid so-but that didn't keep him
fromsuffering

When we finally got to the fifty-foot clearing between the buildings and
stalls of the city and the wall around the pal ace grounds, Leelan ignored the
guards we were approachi ng while Deegor casually | ooked them over. Her

i medi ately suppressed flash of disappointnent told nme that something hadn't
happened that the di sgui sed w wenda had been hoping for, and it wasn't |ong
before we all found out what that was. Rather than letting us through the gate
wi t hout comment, one of the guards stepped directly into Leelan's path.

"And what is it you wish here, girl?" the guard w wenda asked Leel an, soundi ng
polite enough but inwardly enjoying a private joke. "Do you wish to see the
Chanma?"

"I have been conmanded to appear before the Chanma," Leelan answered tightly,
finding no difficulty at all in pretending to be angry and trying to keep from
being insulted. "As you know this as well as I, you may now step aside."

"Ah, yes, so | do," the woman agreed |l azily, standing not quite as high as
Leel an but feeling a good deal larger. "You cone here upon command, and for a
speci fic purpose. For what reason is that slave not collared?"

The guard's eyes had gone to Dallan in appraisal, she obviously feeling
pl eased that he made no attenpt to meet her gaze., but Leelan didn't bother
t urni ng around.



"The slave will be collared should Farian decide to accept him" she answered,
this time working a little harder at sounding stiff and angry-rather than just
short of upset. "He is a gift |I have brought for the Chama, one | believe wll
pl ease her. Do you nmean to keep us standing about here till darkness has
fallen?"

"By no neans," the woman answered, and then she deliberately brought her eyes

back to Leelan with a nasty grin on her face. "I would not be the cause of
del ayi ng the Chama's pleasure, girl, for she is eager indeed to informyou of
whi ch country she will very soon make an alliance with. The gift you bring is

certain to sway her not in the |least-which is a great pity for you. You may
now enter."

The wonan stepped back, still grinning her anmusement shared by the rest of the
yel l owcl ad guard w wendaa, and just for an instant Leelan didn't nove. Her

m nd was so clouded with fury that I was sure she was about to draw her
weapon, but apparently sonme people are stronger than their enmptions. After the
i nstant of hesitation she sinply started forward through the gate, and the
rest of us came after her. Dallan was treated to the sort of caress he wasn't
used to getting as he passed the woman who had been doing the tal king, but al
his startlement did was increase the | aughter around us. W left the wall
behi nd as we noved across the grounds toward the pal ace, some of us noticing
that the sun had grown so warm we were sweating, and once we were out of
earshot of the guard w wendaa, Deegor put her hand to Leel an's shoul der

"There is but one thing you need bear in mind, sister," she said in a voice
| ow enough to carry to Leelan and us but not beyond. "That is the gate through
which Siitil and her wild ones will enter."

Leelan's mind flared with such savage delight, that | nearly flinched back
behind ny curtain. After that her anger seened to settle down, and the rest of
us could go back to breathing normally again. O, at least | could; no one

el se in the group seened bothered that we'd been that close to starting the
fighting early. The fact that | al one was unable to use a sword undoubtedly
had nothing to do with the way | felt; the fact that | mght have had to use
one anyway was nore to the point.

W were nodded through into the palace itself by another couple of yellowclad
guards, but this tinme Deegor's mnd was pl eased to see them That a good
nunber of the guards were on our side would nmean nothing if the Hand of Power
wasn't knocked out, and it cane to me with a shock that their al nost-constant
buzz hadn't been chipping at ne for a while. W only had a short tine to get
to where we were going, and then it was all up to ne. Being in the mddl e of
the four w wendaa kept nme from slowi ng down, but it didn't keep the wig and
headband | wore from suddenly growi ng tighter and nore confini ng.

W took our parade up and down corridors and halls, constantly oozing the
attitude that we were only where we bel onged, and the nost notice we got was a
gl ance or two fromthose we passed. | couldn't decide if wal king about openly
was | ess nerve-w acki ng than sneaki ng around al one in the dead of night, but
anot her revel ation suddenly canme to ne. The first time Leelan had asked ne to
head that revolution, 1'd refused, and she had never asked agai n. Sonmehow
seened to have alnost-floated-into the place | then was, a very famliar
feeling on that world. Rinilians didn't seemto take no for an answer, a trait
obvi ously common to male and fenmal e alike.

We cane at last to one corridor nore deserted than the others we'd been
t hrough, one that made everyone el se al nbst as tense as | was. No one went
into the corridor who didn't belong there, and getting caught woul d have neant



troubl e. Deegor inmediately went down to one knee and began nessing with the
strap on her left sandal, an excuse for our standing still outside one
particul ar door. Three of our four w wendaa had al ready gone through that
door, and we couldn't follow until they'd checked things out.

After what couldn't have been nuch nmore than a minute-but seened |ike an
hour -l ater, one of the three was back at the door, gesturing us inside. W
lost no tine in getting through the doorway, and once the door had been cl osed
behind us | | ooked around at our tenporary refuge. Wiite rock made up the
wal I s and ceiling, but under our feet was white fur carpeting. Yellow silk
draped part of the walls and curtained the wi ndows, the small tables set here
and there were beautifully carved dark wood, and the various decorations hung
at a few points on the walls were al so dark. The room was expensively done up
for soneone of supposedly refined taste, but sonething seened to be m ssing.

"As this apartment is and has been untenanted, none should arrive to disturb
us," Leelan said, nmaking no effort to | ook around. "Roodar's apartnment lies
beyond the wall of the sleeping room nore accessible to us than she knows.
Once the Hand is seen to, we will begin by calling on her."

| realized then that Leelan was talking primarily to me, and al so suddenly
under st ood what her words really meant. Tammad was right then no nore than a
room away from nme, close enough to be hel ped, close enough to be freed.

Wt hout even thinking about it | was abruptly facing the dark wood door in the
right hand wall that undoubtedly led to the apartnment's sl eeping room but

Leel an's hand cane to ny shoul der before | could take a single step

"Terril, you must recall that it may not be done yet," she said very gently,
surely knowi ng what | was thinking, conpassion clear in her every word.
"Shoul d Roodar | earn of our presence before the Hand is seen to, she may in
some manner succeed in alerting the guard. There are not a sufficient nunber
of us to adequately protect you agai nst concerted attack, and should you go
down wi t hout having seen to the Hand-'

Then the gane was over for everyone, Tammad included, | finished in ny nind
when she let it trail off, ny eyes still held by that dark wood door. You

m ght be able to blast the first half dozen or so to come at you, Terry, but
what about the ones behind then? The idea of dying is only somewhat upsetting,
but what if you die before Tanmad is safe? Gving your life for himwould be
no terribly great sacrifice, but being patient is absolute hell, isn't it?
You' ve tal ked a | ot about the need for self-control and how well you thought
you were progressing with it; how about giving one short, decisive exanple of
what you think you' ve acconplished?

"You all of you are here for no purpose other than to assist me in freeing ny
sadendrak," | said after a mnute, still staring at that door. "The Hand m ght
have been seen to fromwi thout the wall about the grounds, had there been none
within requiring protection. You all risk your lives on ny behalf, a thing
amwell aware of. There is surely no nmore than a short while to wait till the
Hand is agai n assenbl ed. "

"That is surely so," Leelan said with a lot of warnth and support, the relief
showi ng no place other than in her mnd, her hand patting ny shoul der before
leaving it. Then she hesitated, her thoughts wavering over a decision, but
once consi dered, she felt she had to speak. "Terril," she said slowy, "we may
not enter Roodar's apartnent at this time, yet may we see within it. Wuld
you-wi sh to do such a thing?"

| turned at last to | ook at her, wondering what she was tal king about, and the
expression on ny face made her gesture at the roomwe stood in.



"This wing was neant to house those of high standing who visit the court of
Vedi aster,"” Leel an expl ai ned, soundi ng as though she were trying to distract
herself as well as nme. "Certain of the apartnments here were prepared so that
t hose of questionable notive m ght be closely watched, and it was one such
apartment whi ch Roodar was given by Farian. As neither knew the true purpose
of the apartnent, those guard w wendaa who remmined |loyal to me were able to
keep wat ch upon Roodar wi thout her know edge, the purpose being to discover
for what reason Farian treats her so well."

"For what reason should she not?" | asked, wondering if there was any ruler
anywhere who didn't spend nost of his or her tine worrying about everyone
around them "She is a |loyal supporter of Farian and, as you yourself said,
the finest sword anong the Chanma's w wendaa. For what reason should she not be
rewar ded?"

"Roodar is given far nore than sinple reward,"” Deegor put in, noving closer to
where Leel an and | stood. "She was unknown anmong us before Farian's attack

yet now |lives higher than any save the Chama herself. Should she wish a thing
she need only request it, and Farian i mediately nakes it hers. It was Roodar
we know, who took the Iife of Leelan's nother the Chama when Farian's power
proved stronger, for Farian is not w wenda and does not wield a sword. Beyond
t hat we know naught of her, and naught of the reason Farian val ues her so

hi ghly. "

"And that despite the constant watch kept upon her," Leelan said, clearly
di sgusted. "Her value to the Chama has never been spoken of in her own
apartment, yet were we able to | earn other things-such as her doing with your
memabrak. In truth we should resunme the watch post-yet only one or two need do
so. As the sight may well be painful for you, you need not feel that you nust
acconpany them "

She and Deegor watched ne carefully as they waited for an answer, and for a
monent | truly didn't know what to say. | was fairly certain | could contro
nmyself if |I didn't actually see what they were doing to Tammad-but what if we
found themjust about to really hurt him? Nothing would be able to keep ne
fromacting then, and that could well destroy the entire plan. But was the
pl an worth having Tamad really hurt, maybe even dead? Not to me it wasn't,
and that was one selfish stand all the talk of honor in the universe couldn't
nove ne from

"Leel an, | thank you for your concern,"” | said at last, raising nmy eyes to
ook directly at her. "It may well prove painful to | ook upon ny sadendrak-yet
I nust."

"And we all do as we must," she agreed with sonmething of a nod, then gl anced
around to gather everyone up. "Let us all take ourselves to the sl eeping room
then, and recall that absolute silence will be necessary."

Deegor led the way into the sleeping room and the |ast w wenda through the
door closed it behind her. Qur nale slave was put to his knees by Leel an just
besi de that door, his burden on the carpet fur beside him and after patting
hi m on the head and whi spering sonmething in his ear, she left himwhere he'd
been put. The sl eeping roomwas |arge, and furnished just the way the
recepti on roomwas, and | happened to notice that some of the white carpet fur
was being marked by the remants of mud we'd brought in on our sandals. The

t hought crossed nmy mind that we'd be lucky if nud was all that stained the
carpet fur, and then | was carefully watching what Leel an was doi ng.

The wall of the roomdirectly opposite the door was of white stone as were al



the walls, but hung on that wall between yellow silk drapes was a very wi de
and intricate carving in dark wood, the white stone behind it show ng through
the gaps in its graceful but meaningl ess pattern. The carving stretched down
the wall alnost to the floor, but it was the left side of the thing that

Leel an ran her hand over. The sl eeping roomwas di menough to nake us all nove
cl oser to see what she was doing, but we were all able to hold back on the
gasps when she took hold of one part of the carving and swung it out away from
the wall. The carving was really a door, and with a gesture telling us to
follow, Leelan led the way into the wall

The space behind the carving was wider than |I'd thought it would be, and it
was al nost dark when Deegor entered |ast and pulled the hidden door closed
behi nd us. Leel an, nmoving w thout sound, continued on to the right a few
paces, waited until we were all in a line next to her again, then groped at
something in front of her. A mnute |ater what seenmed to be a narrow strip of
the wall now in front of us was silently fol ding upward, Deegor apparently
handling the other end of it, and faint |ight was comng through to the

dar kness we stood in. The open strip behind was positioned so that soneone
Leel an's hei ght would have to bend down a little and someone ny hei ght stretch
up a small distance, which neant it was essentially eye level for just about
anyone. Wat | ooked |ike white curtaining hung over the opening, and stepping
forward showed that it could be seen through with very little difficulty.

Very little difficulty if you don't count what there was to be seen. The room
we | ooked in at was al so a sl eeping room decorated in green, tan and white,
and wasn't as enpty as the one we'd just passed through. |I'd been deliberately
keeping ny mind well behind its curtain, nore than half afraid of what | would
find if | reached out, but it wasn't quite as bad as |I'd imagined it. Aside
fromthe normal furnishings of a sleeping room Roodar had added a heavy frane
of wood in front of the w de, sunshiny wi ndows, two posts |inked to each ot her
wi th wooden ties at top and bottomas well as a wi de, steadying base of

m ni mal thickness, an arrangenent that made sure anyone standing on that base
in the frane would not be able to knock the whole thing over. The one standing
there right then was Tammad, of course, his thick wists held high by the
chains coming fromthe two posts, his braced | egs kept wi de by chains on his
ankl es, his face set in a grim deterni ned expression. It was easy to see how
difficult knocking the franme over woul d be, because Tamad was trying, his
fists clenched in their manacles as his giant body sought to break the posts
and send themdown in splintered bits to the carpet fur. It |ooked like he'd
been trying for quite sone tine, but although the posts creaked agai nst the
ties holding and bracing them he couldn't seemto get either of themto
splinter. H s naked and coll ared body was covered with sweat over welts that

| ooked painful and he appeared a little | eaner than usual, but aside fromthat
and a desperation in his attenpts to break free, he was nostly unhar med.

Relief was too debilitating an enotion for the tinme and place | was in just
then, not to nmention sonmewhat premature, but | still found nyself |eaning on
the wall bel ow the opening rather heavily, nmy hands flat to it rather than to
the body of the man | wanted so desperately to go to. He was far |less injured
than | had dared to hope for, and it was only a matter of a short while before
he woul d be free. | wanted to | augh and cry in sheer joy, both at the sane
time-and then a door in the far wall opened to admt two w wendaa.

Tammad' s struggl es stopped al nost i mediately at the sound of the door

openi ng, and he watched the two wonen approach fromhis left with narrowed
eyes. The two newconers were tal king together and | aughing as they cane in,
and the laughter didn't stop when they halted in front of the captive |'l enda.

"It is nearly time to resune your duties, slave," one of the two said to him
letting her eyes nove intrusively over his body. "Should Roodar not have



returned by then, it is we who shall see to the matter. You will, of course,
gi ve us absolutely no difficulty."

Tammad stood in the chains holding himand stared down silently at the wonan,
his jaw set grimy, his hands again turned to fists beyond the manacl es. He
wasn't verbally disagreeing with the worman, but his |ight eyes had devel oped a
stubborn | ook which the woman didn't miss.

"I will hear fromyour own lips that you mean to give no difficulty," she
pursued in a harder voice, stepping onto the frane base to nove closer to the
man she | ooked up at with such cold authority. "Mist you be reni nded once
again of the pretty little slave brought here by you, and what her |ot has
been for your past refusal s? She weeps so well when the lash is put to her

t hat Roodar may soon begin to hope for difficulty fromyou. W, however,
prefer an obedient slave to the sight of a dark-haired weerees withing upon
the stone in pain, therefore do | demand words fromyou. How will you have it,
sl ave?"

Tammad' s |ips parted slightly to show teeth clenched agai nst a snarl of rage,
but | could see that his eyes were wild with a sick, twisting worry that kept
the snarl from being voiced. So that was the way they held himwhile he was
lucid, | thought with shock and outrage, not just with chains but also with

t hreats agai nst me! They nust have told himabout it every time Roodar had

whi pped ne, making himbelieve that the pain | was given was because of him
Not until Leelan's hand canme to ny shoulder to steady ne did | realize | was
trenbling, and the rage inside was something | had to hold down by main force.

"I-will give no difficulty, dendaya," Tammad said then, his voice forced out
unwi I i ngly between his teeth, a faint tinge of fear edging it. "You will have
no reason to give the girl greater pain, pain which should have been given
instead to me. |-was also told that | mght perhaps be allowed to see her

"Were you indeed?" the woman interrupted too pleasantly, enjoying the way his
stunbling words inmediately cut off. "An obedient slave may perhaps be
rewarded by his nistress, yet must he first be proven truly obedient. Are you
an obedi ent sl ave, slave?"

"I -am an obedi ent slave, dendaya," her victimanswered, |ooking down at her
hel pl essly. The shame and humiliation he felt were terrible pain, but it was
somet hi ng he had chosen to accept in order to get what he had to have.

"How pl easant to have an obedi ent slave before one,"” the woman said with a
purr while the second one | aughed, her hands cl asped behind her back as she
| ooked upward. "I find you quite attractive, slave. Ask that your dendaya
touch you, beg that she honor you."

There was sonething of a hesitation, but the victimheld chained in place had
very little choice. If he wanted what had been promi sed him he had to obey.

"I beg you to honor ne with a touch, dendaya," he choked out, his eyes no

| onger able to neet those of the woman, his voice faint with self-disgust and
| oat hi ng. He knew what woul d happen when he said the words, and when the wonman
put her hand on him intimately, possessively, his eyes closed entirely with
the bottom ess humliation

"Ah, yes, you find that the touch of your dendaya causes you to trenble, does
it not, slave?" The woman | aughed, the novenment of her hand | eaving himin no
doubt as to what she held to. "You had best hope that when Roodar returns, she
finds interest in the thought of your use. Once the potion is again down your



throat, you will cringe and whi nper and snivel until you are seen to."

"I believe it is time that the potion be fetched, sister," the other wonman
said, interrupting her own |aughter for the purpose. "Roodar will not return
for a time, now, yet nust he be prepared against that return.”

"And once prepared, | may perhaps use himnyself," the first wonman mnurmured,
bot h hands high to caress the chest and shoul ders that couldn't avoid her
touch. "Fetch the potion, sister, the while | allow the nearness of this slave
to stir me. "

The second worman chuckl ed i n anusement and obligi ngly headed for the door, and
| suddenly discovered that Leelan's hand wasn't sinply on ny shoul der any

| onger. One of her hands held my right armin a grip that should have been

pai nful while her other hand patted and snoothed nmy hair, very soft sounds
urging nme to silence and cal mconm ng fromher throat. Sonehow Deegor had
appeared at ny left to do alnbpst the sane thing, both of themsurely able to
see the way ny fingers held clawlike to the opening we'd been | ooking
through. | could feel their anxiety and upset surrounding me w thout having it
affect ne in the least, but then Deegor's lips came to ny ear, and | could
just nmake out the breath-soft words.

"The Hand of Power, Terril!" she whi spered, sonehow managi ng to put urgency
into words that were al nost soundl ess. "The output of the Hand has begun
again, and they may be seen to in no nore than a matter of nmonments! Hold fast,
girl, for it is nearly tinmel"

| don't know how often the words had been repeated before | understood them
but, once |I did, things became worse instead of better. The curtain over ny
m nd had been on the verge of collapse frominner pressure when Deegor

di stracted me, sonething both she and Leel an seenmed to understand and were
trying to keep from happening. | still wanted to explode out at anything in
reach, first and forenbst against the wonan who now stood behi nd Tanmad,
trailing her fingers over him but Deegor was right. The Hand had i ndeed
started broadcasting again, and all | had to do was wait about five mnutes to
be certain that everyone was prepared and in their place before | stopped it.
After that it didn't natter what | did to the woman, but to touch her before
then could ruin everything.

Five nore mnutes and Tammad woul d be free-but they were going to rmake him
take that slave drug again.

| ignored the hands on ny arms and continued to | ook through the opening, this
time using ny hold on the wall to keep ne erect. Five mnutes and he woul d be
free-but if they gave himthat potion it would be another whol e day before the
effects of the drug left him Someone who had never been subject to that drug
woul d al so never understand how terrible it would be for him but I'd had
experience with that-potion-and I knew. Another whole day of living hell,
confused and beaten down and al nbst afraid to breathe, another day of
somet hi ng worse than death that he woul d accept without struggle for ny sake!

| held to the wall and tried to will the tine into noving faster, tried to
make it all el apse before the second woman cane back-but time rarely lets
itself be coerced.

When the figure nmoving slowy with a filled bow in her hand appeared in the
doorway, she should have, by rights, heard the shriek of denial in my mnd.
She was al ready back but it was still too soon, and he would swallow it al

wi t hout a single murmur, thinking he was hel ping ne! | found ny back pressed
into the unopened back wall of the passage, ny fists to ny head, so close to
losing all control that | thought | would die. If I had to I et himswallow



that drug I woul d be usel ess afterward agai nst the Hand, | knew | would! | had
to keep himfromaccepting it without letting anyone know we were there, had
to make himknow that | was already free and safe beyond anything they cared
to try-

Qut of desperation canme the answer to ny need, and | pulled away fromthe two
Rimlians trying silently to cal mnme, and went back to | ook through the

openi ng. The second worman was halfway to the frame, the first now sinply
standing and awaiting her, and there was no tine to lose. | had to tell Tammad
| was free, in a way that he couldn't doubt, in a way that no one el se could
det ect .

It seened like nonths or years since |'d done it last, but very deliberately I
reached around ny curtain to touch ny beloved with a kiss. It had been al npost
a joke between us, a private gesture that no one el se was aware of, and all
could do was hope that he would notice and renmenber. It was so light a thing,
and his mind was in such a turnmoil, and | couldn't let ny curtain go so that
he woul d be able to feel ne there. That second wonan had known when the Hand
had begun broadcasti ng again, which nmeant she was sensitive enough to detect
nmy presence if she were to feel ny unshielded mind. Al | had to work with was
a kiss, and I could feel the soundless scrape of nmy sword hilt as | pressed ny
body harder against the wall that separated nme fromeverything that nmade life
worth |iving.

At first, Tammad didn't seemto notice the sensation of lips on his as he
stood there with his eyes closed, but then, just as the second wonman reached
the frame, his head cane up and a frown took him | kissed himagain, afraid
to put too nmuch strength into the sensation to keep it fromregistering as
somet hing other than what it had to be, and this time his eyes opened to show
shocked disbelief. | could feel his mnd darting around searching for me, the
hope rising inside himbut my curtain was still in place and the woman with
the drug had al ready reached him

"Drink it now, slave!l" the first woman ordered in an ugly voice as the second
rai sed the bowl high enough for himto reach, both of them displeased with the
way their victimwas apparently ignoring them "Drink it this instant, else
shal I Roodar have the dark-haired slave brought here, and whi pped to crinmson
ri bbons before your eyes!"

The wonan's viciously spoken threat brought the agony of fear to a man who had
never before felt fear over anything, and he imedi ately | owered his head to
the bow and started to drink it down as commanded. There was nothing | could
do to stop it, nothing at all-and that's exactly what | did. Frantically | hit
Tammad with absol ute denial, hard enough to rattle his teeth, |oud enough to
make hi mthink someone had screaned, "No!" at the top of their lungs, right
into his ear.

H s head jerked up again as he cried out with the ringing ache, startling the
two wonen, and that was all | had been waiting for

Stripping the curtain fromny mnd, | flashed ny thoughts and will and
feelings right straight toward the strongly droning Hand of Power. Five mi nds
awai ted me where they sat, hands linked together to help with their thought
link, five m nds opened wide in a pentagram of projection. They really were
strong together, nuch stronger than individual power could account for, but ny
bl ast of hatred and fury and frustration and rage hit them so hard and so
unexpectedly that they instantly blanked fromall sense of perceiving. One
instant they were there and the next they were gone, to what fate | had no
idea, nor did | care. |I'd done what had to be done, and now was free to do as
| pl eased.



"Leel an, nowm " Deegor said excitedly as | |ooked through the opening at the
two guards again. "The Hand is no nore! Open the way!"

Wth a burst of triunph Leelan pushed at the wall in front of us, and then we
were stepping out face-to-face with the two shocked guards. The first wonman
pal ed and drew her sword, but the second, the one with the bowl, just stood
there staring at ne, w de-eyed and shaken. My mind was totally unshiel ded and
she could feel the strength and fury init, and then she felt something el se.
The first woman had cone toward her and put a hand on her shoul der, and then
that first worman dropped her sword and snatched the bow out of the second
worman' s hand. The raging thirst she was feeling would | et her do nothing else,
and before the second woman coul d shout a warning, the first had al ready
swal | owed what she had so desperately needed

There was a puzzled sil ence anong those who stood with ne as the first wonman
happily wi ped her nouth with the back of her hand and the second watched in
horror, but that was only because the people with ne didn't know what the drug
woul d do. And then the woman who had been so thirsty frowned, one hand lifting
to her head, her eyes wi dening, her whole body trenmbling. She was beginning to
be very confused and very unsure of herself, and the fear was starting to
creep into every part of her, making all the rest of it that much worse. She
had seened to have a very good opinion of the drug while it was still in the
bow ; once it was inside her instead, she slid to her knees and began trying
to make herself very, very small.

"Amazi ng," Deegor breathed from beside ne, watching the kneeling woman trying
to nelt into the carpet fur. "I felt a stirring in the air a noment before the
Hand was done, and with this one was aware of no nore than that she had been
touched. Never before have | seen such precision of control, Terril. "

"Leel an!" the second guard breathed, finally dragging her eyes away from her
former conpanion and bringing themto the | eader of our group. "Wat has
happened to the Hand of Power? What do you do here?"

"What has becone of the Hand of Power, | amas yet unable to say," Leelan
answered with a shrug, |ooking at the other woman coldly. "As for the meaning
of my presence, that should surely be obvious. Farian's tine as Chanma draws to
an end. "

"You will not find it possible to best her," the woman said, nmaking the effort
to pull herself together. "Wth Roodar beside her, Farian will not be taken
even with the aid of one such as that."

The [ ast word the guard spoke clearly referred to me, but | hadn't been payi ng
nore than token attention to conversation since the first woman had gone
cringing to her knees. 1'd been nmoving toward someone who'd had his eyes on ne
the entire tinme, and by then | was standing in front of himand gently
reaching around his body to hold himas tightly as |1'd been dreani ng about so
long. My mind spread out to snother himwith the love | was feeling in the
same way ny body tried to snother his, drawing a wi de, fuzzy-edged feeling of

I ove in response, and the only way it could have been better was if he'd been
freed of the chains so that his arnms could hold ne as well.

"You believe Farian's power to be a match to Terril's?" Deegor asked the
womrman, her voi ce soundi ng anused. "The Chama will no nore find it possible to
wi t hstand her than your sister was able to do."

"And now we nust see to you," Leelan told the woman, draw ng her eyes again.
"There are things we must be about, therefore have we little tine to dally. W



wi Il have your surrender, else will we have your life."

"To surrender is not done by a true w wenda," the woman answered, draw ng
herself up. "Have at ne, then, all of you, in the name of battle against the
Chana. "

"We are not Farian, to fall upon a single blade in nunbers,"” Leelan said
di sgustedly, her eyes unnmoving fromthe woman, the entire tableau visible to
me where | stood. "You shall be given the honor due a w wenda, and may choose
whi ch of us you will face."

"As | now have your word upon the matter, | shall do exactly that," the wonman
answered, her smirk so clear | could see it even with her back to ne. "It wll
pl ease ne a great deal when your honor is conpronised, O daughter of a dead
Chama, for you shall have to do no other thing in order to save the life of
one quite close to you. | have been told | might face any ampbng you, none
excepted, and to withdraw the offer would be to show di shonor. The one

choose to face is Relgon."

The wonman's voice rang out triunphantly, her mind viciously delighted that she
had found it possible to strike so hard a blow at the opposition. If Leelan
honored her word she would | ose a close friend and adviser; if she saved her
friend's life by refusing, she would be soiling her owmn sense of the proper
The wonman had it all figured out, and therefore felt nothing but continuing
del i ght when Leel an and her "friend" exchanged | ooks of surprise.

"Do you mean you wish to face me?" Leelan's "friend" asked the triunphant
guard, the wall of innocence in her mnd hiding what was behind. "You would
draw a weapon agai nst one who i s unarned?"

"For what reason should |I not?" the woman retorted, standing with her |eft

pal mresting on her sword hilt. "As | amto lose nmy life, it will give ne
great pleasure to be acconpani ed by another. Take a weapon and face ne, wonan,
el se shall your noble friend be forsworn."

"There is naught else for it, ny friend," Leelan said to the ol der wonan,

wor ki ng hard to feel resigned as she put a hand to her shoul der. "You nay use
nmy sword to face her."

"Very well, Leelan," the answer cane-nuch nore successfully resigned-al ong
with a sigh. "I will be honored to accept your sword. Wen one is chall enged
one nust answer."

The sword in question was sol entmly handed over and as solemly received, and
then everyone el se stepped back. The guard worman was faintly surprised that
Leel an was going to let it go on, but she was al so nuch too satisfied to
conplain. One way or the other she was determined to hurt Leelan, and she drew
her blade with a good deal of relish, anticipating sone fun before she had to
give up her own life. It didn't bother her in the | east that she was about to
sl aught er soneone who was hel pl ess, but she did feel a bit puzzled when her
opponent stopped in front of her and | owered her point.

"Before we begin, | feel | should correct one snall m sconception on your
part," the helpless victimsaid in a very mld way, |ooking at her opponent
with steady blue eyes. "W and you know that you are unable to match Leel an
with a sword, therefore do you seek to give her harmin another manner. One
who would do such a thing is a craven, and totally w thout honor, and were ny
sister here even she would have little difficulty in besting you. / shall have
no difficulty whatsoever."



"Your sister?" The woman | aughed, still not getting the point, her fist
tightening around her hilt. "Your sister is not one | wuld care to face, yet
is it you |l have before ny blade, Relgon. Your days of acconpanying Leel an are
done. ™

"My days of accompanying Leelan are nerely beginning," the ol der woman said
with a faint snile, tossing her head to rid her shoul ders of long blond hair
as she raised her point again. "And Relgon is the sister | so recently
referred to. | am Deegor. "

| couldn't see if the guard woman's face pal ed, but her mnd certainly did.
Deegor was now al |l owi ng her grim pleasure to show through, and her opponent
was surely able to feel it. The next instant the guard attacked, trying to get

with surprise what she couldn't get with skill, but Deegor was ready for her.
Effortlessly the w wenda bl ocked the attack, drove the guard back with hard,
sl ashi ng bl ows, then knocked her weapon aside and ran her through. | had

al ready shi el ded agai nst such an end, so | was able to watch the body crunple
to the floor fur without doing nmore than tightening ny hold on Tanmmad just a
bit. There was nonentary silence while Deegor | ooked down at her erstwhile
opponent, and then we all heard a voice we hadn't heard in quite sonme tine.

"What occurs here?" the voice demanded, causing us to | ook around or over
toward the wall we had cone through. Dallan stood there with his sword in his

hand, sone small anount of confusion still in his eyes, but for all intents
and purposes back to his original self. The sword | ooked strange with him
still in a slave wap, but no one felt the urge to |augh

"I see you have released him Terril," Leelan said in approval while everyone
el se began noving purposefully in different directions, Deegor to clean the
sword she had just used. "It will save a good deal of time we are now badly in
need of. We nust reach Farian before she attenpts to flee."

Dal | an began again to demand to know what was goi ng on, but then he saw Tammad
where he still stood in his chains, and understood that explanations would
have to wait. He canme over to stand with us while Leelan's wonmen noved around
the room two of them grabbing the drugged guard where she cringed agai nst a

wal I, then forcing her to show them where the keys to Tammd's shackl es were.
Happily the key was right there in the apartment, hanging on a peg under the
spot where Tammad's sword had been mounted on the wall, and it took only

another mnute to get himloose. Although he didn't actually stunble, he was a
good deal |ess steady on his feet than he should have been, but when he

wr apped those nighty arnms around nme that was all | could bring myself to care
about .

"How do you fare, brother?" Dallan asked himwhile the wonmen took off again on
errands of their own. ' "“Later you nmust certainly rest a good while."

"Later | shall certainly rest," Tanmad answered, his nmind vaguely curious.

"For what reason are you clad so, brother? | had not known that they had taken
you as well."

"I was not taken," Dallan answered, giving ne a | owbrowed scowW where | stood
wi th ny cheek agai nst Tanmmad's chest. "Myre accurately, | was not taken by
those who first took you. We shall speak of the matter-at |ength-when the
attack has been successfully concluded. "

"W will speak of the matter then," Tammuad agreed, still seem ng
under st andabl y confused and vague, but that was all the tine we had for talk.
Leel an' s w wendaa brought over Tammad's sword and the dark green haddin they'd
found, and Deegor and Leelan pulled ne bodily away fromthe arns | didn't want



to | eave

"Terril, we nust now hurry on," Leelan said wi thout giving me the chance to do
nore than nake a single sound in protest. "Your nemabrak nust dress and join
us, and then we shall seek out Farian. There are no others of her guard
remaining in this apartnment.”

She seened rather disappointed at that, sonething that nade Deegor grin, but |
was forced to admt | understood how she felt. | now had what | wanted, but
there were others who didn't.

So | stood and waited while Tammad dressed hinmsel f and added his swordbelt,
during which tine Dallan returned briefly to the other apartnent to retrieve
his own swordbelt. It didn't take | ong before everyone was ready, but when
Tammad cane over toward nme and said, "Terril," Deegor stepped between us and
raised a hand in his direction

"You may not have her," she said in a firmbut kindly voice as she | ooked up
at him "There are others who now need her nore, as you can surely understand.
There is a battle to be fought and won."

"Yes, battles must be won," Tammad agreed, terribly disappointed but feeling
no urge to argue. He was struggling weakly agai nst the confusion he stil
felt, but everything was happening so fast around him and he was so tired
after all he'd been through

"For what reason would it be detrinental to our battle if | were to sinply
wal k beside hin?" | asked, annoyed that | was being positioned between Leel an
and Deegor as we began to | eave the apartnment. "Are you of the opinion that
your efforts toward my safety would be greater than his?"

"His great fatigue aside, certainly not," Deegor said with a distracted nod of
agreement from Leel an, a reassuring touch on the shoul der comi ng fromthe

ol der woman. "Were the nmatter one of your safety alone, you might certainly
wal k beside him Fortunately or unfortunately we shall likely find fighting in
the corridors, and you are the one who bears the only sword | m ght use.

would take it now to free you of the necessity of remaining beside ne, yet

m ght we well require again the belief that | am Rel gon. The tinme should not
be long. "

The tine should not be long. It seemed to me 1'd already had to wait far too
long, but I couldn't really argue with Deegor's need. | cast one |onging | ook
back at Tammad where he followed with Dallan, then let the two w wendaa from
Vedi aster navigate me through the door

The corridor we exited into was enpty, but all of a sudden we were able to
hear the sound of swordplay, an unguessable distance off. The battle really
was on, but inside the apartment we hadn't been able to tell. Despite the way
all of ne had wanted to concentrate on nothing but Tammad, 1'd still kept a
good portion of my mind alert for any attenpt to replace the Hand of Power.
Now | realized consciously what I'd known all along: that there hadn't been
even a whisper of a try at replacing them no matter who had or hadn't been

t here when they'd gone down. Their roomwas | ocated sonewhere in the center of
the palace, 1'd been told, and they nust have had guards around them or maybe
not. Siitil had thought they were guarded, but maybe it was only fromthe
outside of a room Inside-who could hurt the Hand of Power?

| was tenpted to ask what the exact arrangenents were, but Leel an and Deegor
were too busy | ooking around carefully as we noved al ong the corridor for mne
to distract them Leelan and her four w wendaa had their swords out and Deegor



was practically on top of me to ny left, but Dallan and Tammad fol | owed al ong
with their swords sheathed. The nen were only there as a just-in-case, |
renenber ed, and sonehow t hey seened to accept that; if the battle was waged by
w wendaa al one, they would not try to involve thensel ves.

The next few minutes were enjoyable only if you like nerve-wacking
experiences; for those like ne who tend to prefer nore peaceful circunstances,
the best thing to be said about the tine is that we weren't attacked. W noved
fromcorridor to corridor, Leelan, for the nost part, |eading the way, but the
fighting we could hear continued to be found el sewhere. | had the distinct

i npression | was the only one who appreciated that fact, though, and tried to
i mgi ne how ! would feel if | could actually use the weapon | wore. Mbst of
the m nds around ne were eager to get into the thick of things, eager to cone
face-to-face with the eneny, and that was an outl ook | wasn't used to.
Avoiding difficulties was nore the Centran way of doing things, and despite ny
former penchant for kicking up a fuss, 1'd spent nost of ny life doing the
sane.

We finally reached one particular corridor that wasn't enpty, but rather than
get upset ny conpanions were el ated. There were unnoving, yellow clad bodies
on the no-longer-white stone floors, nore yellowclad bodies still up and
nmovi ng, and a good deal nore breeches-clad figures standing around with them
Al t hough swords were out no one was fighting, and after a nmoment | realized

t he wonen before us were all on our side. They were gathered in front of
intricately-carved dark wood doubl e doors, and as we came up to them Siiti
stepped out of their midst.

"Leel an, the battle has gone well," she said at once, |ooking al nost
unrecogni zable with all the agitation and frustration gone from her. "Wen the
Hand ceased its output we attacked at once, yet have we now been halted for a
time in our forward progress. The usurper is behind these doors, and we are
unable to open themw thout a ram As | have already sent for one, it should
be here nonentarily.”

"Excellent," Leelan answered with a very cold snile, |ooking at the doors
rather than at Siitil. "It should not be long, then."

At first | thought Leelan was sinply repeating what Siitil had said, but then
it cane to me that the wait she was referring to was the one necessary before
she might face Farian. Her mind was a good deal colder than her smle, and

m ght have considered shivering if the ramhadn't been brought up just at that
nonent .

Four w wendaa carried a heavy netal table, four others having gone along to
guard them and everyone el se noved out of the way to give themroomto do

what they had to. | wanted to spend the waiting time next to Tammad, but
Deegor and Leelan were still flanking ne, and a nunber of w wendaa had
posi tioned thensel ves around and behind us all. The women began sw nging the

table at the doors, imediately ruining the carvings and producing a | oud,
grimy insistent cadence, and the eagerness in the minds all around ne began
bui | di ng agai n.

No one can tell ne that the thoughts of the people in that corridor didn't do
as much as that table to force open those doors. If the building anticipation
had gone on even one nore mnute | would have had to shield, but the doors
turned out to be nore fragile than ny reluctance to blind myself. They crashed
open with the sound of snapping wood, the wonen with the nmetal table were

qui ckly gotten out of the way, and then we were all noving into the roomthey
had tried so hard to keep us out of.



The roomitself was rather |larger than | had expected, with a big oval

platformdirectly ahead in front of the far wall, and although there was a
door in both the left- and right-hand walls, there were no w ndows. Rows of
candles illum nated the white stone of the walls, ceiling, and uncovered

floor, and made seeing the three knots of al nbst notionl ess wonmen very easy,
as though it were a picture we were |looking at rather than reality. To the
right stood those who were unarned, one alnost on top of the next, their minds
running the gamut fromexcited elation to petrified fear, their faces show ng
the sane. To the left were at | east a dozen yell owl ad w wendaa, their swords
intheir fists and their mnds grim their faces show ng not hi ng but

determ nation. The w wendaa, it appeared, were just as notionless as the first
group, nost likely due to the fact that we outnunbered themnnore than two to
one, which nmade attacking us not the best of ideas.

The third group was the snmallest of all, but that, nost certainly, was the one
that got the greatest anpunt of attention

Standing on the raised platformamd the silks arid furs and cushions were six
peopl e, two of whom were Farian and Roodar. The other four were w wendaa who
seened to be a bit nore prepared to fight than the ones standing on the floor
to the left, and a brief but intense burst of disappointnment cane fromthe
back of our own group. Wth not a single |I'lenda in sight Dallan knew he was
out of luck as far as any fighting went, and he was probably cursing that |uck
in a silence to match the rest of the silence around us. There wasn't a single
sound in that entire room-until Leelan stopped our advance with a gesture,

t hen noved one additional pace forward al one.

"Your time as Chama is done, Farian," she announced in ringing tones, grim
sati sfaction and pleasure filling every part of her, her head held high and
proud. "Surrender to us now, and you shall be permitted to live a short while
| onger. "

"Shall 1, indeed,” the woman Farian nurnured in return, cold fury in the light
eyes | ooki ng down at Leel an, her whole bearing set into regal outrage. "I am
unsurprised that you call for my surrender, girl, for in no manner woul d you
find it possible to best ne without it. You are, however, destined for
di sappoi ntnment in your demands. | have no intentions of surrendering. "

The wonman stood tall and straight in her rose-colored silk shirt and breeches,
her sl ender body giving the inpression that she was unarned nore through
choice than due to lack of skill, and | finally understood why | had no nmenory
of the strength of her mind. She was the first Rimlian |I had cone across who
was capabl e of shi el ding, undoubtedly the "denial" which had been nentioned in
relation to her. There was sonething odd about the shield-I could see that

i medi at el y-but defining exactly what the oddness was was sonmething | didn't
have the tine for just then

"Honor demanded that the offer be nmade," Leel an cane back i medi ately,
projecting calmregality of her own. "Those with honor shall ever display it,
even to one such as you. Which of these do you choose to stand for you?"

"Wth a sword?" Farian asked, suddenly showi ng spiteful amusement. "It was ny
under standi ng that you meant to challenge me, girl; have you discovered an
under st andabl e rel uctance for a doing such as that? You will attenpt to beat

me with the weapon which bested ny Hand of Power?"

"You will be bested with precisely the sane weapon, woman," Leel an answer ed,
stressing the word wenda just as Farian had been stressing the word, treda.
She saw as we all did that Farian didn't know what had knocked out her Hand of
Power, which neant she hadn't detected the fairly tight beam|'d used. "It was



nmerely ny intention to allow you a form of defense which will be useless to
you after personal challenge has been given. Should this, however, not be in
accordance with your w shes . "

"I't happens that such a thing is exactly in accordance with ny wi shes,” Farian
said with a smirk, her anger at being called wenda qui ckly swal | owed. "You
think to face ny good right arm and then allow Rel gon there to strive to her
ut nost against me. What will truly occur, however, is that first my good right
armw |l strike you down, decisively yet no so far that you will be unable to
see ne best your chosen power, and then the two of you will be slain. After
that those others will be taken, and will be clearly taught the consequences
of the folly they engaged in. Let it begin now "

Farian raised her arms in a theatrical gesture designed to | ook nore

i mpressive than ridicul ous, and when Roodar inmedi ately began descendi ng the
steps toward Leel an, that was the way everyone took it. The gesture said it
was the Chama who was allowing the fight to start, and no matter how angry
that rmade Leel an, there was nothing she could do about it but step forward and
draw her sword.

Roodar unsheat hed her bl ade a good deal nore slowy, at first |ooking at
everyone in our group except Leelan, her expression conpletely cal mand
unconcerned. There was no recognition in her eyes when her gaze swept past ne,
but when it touched Tammad she sniled very faintly, as though pleased that
someone had thought to bring something of hers along. Deegor's hand on ny
shoul der showed nme |'d actually taken one step forward in mndl ess rage, but
no one el se seened to have noticed, especially not Roodar. She had al ready
turned her full attention to Leelan, and so had everyone else. Al | could do
was stand there with fists clenched, staring at that so-called w wenda,

wi shing with everything inside me that it could have been nme facing her with
swords instead of soneone else doing it.

The soneone el se nanmed Leel an, however, was nore than pleased with the
arrangenent. She and Roodar were both big wonen, and the swords they held in
their fists were held with strength and skill. Roodar wore the yellow of the
guard and Leel an was dressed in shirt and breeches of green, but that seened
to be the only difference between them Both were young, both had | ong bl ond
hair held back with | eather headbands, both stared at one another with blue
eyes, and both were eager to get down to cases.

Almost no time at all was spent in circling before the first ring of bl ades
canme, a vicious overhand cut initiated by Roodar. Leelan blocked it and swung
in answer, and Roodar was the one who had to nove fast to keep fromgetting
chopped. The yellowclad wwenda retaliated with a series of blows designed to
get through to her opponent with speed and strength, but Leel an stopped the
attack with strength and skill, then began an attack of her own. The two were
very well matched, but the elation in the thoughts of the people around nme | ed
me to believe that it was clear, even in the few mnutes the fight had been in
progress, that Leel an was Roodar's superior and woul d soon prove it.

Whi ch turned out to be a conclusion reached by soneone other than the people
who were on Leelan's side. |, like everyone el se, was so intent on watching
the fight that when Leel an stunbl ed and al nost dropped her guard, all | could
do was gasp in dismay, expecting to see the fight ended i mediately but in the
wrong way. Roodar nmoved in to attack without hesitation, alnbst as though
she'd been expecting sonmething like that, and if Leelan had been any sl ower
she woul d have died. She'd gone to one knee to catch her bal ance, her m nd
clanging with confusion and | ack of understandi ng, and managed to bring her
sword up barely in time to keep her head from bei ng opened. She took two or
three blows like that before being able to regain her feet, and the m nds



around ne were no |onger as confident as they had been

| suppose it was the confusion in Leelan's mnd that first nade me suspi ci ous,
a confusion that said as clearly as words that there had been no real reason
for the w wenda to have | ost her bal ance. Leel an was shaken by not

under standi ng why it had happened, and that nmade nme take my attention away
fromthe fight to | ook around, sonething no one el se was doi ng. For that
reason no one el se noticed that sone of the guard w wendaa to our |eft seened
to be just regaining their own bal ance, as though what had happened to Leel an
was a sickness that had struck themas well. For a nonment | coul dn't
understand at all why that should be, and then it suddenly cane to ne that
they had been in a direct |ine behind Leel an when she had been struck. That
fact still made no sense-until | remenbered how i npressed everyone had been
over my being able to touch Hestin w thout also touching the people behind
hi m

My eyes went to Farian then, where she stood with |angui d ease watching the
ongoing fight, a faint snmile on her pretty face and anticipated victory in her
eyes. Her shield still seened to be firmy in place, but | was ready to bet
any amount named that it had dropped briefly to allow her to touch Leelan-with
a spillover onto the people behind her target. Farian was no nore capabl e of
preci se control than anyone else on that world, and was determned to win no
matter what had to be done to guarantee it.

| stirred where | stood next to Deegor, angry but al so confused. The way the
guard w wendaa were acting showed the spillover clearly, but if Farian had so
little precision control, how had she m ssed Roodar? Her "good right arm had
been directly in the line of fire, so to speak, so whatever had happened to
Leel an shoul d al so have happened to the other wonan-only it hadn't. There was
somet hing there that | was m ssing, sonething | wasn't taking into account-and
then a very unpl easant thought occurred to me. | noved ny eyes fromFarian to
Roodar, the woman |'d so wanted to face, and couldn't keep from shudderi ng.

Roodar was still conpletely engaged with Leel an, and when | reached out to
touch her mnd, she wasn't any nore aware of it than her opponent was. | could
feel a very faint play of thoughts in her mind, the sort that were usually
acconpani ed by any nunber of enotions, but in her case the acconpani ment
wasn't there. Roodan wasn't incapable of feeling enotions, at |east not the
stronger enotions |ike hate and envy and desire and pl easure, but wherever she
felt them on whatever level of her nmind, it wasn't a place accessible to
enpat hs. Roodar was a null, and totally untouchable by m nd power.

| put an unsteady hand to nmy head as | continued to watch the furious exchange
bet ween the two wonen warriors, just as shaken as I'd been the first time I'd
touched a null. There weren't many of them happily, but to an enpath that was
still much too many. Nulls seened to live on a different plane from everyone
else, to look at things with alien eyes, and |I'd never been able to accept
their differences with anything even approaching calm Even as | stood there
felt a terrible sense of inpending disaster, a conviction that sonething
horri bl e was going to happen, all no doubt due to ny aversion to nulls. It was
no | onger any wonder why Tammad had been unable to touch her during his lucid
peri ods, and no longer odd that Farian treated her the way she did. Roodar had
to be the one who had hel ped Farian overcone the forner Chama and the one she
expected to hel p her overcone her present challenger. It came to nme then that

I was that challenger, and that if Roodar bested Leel an, the nost skilled

w wenda among us, the next target for the big guard wonan's sword woul d be ne.

O, worse than that, she would sinply treat ne the way she had the last tine,
maki ng me a slave who could never get free. The thought of such a fate made ne
trenbl e uncontroll ably, giving me a sense of nakedness and hel pl essness



despite the breeches and shirt | wore, despite the weapon at ny side, despite
the strength of my mind. If Leelan fell then | did too, rmuch lower than to
nmere death, and that wasn't something | could allow to happen. | was afraid,
very much afraid, and found to nmy surprise that sonetines fear gave you a
strength that was only supposed to come from courage.

| turned my attention back to Farian, just in tine to see that the Chana
wasn't pleased with the way Leel an had recovered her bal ance and confi dence.
Her frown recogni zed the fact that Roodar was visibly |osing ground and

poi nts, and m ght soon |lose the final and nost inportant point. Her shield
somehow-fl i ckered-as though it were opening and cl osing faster than anyone
could detect, and | instantly becane aware of the heavy uncertainty being sent
toward Leel an. As soon as that uncertainty hit the w wenda, Roodar was sure to
try to do the same-possibly nore successfully than the first tine.

| wasn't quite sure how it happened, but w thout any conscious effort on ny
part ny nmind was suddenly between Leel an and that bolt of uncertainty, ny
shield up to protect both of us. The projected enotion hit ny shield and cl ung
toit, trying to soak through, but it had | ess chance of doing that than a
cupful of water had to penetrate marble. The unsupported enotion began sliding
of f then, weakening and dissipating, and the fight went on w thout Leelan
knowi ng anyt hi ng had been attenpted agai nst her

But Farian knew. The worman who call ed herself Chama straightened in shock, not
under st andi ng why Leel an hadn't been affected, and suddenly there was another
touch on ny shield. Wen the same | ack of response happened Farian tried a
third time, but by then it was too late. Even as the touch slamed into ny
shield Leel an was furiously beating aside Roodar's sword, and then the nul
lost all need to ever feel anything again. Leelan's blade was buried in her
chest, directly between her breasts, and her own sword slid fromlifeless
fingers. Right to the end Roodar had shown al nost not hing of enotion, and that
was the way she died. Leelan withdrew her weapon with a jerk, and a dead,

cal mfaced Roodar slid to the once-white fl oor

"And that, | believe, sees to that," Leelan said in a short-breathed but
triunphant way as she turned to a pal efaced, disbelieving Farian. "And now, O
Chama, we nust see to you as well."

"See to me?" Farian breathed with instant fury, drawi ng herself up again as
outrage flashed in her eyes. "There are none anong you capable of seeing to
me, and that | will prove with every bit of ny strength! Step out to face ne,
Rel gon, and we will soon see which of us remains beyond the last of it!"

Farian was glaring at Deegor, too wildly out of control to think about what
had happened to Roodar any | onger, too far into the msts of rage to realize
t hat what had protected Leel an was not sonething to be expected from Rel gon
The ol der woman who stood beside ne smiled very faintly, then shook her head.

"Were ny sister here, she would surely accommopdate you, Farian," she draw ed,
still feeling a twin's amusenent at being mistaken for her sibling. "I,
however, am Deegor, and scarcely the one you were nmeant to face."

"\Who, then, has been chosen?" Farian denmanded, glaring around with even nore
confidence than she had previously shown, indicating clearly that Relgon's
strength had likely worried her a little. Wth Rel gon el sewhere, though, her
confidence was returning to bolster a bravado based on anger

"The one who has been chosen to face you is here," Leelan said, putting a hand
out to gesture ne to her. As | stepped forward Farian's eyes i mediately gl ued
thenmsel ves to ne, and her frown was one of disdain mxed with confusion



"Your chosen chanpion is a snall, odd-1ooking w wenda?" she asked as nastily
as it's possible to do, obviously trying to make me feel out of place and not
very capable. "The power would be shamed to find itself in a vessel such as
that. Has it ever been given a nane?"

"I't has indeed been given a nane," | said before Leelan could reply, at the
same time reaching up and pulling off the wig I'd been wearing. "Its nane is
Terril."

Farian narrowed her eyes as | shook my hair out, a faint worry touching her as
menory of ne returned, but then she remenbered what she thought she'd seen of
my ability and she | aughed.

"You cone here behind one who was previously able to do no nore than flee in
terror?" she said to Leelan, delighted taunting clear in her voice. "I have
only to best one who is nearly enpty, and then | may do with the rest of you
as | please? | amtruly well-served, Leelan, by your not having been slain. It
wi Il now be possible to have you watch the sl ow deaths of your closest sisters
bef ore you, yourself, are sent to the one |I have chosen to band you."

As the last of her venomfilled words ended, her shield flickered again, and
what was being thrown at me was the terror she'd nmentioned a nonent earlier

t hi ckened and edged with vindictiveness. | had just enough tinme to see that
before ny own shield snapped cl osed, protecting ne fromthe attack and
surprising me all over again. | hadn't willed the shield, hadn't had the tine

to do so any nore than |1'd had the time when Leel an had been the target, but
the shield was there anyway. It seenmed that 1'd finally devel oped what 1'd

al ways wanted, an automatic shield that appeared when | needed it, and if 1'd
had the tinme | woul d have been el at ed.

What kept me fromhaving the tinme was Farian's continued attack, four further
bolts when the first clearly had no effect. | had the inpression fromthe

i npacts that the woman was beginning to tire, and when the ragi ng attacks
suddenly stopped | wasn't surprised.

"What is it that you hide behind?" she demanded, just short of frothing at the
nmout h, her fists clenched as she | eaned toward nme. "To hide is not to stand
and fight, for victory nmay not then be yours. Strip away the covering as |
have done, girl, and let us nmeet mnd to nmnd."

Her challenge was filled with nockery, daring ne to show her what | had.
hooked up at her for a very brief nonment, then shrugged ny shoul ders.

"You have not before truly seen my mind, Farian," | said, feeling nore than a
touch of spiteful enjoynent. "Learn now what |ies behind the curtain."

Wth that | dropped ny shield, and had the very great satisfaction of seeing
Farian pale and drop her jaw. The woman's unshi el ded m nd was strong al

right, probably about as strong as Relgon's, but it was imediately clear that
it couldn't compare to mne. Farian's sudden trenbling showed that she knew
it, and then her shield was abruptly back in place.

"I declare this chall enge now done," she said in a rush, her voice uneven

despite her attenpts to steady it. "It cannot be denied that | bared my m nd
to hers, yet did she fail to best me. In accordance with the laws of this
land, | continue to be Chana and shall continue to be obeyed. Lay down your

weapons, and submit to binding."

The uproar that broke out at that was nearly deafening, alnpbst as bad as the



di smay and misery and gasping horror in the mnds around me. The knot of guard
w wendaa raised their swords again with grins of delight, and although the
group | stood in front of npbaned in agony, none of themraised swords in
answer .

"What is it?" | asked Leelan, suddenly afraid of what was being felt by our
w wendaa. "Wat does she nean, and why do you not prepare yourself to resist?"

"I'n what manner may we resist?" Deegor demanded as she canme up behind us,
nearly shouting to be heard over the others, her mind alnost as frantic and
defeated as Leelan's. "Did Farian not answer our challenge, just as she was
bound to do? She bared her mind to you, Terril, and you failed to strike. By
the law of our | and she now stands victorious, and we, ourselves, honor-bound
to obey. In the name of all you hold dear, for what reason did you fail to
strike?"

The question was filled with nore bewi |l dered hurt than | woul d have expected
fromthe ol der woman, and | couldn't have felt it nore if she'd underscored it
by plunging a dagger into ny chest. | felt the same from Leel an, who had
turned away to keep fromhaving to |l ook at ne, and fromthe others behind us,
two of whom were crying, and the shocked know edge that |1'd failed them
brought to my own mnd the desperate need to defend mnysel f.

But no one said | had to do anything to her, | protested in the silence
couldn't seemto break, throbbing under Deegor's continued stare. They never
told me | had to strike at her

What did you think they wanted you to do? another part of nmy mnd countered,
di sgust dripping fromevery word. Did you think besting soneone meant showi ng
of f what a pretty glow your mnd has, and leaving it at that? They trusted
you, Terry, and they depended on you, and after everything they went through
t hey can now thank you for their failure.

But 1'mnot a warrior! | nearly wailed, nore sick to nmy stomach than the Hand
of Power had nmade nme. Al the breeches and all the swords in the world won't
make ne one, and they should have known that! They shoul d have known better
than to have their very lives depend on ne!

The inner voice didn't have anything to say to that, but not because there
wasn't anything to say. My sense of tine suddenly shifted so that everything
around ne slowed nearly to a standstill, giving me all the opportunity I
needed to finally admit that ny failure hadn't been one of |ack of know edge.
I'd known they'd expected me to do to Farian what |1'd accidentally done to
that original group of conspirators, but that was the whole problem It was
Farian they wanted ne to do it tol

| closed my eyes with the terrible ache I felt, knowing that if it had been
Roodar instead, | would have been able to do anything necessary. |'d hated
Roodar and still did, for what she'd done to ne and what she'd done to Tanmad,
and striking at her would have been easy. Farian hadn't exactly been sweetness
and light, but although | detested everything she stood for and disliked her
personal |y, she wasn't even responsible for raising those male sl aves.

didn't like her, but | didn't hate her

Isn't that somewhat childish? the sonmething inside ne asked, this tine
sounding slightly nore patient. An infant has to have an enotional reason for
doi ng or not doing sonething, but adults know how to deal with abstracts. And
know how to accept the responsibility for their actions, wthout needing an
excuse to point to. Farian has to be stopped for everyone el se's good, no
matter how much pain-of-conscience it gives you to do it. No hate to fly al ong



on, no grudge to blind your awareness, just the need of the people around you.
Have you grown up enough to do it on that basis, with your eyes w de open and
your mnd free of uncertainty?

That terrible question hung in front of me, so direct that all | wanted to do
was | ook away, and then |I thought of a way out. If | let that enotionless,
uncaring state take me over the way it had when |I'd faced Tamuad, everything
woul d be done the way it had to be. The coldness would see to it that Farian
was bested, and | wouldn't have to get involved at-

It didn't take the inner voice to stop that thought, and | was suddenly nore

ashaned than when ny "master"” had strapped ne in front of the guard. If | let
t he col dness take over there would be nothing to worry about, nothing but ny
absolute inability to take responsibility for my own actions. | would continue

to be the coward who ran away from everything, the child who always had to
have soneone else to blane for what she did. Tamad had gi ven me permission to
make deci sions about ny abilities, but not because he had continued to think

of that decision as his to make; | was the one who had needed it to be spelled
out, who had had to be forced away fromthe crutch. No one can or has to give
a |l'lenda perm ssion to do anything, and at long last | really understood what

t hat meant.

| finally |l ooked up fromnmny inner dial ogue, and was sonewhat surprised to see
that no nore than a mnute or so could have passed. Deegor was still staring
at me with pain in her eyes, the wonen of our group were still torn apart by
t he t hought of what their adherence to honor was about to make them do, and
turni ng around showed Farian well on the way to full restoration of her usua
arrogance. Triunph shone out of her eyes as she began congratul ati ng herself
on her brilliant stroke, but the congratul ations were just a bit premature.

I can't honestly say | was fully confident, but there was no uncertainty in ne
when | projected a strong, general blast of static designed to reach everyone
in the room Silence descended faster than any anount of shouting would have
acconpl i shed, giving nme a backdrop agai nst which | took one step forward
toward the woman on the platform

"You are m staken, Farian," | said with sonmething close to true calm seeing
her inmediate shift to petul ant anger at being disagreed with. "This chall enge
is not yet done, for ny failure to strike was an attenpt to allow you to
surrender w thout being harmed. Should you refuse to accept this offer upon
the monent, it will then be w thdrawn."

"Ah, | see," Farian answered with a ridiculing smrk, her brows raised in
anused revelation. "You failed to strike when ny mnd was bared, solely out of
a sense of honor. Now that | have again raised denial to protect me, you cal

for nmy surrender else shall | be struck. You are a fool, girl, and shall soon
be an enslaved fool. |I refuse to surrender, therefore you are invited to
strike."

Her smirk was really outstanding by then, a sign of her absolute confidence in
how saf e she was, enbol dened even further by the mutter of surprise and
confused di smay conming fromny own people. Farian was convinced that nothing
could get through her shield, just as convinced as everyone el se was, but |
was betting they were all wong.

| sent nmy inner sight right up to her shield just as | had done with Len, but
found it considerably nore of a shock than his. The oddness |I'd noted when we
first got to the roomresolved itself into something |'d never seen before,
somet hing cl early devel oped by people who weren't from Centran stock. Rather
than being a sphere, Farian's shield was nore |ike shifting diagonal |ines,



fast-nmoving lines that seemed to allow no way through them They weren't
really solid any nore than ny shield or Len's was solid, but the overal

effect of the lines nmade themvery difficult to | ook at. Causing nental
eyestrain seemed to be one of the ways the shield protected its possessor, and
very briefly |I nearly felt outclassed and def eat ed.

But only very briefly. Wiat |'d thought of as the col dness was suddenly there
supporting ne, cal mng and snoothing nmy own enotions so that | could work

wi t hout being distracted. | knew then that that was its purpose, a way of
controlling nyself when | really needed the control, not something that took
nme over and dehunmani zed ne. It was there to be used, not allowed full control
the master of a child but the tool of an adult. | didn't know how far |'d
noved al ong the road toward adul thood, but a tool l|ike that was something
truly needed right then.

Getting my own enotions out of the way let nme really | ook at the shield, and
it was then that | becanme aware of the time interval of the shifting. Matching
the shift was the key to getting through the shield, that rather than trying
to go around it. | didn't think it was possible to go around a shield like
that, and thinking about the time interval inmediately set my mind into an
attenpt to shift in the sane direction and at the sane speed that the lines
did. The col dness continued its support as ny mind noved faster and faster-and
then | was matched to the interval and sliding through

After giving ne her permission to strike, Farian had herself struck a pose, a
| angui d stance of derision and insult meant to rub her untouchability in ny
face. The couple of mnutes it took ne to match up were enough to increase her
confidence even nore, and she had just begun a sneeringly dirty | augh when
passed her protection and touched her mind. If not for the coldness | would
have pul |l ed back imrediately in disgust and horror, utterly repelled by the
pecul i ar brand of nadness she possessed. Farian had never been deni ed anyt hing
in her entire life, and rather than set her own boundaries and | earn necessary
sel f-deni al where others were concerned, she had opted for going after and
getting everything there was in reach. No matter what she had to do to get it.
No matter whom she had to hurt. The ultimte spoiled brat who woul d never stop
until she had it all.

Supported by the coldness | retained ny touch, and Farian's |augh turned
instantly into a scream her hands going to her head as though she thought she
could physically thrust me away. Absolute silence returned with that scream a
shocked and disbelieving silence, but one that seemed to understand exactly
what had happened.

"No!" Farian screaned again, her eyes wild with fear, her hands still at her
head. "I cannot bear to be hurt! | give you ny surrender and you must accept
it

Her mind really was frantic, mainly due to the lack of self-confidence she'd
al ways suffered from but | could see that surrender was a weapon to her, a
way of protecting herself from sonmeone stronger until she had the opportunity
to knife themin the back. That was the way she'd always used to get out of
payi ng for the things she'd been caught doing, but if | let her get away wth
it 1'd be as guilty of her next viciousness as she was.

"The opportunity to surrender was given you earlier, just before your
rejection of it," |I said, wishing | could sinply let her go but knowing it
wasn't possible. "The option was then taken fromyou, and will not now be
restored. You chose to give misery and pain and deceit when you coul d have
gi ven happi ness and easi ng and honor; as you gave, so shall you get. "



She screaned again when the msery and pain hit her, two things she had never
really felt before. Wde-eyed and hysterical she fell to her knees, her nind
scream ng | ouder than her throat, and then she found that she hadn't yet had
the worst of it. |I sent a hint of renorse and pity, |eading her to believe |
was going to relent, and then hit her even harder instead. Deceit always nade
the ultimate betrayal even worse for the victim and she choked and foaned at
the nmouth before collapsing face down on the platform Her mind was now
clanging with shock, her shield | ong gone in usel essness, and that was when
Deegor slowy nmounted the steps of the platformto stand over her, a sword in
the w wenda's hands. She | ooked down at Farian less with pity than with a
sense of justice having been served, slowy raised the sword twohanded above
her head, then brought it whistling dowm. | had just enough time to break ny
contact with Farian and throw up ny shield before the sword found its target
with a sickening "thwnk," and then it was all over and | was |left standing
there and trenbling, nmy duty done but ny soul sick because of it.

"Terril, you have given us our victory!" Leelan said as she suddenly cane up
besi de nme, quickly putting an arm around nmy shoul ders in the abrupt bedl am
She was absol utely euphoric at having won after all just when defeat had

| ooked so certain, but she was al so aware of how hard it had been for ne, and
not due to inadequate mental strength. It was true | was beginning to fee
really tired, but she knew nmy problem had had nothing to do with that.

"Al'l of Vediaster now owes you its thanks," she said, her voice and eyes
gentl e as she | ooked down at nme. "It was you al one who had the ability to free
us, and this you did despite the pain it gave you. Naught save a true sense of
honor could have seen the thing done, for we know you likely could have saved
yoursel f alone. Al shall honor the one who has so truly earned it."

| looked up at her with a snmall frown, but what she'd said was entirely
accurate. Wth Roodar dead there wasn't anyone around who coul d have nade ne a
slave again, and I'd known it even if the know edge hadn't been consci ous.
could have gotten Tammad and mysel f out of there but hadn't, finding it nore
necessary to stay and free everyone el se as well. Thinking about Tanmad caused
me to begin to turn to look for him but that was when Deegor nade her way
back to us.

"And now we have only to install the new Chama in her place," she said, having
noted with approval the way her w wendaa were disarning and tying the guards
who had served Farian. The knot of unarmed wonmen to the right weren't being
bot hered, and a good nmany of them seenmed overj oyed.

"I't has not occurred to me to wonder who has been chosen to be Chama in place
of Farian," | said, taking a deep breath in an effort to put it all behind ne
until | had the tine for solitary consideration. "Surely Leelan has the
greatest claim for it was she whose nother was the rightful Chama. "

"Leel an cannot be Chamm," Deegor said with an incredul ous | augh, staring at ne
in a very odd way. "Qur Chama must be possessed of the power, which we all
know she is not. Also is there another matter, as fully a part of our laws as
that. Surely you know . "

"Deegor, you must allow nme to explain," Leelan said, interrupting, |ooking for
all the world as though she'd been caught in a high-spirited prank that others
m ght not consider very anmusing. "Well might it be | ooked upon as dishonorable
to have failed to speak of the matter nore fully at an earlier tine, yet did
hold no single thing back and i ndeed brought nost of it to your attention
Terril. It was very nmuch a matter of need, therefore did | "

"Leel an, please,” | interrupted in turn, suffering al nost as nuch from her



di sconfort as she was. "You need not go on in such a way, for our lives wll
not continue forever. As there is a thing you wish to tell me, you need do no
nore than speak of it."
"Perhaps you are correct," she said, glancing guiltily at a frowni ng Deegor
and then she squared her shoul ders and plunged into it. "Terril, the | aws of
Vedi aster demand that she who bests the current Chama, be made Chama in her
place. It is a thing known to us all and expected."

"A thing known to you all," | echoed, briefly wondering why each shock I got
had to be worse than the one before. "Known to you all, yet never quite
mentioned to ne. Now that all matters of battle are seen to, | am
lightheartedly informed that | amthe new Chana. A pity this was not nentioned
earlier, for I have no desire to be Chanm, nor shall | be. You nust find

anot her for the honor."

"Terril, you cannot refuse," Deegor said quickly, putting a restraining hand
on nmy arm as she cast a | ook of daggers at a supposedly shamefaced Leel an

"You nmost certainly should have been told of this sooner, yet does the |ack do
naught to change matters. By |aw you are Chama, and Chama you nust renain.”
"You have given so nmuch to Vedi aster," Leelan added with a corner of her
hi dden sati sfaction showi ng, her expression one of snmooth urging. "Surely you
will not refuse to allow Vediaster to give to you in return?"

"I will not be Chama," | repeated with all the calmI| could manage, | ooking up
at each of themin turn. "This country is not mne, nor dol nmean to remain in
it. You nust find another to be Chama."

"We will discuss the matter," Deegor said in a soothing way, her hand patting
nmy shoul der, and then she had to turn away because of a sudden di sturbance

bet ween sone of the prisoners and their captors. Leelan glanced at ne then
hurried after the ol der w wenda, not about to | eave herself in a place where
she might have to answer any awkward questions, and that left me technically
alone. | knew | didn't want to di scuss anything with anybody-and then | turned
to find Tammad's eyes on ne, fromwhere he stood just a few feet away. Wy he
hadn't come closer | had no idea, but rather than worry about it | went to
hi m

"Did you hear that nonsense?" | asked himsoftly in Centran, putting ny arns
around his body as he gently folded ne in his own arms. "If they think I'm
staying here to be Chama, they're out of their nminds. You' re the only thing
I"'minterested in, and you're the one I'mstaying with."

"I may not have you," he answered in an oddly cal mvoice, oddly cal mbecause
of what he was saying. "There are others who now need you nore, and such a

t hi ng nust be understood and accepted. Battles are neant to be fought and won.

"You battled with the desire to keep ne, and that's the battle you won?" |
asked in shock, | ooking unbelievingly up into his expressionless face. "Just
like that, it's all over between us, and you have nothing nore to say about it
than that you understand and won't argue? You never hesitated to give nme away
temporarily because of your sense of duty and honor; you can't possibly mean
you're now going to do it permanently?"

He | ooked down at me with his usual calmand not the | east trace of denial
just short of a frown as he groped for the right words to say what there
couldn't be any right words for, and that was when Dallan cane over, foll owed
by Hestin. | didn't know where the heal er had suddenly appeared from but he



wasn't the only new arrival. People were streaning in through the doors we'd
br oken down, and the noi se | evel would probably soon be out of control

Hestin began by not saying a word, but instead let his hands do their job. He
touched Tammad on the chest, on the back, and finally put his fingers to his
head, then turned to Dallan.

"Your suspicions were entirely correct,” he told the drin of Gerleth, his tone
nmerely disapproving but his mnd outraged. "This man has been so badly abused
that he is near dropping from exhaustion and pain. W nust |ose no tine
finding a place where he may rest."

"Let us all seek such a place together,"” Dallan answered, stepping to Tanmad's
other side to reach for his arm "Should any attenpt to di spute your choice, |
shal |l see to persuading them "

Hestin was pleased with Dallan's grim pron se, and between themthey gently
di sengaged Tammad's arnms from around ne, then began | eadi ng himout of the
room Although he turned his head once to | ook at me before di sappearing

t hrough the doors, he nmade no attenmpt to resist the urgings of the other two
men, or to change his mind about what he'd said. | stood staring at the
doorway | ong after they were gone, too numb to feel anything, too numb to

t hi nk.

After a while soneone, Leelan, | think, found ne just standing there, and

i medi ately decided that | could probably use sone rest. | was led to a very
large roomwith a wide bed of costly furs on it, my swordbelt was unstrapped
fromaround ny waist, | was hel ped onto the bed and ny sandal s were renoved,
and then | was left alone. It was very pleasant in that extrenely |arge room
the furnishings were in very good taste, and even the predom nantly gol den
decor wasn't tedious. It came to me that that was probably the Chana's
bedroom and | suddenly realized how inportant |I'd become. | was the center of
attention there, the hero of the hour, and no one would ever | ook down on ne
agai n.

| turned to nmy left side on the bed furs, still too deeply lost in the massive
folds of shock to be anything but disbelieving, that and sonewhat bewi | dered.
After everything that had happened between us, after all the talk of |ove, how
could he just decide to give nme up like that? Because he wasn't sayi ng he
didn't love ne, only that he couldn't have nme? Was that supposed to nake it
bear abl e and acceptabl e? WAs that supposed to erase the terrible need | had to
be beside him to be held in his arnms, to share his limtless strength, to be

deeply loved even as | loved in return? Modst of the women in Vediaster were
t he i ndependent sort, and although | had envied their freedomat first, | had
finally come to know that "freedont wasn't what | wanted. | wanted-and

desperately needed-the deep involvenent |1'd been a part of, a relationship
that had rarely been cal mand conforting, but had been starting to get that
way. It's rather melodramatic to say you can't live w thout soneone, but what
that really nmeans is that you haven't the will to live without them 1|'d |ived
nmost of nmy life knowing | couldn't depend on anyone around ne even for a

m nute, had met a man who had supposedly changed all that, and now, because of
the sense of honor that had nade himso very dependable, | was groping again
for a step that wasn't there. He |oved nme, but honor and duty al ways cane
first.

| turned to nmy back again in the very confortable furs, then alnost smiled at
anot her realization. The terrible problenms |'d had, about having Tammad's
children and telling himof the one I'd given away, were suddenly no | onger
probl ems. They were conpletely solved and no | onger had to be worried about,
and that was definitely a benefit | hadn't expected. | closed ny eyes in order



to get the rest | really did need, feeling very proud that | hadn't broken
down and cried like an infant. | continued to be proud until | fell asleep-and
then ny dreans were nade of tears.

Chapter 13

When | finally woke up | discovered it was the next norning, which neant |'d
sl ept through the rest of the previous afternoon and all of the night. Gol den
sunshine streaned into the very large golden room and | was able to lie
unthinking in the furs until someone peeked in and found me awake. Very
quickly after that | was surrounded by servants and assistants, diplomatically
rousted out of bed, then shown to the apartnent's bathing room | had help
getting undressed, help getting washed, help getting dried, and help getting
dressed again in fresh breeches and shirt nmade of silk. The clothes were a
surprisingly good fit, but that was the only surprisingly good part of any of
it. Wien a tray of food was brought in and soneone tried to help nme eat from
it, I finally decided I'd had nmore than enough. | quietly told themall that
I'd take it alone fromthere, and anyone who didn't instantly di sappear from
the roomwould instantly regret it. Even if nobst of them hadn't been there for
my fight with Farian, they'd all heard about it, and about half an instant
later I was the only one who hadn't di sappeared.

I was quietly brooding over the observation that obsequi ous behavior from

t hose around you tended to encourage outrageous exercises of power and
position, when a knock cane at the door. Since | knew who it was | didn't

bot her answering, but that nmade no nore difference than it ever did. Wen
Dal | an got no response he sinply opened the door and wal ked right in, then
cane over to nme where | sat anong | ovely gold cushions.

"You appear well-rested and refreshed fromyour |abors," he observed, picking
a section of floor fur for hinmself. He was back to wearing his blue haddin
under his swordbelt instead of a brown slave-w ap, and seened extrenely

pl eased over the change. "I have conme to see how you fare, for Hestin tells ne
Tammad will continue to sleep for sone tine yet. The sl eep has been encouraged
by a potion, of course, yet is it necessary to enable himto return to
hinmself. Until that occurs, | will do as |I have done till now"

"And keep watch over nme," | said with a nod, then gestured toward the tray of
food that had been brought for nme. "You may hel p yourself if you wi sh, there
is sufficient for many nore than just one."

"You have ny thanks for your generosity, wenda," he said, but the words just
covered the sudden, close attention he bent on me with a frown. "I wll be
honored to share your provender-after you have spoken of what disturbs you. "
"I amattenpting to speak of a thing which will disturb you as well,"” | said
with a faint snile for his usual perceptivity, looking into his pretty bl ue
eyes. "Dallan-your duty to watch over nme is no nore, for | have been told I am
no | onger the bel ongi ng of Tanmad. Honor demands that | retain nmy place here
as Chama for there are nany who need me, and honor may not be deni ed even by

one who nearly begged to be allowed to do so. To a |'lenda honor is all, and
no matter that I, nyself, amnot |'lenda. | amno |onger pernmitted to | ove one
who is."

"Terril-he said this to you?" Dallan asked, the shock and dismay in his mnd
so great that it reflected on his handsome face. "I cannot believe he would do
such a thing- Perhaps you are m staken?"



"He said he m ght not have nme, for there are now others who need ne nore,"
answer ed, strangely enough trying to be gentle for Dallan's sake. "Howis it
possi ble to be m staken when told a thing such as that? | was not told that he
no | onger |loved ne, only that he would no | onger have ne. Do not be overly
upset, brother. | have seen at l|last that what occurred is for the best."
"Sister," he said, tragedy in his eyes and in his thoughts, but | shook ny
head before he could go on

"Dal | an, you know what difficulty I had living in this world," | said, trying
to explain it to himas |I'd worked it out for nyself. "Hi s beliefs have never
truly been mne, and a thing such as this was bound to occur at sone tine if
not this one. Never have | been able to put his welfare and happi ness after
any other thing, yet honor and duty have always stood first in his thoughts.
do not fault himfor this for he is |'lenda-yet | amnot, nor do | w sh to be.
I am done with himnow, and oddly relieved to have it so."

He stared at ne with such pain that | was tenpted to soothe it down for him
but that was the sort of tenptation | had to learn to resist. There's very
little separating the urge to help and the urge to "change just a little," and
that was a fork in the road I had no intentions of traveling. If people |eft
me alone | would do the sane for them and then maybe the road woul d get

easi er.

Dal | an was busy trying to accept what |1'd told him when another knock cane at
the door. This one was a nere formality, however, because Dallan hadn't closed
t he door when he'd conme in; nost of the small crowd was already in the room
and the knock had just been to get nmy attention

"W give you greetings for a new day, Terril," Relgon said for all of them
her m nd considerably cal mer than those of Deegor and Leel an. Ei ght of our
original group of ten were there, and they all seened agitated but determn ned.

"And | give you the same, Relgon,” | answered politely, then gestured at the
mul titude of cushions. "WII you not come in and join ne?"

They all perked up at the unexpected invitation, possibly having anticipated
bei ng thrown out the way ny assistants had been earlier, and i medi ately began
comng farther into the room Al of themfelt better-with the single
exception of Leelan, who had very quickly noticed Dallan's presence there.

had the feeling she was trying to decide just how | ong he'd been there, but
once they were all settled on the floor fur, Relgon gave her no tinme to even
consi der aski ng.

"W have seen to a nunber of things for you, Terri], " the ol der woman said at
once, her mind faintly anmused with the know edge of what Leel an was feeling.
"First and forenost have those who were nenbers of the various Hands of Power
been taken and separated, and their fate may now be decided at |eisure. Also
has the pal ace guard been reorgani zed, although a number of its former nenbers
remain to be exanmi ned. Many served Farian nerely through necessity or a sense
of duty toward the office, and these should not be punished with those who
served willingly."

"And what becanme of the Hand | struck?" | asked, not really wanting to know
but still conpelled to ask. Relgon didn't avoid ny eyes, but her mnd offered
me confort even before she spoke.

"There was no need to separate that Hand," she said, a conpassionate
understanding in her at how |l would take the news. "They-received the power of
your thrust with their mnds wide, and likely were gone before any pain was



able to touch them The guards who stood beyond their chanmber were conpletely
unawar e of what had occurred."

| nodded wi t hout saying anything, feeling the admration in the mnds of the
others over the fact that 1'd been able to kill five people at once without
even di sturbing the guards who had been no nore than feet away. That, of
course, was why Tammad, Ci nnan, and | had been put in a room al one when we'd
first gotten to the palace. The Hand had strength but not control, and they'd
sinmply saturated the entire area in order to get us. The nobuntain stone on the
wal s of the roomhad to act as reflectors and magnifiers-whi ch expl ai ned why
I'd felt as | had while we were traveling through the nountain pass. The walls
of rock had been picking up the broadcasts of the Hand, reflecting and

magni fying it and then passing it on to ne. | wondered then if the white stone
of the palace didn't have sone sort of nmagnifying abilities of its own: |
hadn't been able to even begin questioni ng what was happening to me as a sl ave
until | managed to close ny shield. | realized then that thinking all those

t houghts was actually helping to divert me fromwhat |1'd done to the Hand, so
the best thing I could do was go on with the diverting.

"What of G nnan and Aesnil?" | asked, ashaned that | hadn't thought to inquire
sooner. "Have they been greatly harnmed?"

"The Chama of Grelana was in no manner physically harned," Deegor put in,
temporarily taking over for her sister. "Her mnd, however, is greatly
confused, for Farian had been attenpting to nake a | oyal follower of her. The
confusion will pass, we believe, for the Chanma does not seem one who takes
easily to following others. The man G nnan, on the other hand, was not well
treated in his capture, and now rests in the care of Hestin. Wen |earning of
his presence, the Chama was quick to go to his side."

"Which will surely aid in his mending," | said with another nod, then | ooked
around at them "Are there any other matters which require discussion?"

"W have not yet spoken of the nost inportant matter of all," Relgon said, her
light eyes cal mas she broached the subject no one el se seened to want to get
to. "I amtold that inadvertently a know edge of our laws failed to be fully
shared with you, and you were caused upset through the lack. W all wish to

of fer our apol ogi es, and hope that you now see the need for such a law. As our
Chama must be one with the power, to nmerely slay her does not allow another to
t ake her place. The Chama nust be bested with the power itself, and the one to
best her then becones Chama in her place."

"I am aware of your reasons, yet are you m staken upon one of the matters
referred to," | said, then noved ny eyes to Leelan. "The | aw was not

i nadvertently kept fromne, the om ssion was deliberate. | had informed Leel an
that I had no wish to | ead your group and she was unable to shake ny resol ve,
therefore did she allow nme to believe that | did no nore than agree to be a
part of it. | was kept ignorant of the fact that | strove to be Chama, for it
was known that | would not wi sh the place. How foolish she and you are, to
accept an unknown stranger as ruler of your country."

"We woul d be foolish indeed, were it an unknown stranger who was accepted,"”
Leel an said at once, before anyone could react to ny deliberate attenpt at
insult. "You speak truly, Terril, when you speak of my actions, yet nust you
see the matter through nmy eyes. Not only were you willing to give the aid we
requi red, you al so wished no nore for yourself than assistance in freeing your
memabrak. Such a one is to be considered unfit for the place of Chama? Wth

t he power you possess, another woul d have sought and demanded all she m ght,
al so would it have been naught to her what becane of others. Have you proven
to be such a one? Your concern and sense of honor mark you, girl, and truly



pl eased am | that your rewards are greater than those you sought.

Leel an sat | eaning confortably on a cushion, her pretty face showing a very
sati sfied expression, her mnd gleeful over the way she'd made everything cone
out right. | suppose | could have controlled nyself if she hadn't used the
word "honor," but that was one word that nmade ne feel rather touchy.

"How ni ce that you are pleased, Leelan," | draw ed, getting nore confortable
agai nst my own cushion. "As you consider it self-evident that one with concern
for a country and its people will make a fine Chama, you will undoubtedly be
even nmore pleased to know that ny first official act will be the consummation
of an alliance with the country of Gerleth. I amacquainted with Rellis, the
Chanmd of GCerleth, who has fathered two sons. Rellis will surely agree to
havi ng hi s younger son band a personage of Vedi aster, one who was daughter to
the former Chama, and in such a way will you, too, aid your country. Do you
believe the alliance likely to be accepted, Dallan?"

| turned my eyes to the |'lenda where he sat not far from me, pretendi ng not
to see how devastated Leel an was, and found that the man was finally
under st andi ng why Leel an had until then refused his bands. Under other

ci rcunst ances he probably woul d have told her inmedi ately who he was, but
something in the tenor of his thoughts hinted that he was renenbering what
Leel an had said and done while he was an involuntary sl ave.

"I have lived in CGerleth all my life, and know the Chand well," he said at

| ast, al so pretending not to see how upset Leelan was. "I am of the opinion
that Rellis will find the alliance eninently acceptable, and the banding as
wel | . This personage of Vediaster will be very fortunate . '

Hearing Dall an hinmself seal her fate was just too rmuch for Leelan, and she was
up on her feet and running out of the roomeven before he'd finished. He

wat ched her di sappear with a definite pang of guilt over the way he'd gotten
even, then rose hinself and strode after her. Everyone el se was silently upset
at the goings on and the goings out, and once Dallan was out of sight and
heari ng Rel gon decided to coment.

"For one of conpassion, your first act as Chama was rather cruel," she
observed, looking at me with a bit less calm "Surely you have no intentions
of seeking any such alliance? Leelan would naturally bow to the need, yet
woul d she then al so need to put forever from her thoughts the one who has j ust
foll owed her. Wuld you take what |ife they nmight have together, in an attenpt
to be revenged for the great harm she has done you?"

Rel gon's gesture meant nore than just the roomand what was in it, and it was
acconpani ed by nurnmurs of agreenent fromthe others. | |ooked slowy at each
of them and smiled a nasty snile

"The alliance will be made exactly as | have said," | informed themfirmy and
deliberately. "How well stands now your opinion of one who is a stranger? How
easy will be your lives beneath the sway of such a one? And how easily will

you find one of greater power to best her? Truly are you fools for what you
have done."

| stood up then and turned ny back on them and their anger, strolling slowy
toward the wall that was all w ndows. How pretty the gol den sunshi ne was,

com ng in through golden curtains to turn gl eamnmng everything it touched.

had no i dea what was beyond those wi ndows, and very little interest in finding
out. If my new associ ates got angry enough life could becone painful again,

but that was a small price to pay for the freedom| needed. | had to | eave
Vedi aster as quickly as possible, preferably w thout anyone rushing after ne



in concern, getting out of there before
"Terri I. "

The single word and hand on ny shoul der made nme cringe involuntarily, but
not hi ng cane after that. The anger | had hoped for was conspicuous by its
absence, and conpassion stood in its place.

"Truly, girl, you have lived too | ong anong those wi thout the power," Rel gon
said gently as she and Deegor each put an arm around my shoul ders. "One who
means others ill thinks the same, the venom of her envy or hatred or despising
clearly there to be felt."

"Al so does such a one take care not to turn an unguarded back upon those with
weapons, " Deegor added, |like an echo with a separate soul. "Had your mind been
set between us and you, we would have known that as well. No nmore was there
within you than a great deal of unhappiness, so clear that we all were able to
perceive it. Have we forced upon you so great and terrible a burden, then?"

"No, no, the position is nmerely unwelcone," | quickly reassured their deep
upset, inwardly sighing over having forgotten that they'd be able to tell how
| felt. "I shall remain for a short while to assist you, yet during that tine

a new Chama nust be found."

"You are determined and will not be swayed," Relgon said, |ooking down at ne
with partly narrowed eyes. "All these riches mean naught to you, and you yearn
greatly for another place. You nean to return with your nmemabrak to his own
country, then."

"No, | shall not go with the one who was ny nemabrak," | said, |ooking away
from her penetrating gaze and back to the wi ndows, feeling the pain despite ny
resolve not to. "There is a road of my own | nust follow, and | am nobst eager
to begin the journey."

The arns of the two wonen tightened briefly around me then, trying to soothe
the pain they could feel. They could tell | didn't want to talk about it and
respected ny wi shes, and for that | was very grateful

"And, of course, there will be no alliance with Gerleth which Leel an nust be
conmitted to," Deegor said after a minute, taking her armaway. "Although an
alliance with so strong a country would be beneficial to us here, the price of
it would be far too high."

"The price of it will seemas though no cost at all,"” | countered, bringing ny
gaze back to see the startlenent on both of the twins. "I amrather fond of
t he younger prince of Gerleth, and that despite his penchant for constantly
ant agoni zing me. Hi s nane, should you find it of any interest, is Dallan. "

Seeing two identical faces gaping at you open-nouthed fromleft and right is
the least bit unsettling, but then they and the others were | aughing, as well
as congratulating me on the way |1'd gotten even with Leel an. Everyone had a
grand old tine, and then it turned out that they had a number of jobs that
only I could do. O course they were going to begin | ooking for a new Chans,
nost |ikely applying the | aw used when the Chama di ed of natural causes, but
first there were these jobs

Hours and hours di sappeared with the doing of those jobs, and finally 1'd
called a halt so that | could be alone for a while. There was no | onger the
sound of battle as | wal ked along the corridors, and | gratefully acknow edged
that fact as | rubbed at ny tenples with the fingers of both hands. | wasn't



overtired and | didn't have a headache, but | couldn't ever remenber working
so hard with nmy mind. There had been quite a nunber of guard w wendaa and
menbers of Farian's court whose loyalty no one had been able to determ ne for
sure, and that had been one of my jobs. There were no nore nulls, thank
goodness, but even without themthe time had been unpl easant, forcing wonan
after woman to feel and speak the truth. So many of them had been delighted
with the former Chanma and her intentions, and nost of them when caught in the
lie of swearing allegiance to the victors over her, cursed nme for what | had
done. Being screaned at |like that didn't bother me, but the nenory of what
their mnds had been I|ike-

"Terril!" The call drew me out of ny own thoughts, but was wel cone. Dallan
cane up to me fromone of the cross corridors, and smled down at nme with an
expression |1'd rarely seen before.

"I was told you wal ked al one to clear your nmind of the thoughts of others," he

sai d, reaching out one big hand to snoboth nmy hair. "Is ny presence an

i ntrusion?"

"Your presence, no," | said, returning his smle. "It is female mnds | mnust
escape for a while, as the others were well aware. | had not known how

pl easant it would be to state a need to those who are capabl e of doing as |

do. | had only to give ny assurance that | would defend myself should the need

arise, and was then able to go off w thout even the presence of guards.”

"There should be little danger for you here in the pal ace," he agreed,

foll owi ng al ong beside me as | began wal king again. "l sought you out for
wi shed to thank you for the offer of an alliance between Gerleth and

Vedi aster. Although the formalities are yet to be conpleted, the incidental
bandi ng has al ready been done."

"You told her then," | said, smling even nore at the sense of blissful
conpletion in his mind. As long as |I'd known himthere had been a sort of
guesting after sonmething deep inside, and the feeling was no | onger there.
Leel an made Dal |l an whol e, and he was very nmuch aware of it.

"I did not speak as quickly as | had thought | would," he answered, grinning
at the nenory. "Wen first | entered her apartnment, neaning to ease her upset,
she threw insults at nme for having dared to support your betrayal. She had no
wi sh to be mated with this prince of Gerleth, she said, telling ne in such a
way that she was the personage referred to, and then stated that | clearly had
no true feelings for her, else | would speak against the alliance.

"I considered it best to grow thoughtful at these revelations, then at | ast

shrugged them off as of no consequence. | informed her that the younger prince
of Gerleth was wi dely known as one who shoul d have been born wenda, and once
hi s bands had been closed for a short while on his new nmenmabra, | would

chal l enge himfor her. Leelan was aghast at ny words for, as she quickly

i nfornmed me, the younger prince of Gerleth was indeed w dely known, yet as a
greatly able I'lenda. If | were to challenge him | would nore than likely
fall."

Dal  an was chuckling by then, his eyes twi nkling as he shared his anusenent,
and | grinned and nodded for himto go on

"I inmredi ately assured the woman that | nost certainly would not fall in any
nmeeting with the prince, then becane determ ned to show her how deep ny
feelings truly ran. Rather than be the one to challenge, it would be I who
woul d need to be challenged, for it would be | whose bands were upon the wonman
in question. Leelan grew horrified when | produced those bands, then attenpted



to keep me fromny intention as she had once said she would. She is a woman of

great skill and adequate strength, yet is she still w wenda rather than

'l enda. When nmy bands were upon her despite her objections, when she fully
knew t he man who had clainmed her, |I then told her what name he was known by
el sewhere. "

"At which point she either laughed in relief and delight, or sought your life
and privates," | said, still as anmused as he was. "Shall | attenpt to guess
whi ch?"

"As you are acquainted with Leelan, there should be little mystery to the
matter," he answered, nore than delighted hinmself. "It was necessary that |
point out to her how undesirable it was for a woman to contenpl ate such doi ngs
with her memabrak. She in turn pointed out that she had attenpted rather than
contenpl ated them therefore the matter should surely be acceptable. | find it
quite fortunate that one sel dom |l aughs al one, else would she have gotten a
good deal of her own back."

"You will likely need to guard yourself for some tinme yet," | observed, anused
at the thought. "And in what manner did a w wenda | ook upon havi ng the bands
of a |l'lenda closed on her?"

"She was far from pl eased." Dallan sighed, imedi ately both annoyed and

di sturbed. "A single band about the wist is customary in Vediaster, | was
told, with a matchi ng band upon the man. | cannot see ny woman as anyt hing
| ess than five-banded, and certainly cannot accept a band of ny own, but I
feel the matter is not yet settled between us."

"Undoubtedly it one day shall be," | said, giving himwhat confort | could.
"To the satisfaction of you both." | stopped again, short of the next
cross-corridor, and snmled up at him "You have ny thanks for having shared
the tine with ne, brother. | shall w sh you nothing nore than all the

happi ness the world contains."

"A happi ness which | wish night be shared with you, sister,"” he said, his eyes
showi ng hurt again. "W rmust make the opportunity to speak together, for there
are surely many men who would wi sh to band a Chama, and just as surely one at

| east who woul d be acceptable.”

"I will be certain to seek a tine," | assured him not bothering to mention

t hat seeking was a good distance from findi ng-or rem nding himof what he'd
taught me about how it would be for ne with a man ot her than Tanmad.

"And now you wish to return to solitude," he said, probably seeing the need in
nmy eyes. "Perhaps you would care to take the neal later with Leel an and
nmysel f."

"I't would give ne a good deal of pleasure to do so," | said, really meaning
it. "Later | nust see Aesnil to aid in the renpval of the confusion given her
by Farian, and perhaps she, too, will wish to join us."

Dal | an t hought the suggestion a good one and then we parted conpany, he to go

back the way we'd conme, | to continue on up the corridor. By the third step
was deep inside nyself again, this time trying to calmmy inpatience to get
out of there. | had the feeling Rel gon and Deegor were goi ng out of their way

to show me what it was like to be with others of ny own kind, hoping that I
m ght then be persuaded to stay. Under other circunstances | probably woul d
have been tenpted, but not under those circunstances, and certainly not wth-

The hand cl osed on ny armso hard and so unexpectedly that | cried out, but by



then | was already into the cross-corridor where |I'd been pulled, a
cross-corridor dimwith the light of a single distant torch. | inmmediately
reached to the mnd directing the hand that had pulled me in there, then stood
frozen in shock while two nassive arnms crushed ne to a broad, bare chest.

"Where have you been, girl?" his voice demanded in a fierce whisper, rocking
enotions making it trenble. "You were given to ne as a slave, and should not
have been taken by any other! Had | not heard your voice | would not have
found you again, to return you to your place at ny side. You shall not again
be allowed to | eave ne!"

The slave held me to himwith a desperate relief that flowed over nme like a
tide turned savage by a storm pushing me under where | would likely drown. He
was so glad to have nme back, and so afraid he nmight | ose ne again, and
shuddered in his arms, not strong enough to pull free, totally incapable of
striking at himwith nmy mnd. He was so i nnocent, and had been hurt so nuch,
and the feelings he had for nme-

"Rel ease that woman at once!" another voice snapped, far froma whisper, and
then | knew that Dallan had heard me cry out and had come back to help nme. The
slave stiffened and his painful fear was a rake of claws through ny insides,
but he didn't let me go.

"But this slave is mne!l" he nearly begged, the words echoing in the warm
chest nmy cheek was against. "She was given to ne, and you have no right to
take her! And you cannot have her in any event! When the m stresses see that
weapon you bear, they will end you! Slaves are not pernmitted to bear weapons!"

Dal l an was silent for a noment, his mnd shocked and struggling to nake sense
of what had been said to him and all | could see was the thick armin front
of nmy face, indistinct in the di mess of the corridor. That arm was one of the
two that held ne, gentle in spite of everything, warmand alive and-

"You are one of the male slaves of this palace,” Dallan said with dawni ng
conpr ehensi on, his voice |less harsh than it had been and acconpani ed by the
sound of his sword being returned to its scabbard. "I was told that your
wher eabouts were a nystery, and it was feared that you were in sonme manner
done away with. Are the others with you?"

"My brothers and | were conmanded to remain in this corridor until we were
returned for," the slave answered, now soundi ng bewi | dered. "The others are at
the far end and | alone crept to this one, hoping to find one who would al |l ow
us to | eave. W have had neither food nor drink since we were brought here,
and . "

"By the Sword of Gerleth!" Dallan spat, frightening the slave even nore. "They
brought you here knowing full well you would be unable to leave if they failed
to return, for this was meant to be a final, vicious stroke agai nst those who
condemmed them for their love of slavery. Eventually your bodies woul d have
been found, and it would be known to all that it was their very victory which
sl ew you. Had they not been victorious you woul d have been returned for

rather than left to starve and die of thirst! Wiat a pity their plans have now
cone to naught. Gather the others, for the time has come for you all to |eave
here.”

"But-we cannot | eave!" the slave whispered, trenbling at the idea. "W have
not been given perm ssion to do so by one who is free, and therefore

"I amfree," Dallan interrupted with pity in his voice and mnd, hating the
need to be so gentle. "Such is the reason | wear a weapon without fear. No



| onger are there slaves in this palace, for all have been freed. Cone with ne
now, so that you, too, may know freedom"

"Freedom " the slave whispered, trenbling even harder. "W will now be nade to
know freedom | will fetch the others at once. "

He rel eased his two-arned grip as he began to turn, but he still kept one arm
firmy around ne as he got ready to go back to the others. | was his and not

about to be turned | oose, but suddenly Dallan was there, taking his armoff ne
and steppi hg between us.

"No!" the slave cried, trying desperately to pass Dallan, but although he was
nearly the I'lenda's size it was as though a hal f-grown boy fought with a man.
"Pl ease! The fenale is mine! "

"The wonman is free," Dallan told him still speaking gently even as he kept
himfromreaching ne again. "She is free and therefore cannot be clained as a
sl ave by you. Wen you, too, are free, you may present yourself to her as one
free person to another. "

"I may do such a thing?" the slave asked, still upset but sonewhat diverted.
"I shall be free, and | may present nyself to her?"

"I ndeed you may," Dallan assured him patting his shoul der as he urged him
toward the darkened far end of the corridor. "And the others may do the sane
with other wendaa. Let us fetch themnow, so that you and they may be fed and
begun upon the road to freedom™

"Yes, let us begin," the slave agreed, filled with a fearful enthusiasm and
as they made their way up the corridor |I backed a few steps in the opposite
direction, stunbled and nearly fell as |I turned, then ran as fast as | ever
had before in ny life.

I have no menory of the corridors | passed through, but there nust have been
quite a few of them The first thing | do renenber is coming to a pair of open
terrace-doors, stopping a nmonent to drag in uncounted, painful gasps of air,
and then plunging wildly through them CQutside it was a warm bright
early-afternoon, with very few people around and an air of peace overlying
everything. | stopped again to | ook around, the sweat dripping down ny face
and spotting my shirt and breeches, ny heart pounding, and slowy it cane
through to nme that I'd left the palace at a point near the stables. | was
panting and still wanted to run, but | forced nmyself to a nore normal pace and
that way covered the rest of the distance to where the seetarr were kept.

It was rmuch di nmer inside the stables, but the boy had no troubl e seeing ne.
He cane up anxious to be of service, terribly proud of his new green haddin
and uncol l ared neck, and in just a fewmnutes | had a seetar conplete with
saddl e and bridle. | had to use a block to nount him but once nounted he
responded well to ny nmind and carried me to the nearest gate. The guards there
were startled to see me riding through all al one, but before they could
protest or try to come with me, | was already across the open stretch and
nmoving into the city streets.

It took ne anwhile to find the main street that led out of the city, but once
did | followed the road a short distance before finally turning off into a
qui et stand of trees. A small breeze noved the | eaves overhead as |

di smount ed, and my seetar snorted in contentnent at having been allowed to
stop in such a pleasant place. | sat down in the grass in front of one of the
whi t e- barked, narrow boled trees, folded nmy legs in front of me, then buried
my face in my hands. The urge to run was still inside me, and | didn't have to



wonder why.

"I almpst did it," | whispered to nyself, so sickened and horrified that I
couldn't picture ever being tranquil again. "Because he thinks he |oves ne, |
al nrost let himclaimmne. Wen he puts his arns around e, it felt good."

And that was the part that tortured me the nost, the fact that the slave's
arms had felt good. Tammad hadn't said that he didn't |ove me, but how do you
gi ve up soneone you | ove? | needed to be |loved, needed it so desperately that
I'd al nbst been ready to accept it froma man with the mind of a child, but he
wasn't the one | wanted to love ne. | wanted the man | loved to |ove e, but
honor and duty neant nore to himthan | did. He was better off without ne, |
knew he was, but that didn't work in the reverse no matter what |'d said to
Dal l an. | needed himnmore than | needed ny life, nore than | needed ny eyes or
m nd or heart, but the disease called honor had cone between us, an incurable
di sease.

I was crying by then, the sort of crying that cones froma hurt that sinply
won't stop. The man | | oved and needed didn't |ove or need ne, at |east not as
far as | could see, and there was no other way to |l ook at it. Once he rode
away his nenories of me would begin to fade, until one day | would be gone
entirely, replaced by whatever worman he banded next to | augh with and make

love to. | loved himtoo nmuch to do anything but w sh hi m happi ness with her
nor e happi ness than he'd found with me. As for nyself, |I'd nmade that decision
some time ago; all | wanted was the nothingness of the end of life and the end

of pain. The |l oneliness seened to hurt nore than ever, nore than it had before
| learned what it was like to live without it.

| |l eaned back against the narrow tree with ny eyes cl osed, ny knees raised to
support my el bows, ny hands to my now achi ng head, ny body shuddering fromthe
crying. Being all alone is not the same as being |lonely, which you can be even
if you're not all alone. | suppose it's easier to take if you're big and
strong, but | wasn't big and strong and didn't want to be. Al | wanted was-

| heard the twig snap at the sanme time | felt the startlement of my seetar

and it was all | could do to keep fromsending ny nmind out. Very few things
are able to startle an animal as large as a seetar, and if one of those very
few things was close by, | didn't want to chase it away. | had cone close to

being killed by sonething once and it had been horrible, but the worst part
had been touching its mind. If | made sure not to touch its mind it should al
be over before | knewit, ne getting what | wanted and a wild beast getting a
good meal. | wanted that trade with everything in ne, but | still began
trenbling when my seetar runbled a warning and backed off just a little. It
was conming closer, it had to be coming closer, and then it was

| couldn't feel nuch of anything and | couldn't nove or open ny eyes, but
somehow | had cone partly awake. It was strange to know that that was what
bei ng dead felt Iike, and then | becane aware of soneone speaking.

" l ucky can you get?" an unfaniliar male voice was saying. "There we
were, all ready to gas everyone in that palace to get her, and she practically
stunbles into our |aps."

"W woul dn't have known she was that close if | hadn't checked the transponder
you were supposed to be watching,"” another nale voice countered, sounding
annoyed and shorttenpered. "Did you at |east renenber to turn her off after

gi ving her the gas?"

"Are you kidding?" the first voice demanded in outrage. "Of course | did. You
don't think I want an awakened Prine anywhere near me, do you? Even if we



don't bring her out of it before we get back to Central, |I'mhappier with this
one turned off."

"We're not taking her back to Central," the second voice said, this tine
sounding faintly distracted. "Qur enployers decided sonme time ago that they
needed her in their special program but that barbarian they | oaned her to
refused to give her back. Now we have her whether he likes it or not, and she
goes straight to New Dawn."

"What's on New Dawn?" the first voice asked, full of curiosity but beginning
to fade out just a little. "I thought it was a frontier world wi th nothing but
savages. "

"It's a frontier world with open spaces, savages-and the speci al - proj ect
breeding farm" the second voice answered with a chuckl e, also sounding a good
deal fainter. "They raise the best of the nale Prines there, and al so give
them the best of the females they want bred. She won't be ready for it for a
little while, but they'll be after her as soon as they see her. | wouldn't
mnd doing it to her nyself."

"Yeah, and ne," the first voice agreed, so low | could barely hear it, and
then it all went away.



