BETRAYALS
Book Four of THE BLENDING
SHARON GREEN

Anlmprint of Harper Collins Publishers

For Bob Rosenberg... more than just a good friend.You were always there for me, Bobby, and I'll never
forget.

I believe I'm beginning to do more than simply enjoy this writing project. When I'm very tired ordinary
despair becomes intense, and then I begin to doubt that we'll ever find a way out of the swamp our lives
have become. Doubting is so much easier than hoping and believing, not to mention being completely free
of disappointment. That's probably why I do it so often....

But be that as it may, remembering the problems we've already coped with and solved has helped to
soothe me. For that reason I eagerly continue this tale, taking it up again at one of the worst points we
encountered. How innocent we all were then, to believe that we'd protected ourselves from treachery
and betrayal. We actually had no true idea of what the words meant, but we certainly did learn.

It occurs to me that it might be best if I reminded whoever reads this about where that point was, and
then I'll take up the narrative again. I know that the others were upset, but for Rion and me it seemed like
the end of everything....

ONE

Lorand awoke—to a certain extent. His head ached in a way that he'd never felt before, the pain so
intense that he wished he were unconscious again. And there was nothing he could do to stop the pain.
Even if he'd been able to work around it—and the blurriness covering his mind—he couldn't seem to
figure out where the power was....

"Look, he's tryin' t'wake up!" someone said, sounding alarmed. "He ain't 'sposta try t' wake up!"

"So what if he does?" another voice countered, male like the first voice. "They got him so doped up that
he won't even know what day it is. When you feed him later, you'll probably have to keep shaking him to
remind him what he's about. But you better not let him start wasting away, or they'll skin you alive."

"Why?" the first voice demanded, a heavy whine to it. "I heared he's prob'ly all kindsa damaged like,
'cause ath ' way he got yanked outta that Blendin'. Gettin' yanked out's 'sposta damage 'em real bad, so
why'd they still want 'im? An' if he ain't damaged, how'm I 'sposta handle a High?"

"Why do you insist on worrying about things that are none of your business?" the second voice asked,
sounding angrily impatient. "Even if he's left with no more than Mid dle talent, they'll still want to find that
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out for themselves. They'll be able to use him even like that, but if his talent level remains intact, he'll be
much more valuable. They'll dose him with Puredan to make him docile, and then they'll use him until they
bum him out. You, personally, have nothing to fear, because they'll transport him to where the army is
before they let him come back to himself. Are you sat isfied now?"

"Yeah, yeah sure," the first voice muttered, and then there was silence again. But it wasn't silent inside
Lorand's head, where fear joined the unending pain. He had no idea what the men were talking about,
and couldn't even remem ber what had happened to him. He lay on something hard in a place with a
terrible stench, but hedidn't know where the place was. He was supposed to have been doing
some thing, but he couldn't remember what that something was.

All he knew was that someone was going to try to burn out his mind.

A long moan escaped Lorand's lips as he tried to free himself from whatever held him down, but it
suddenly came to him that he wasn't chained or even tied. Something in substantial held him in its grip,
but its lack of substance did nothing to limit it. It held him tightly, like the arms of a very strong woman....

A woman.Hadn't there been a woman in his life some where?The memory of her hid just out of reach,
teasing him with hints and suggestions. Had she been like that, a woman who teased? He'd always
wanted to meet a woman who would tease him lovingly and gently....

Gently.That word didn't fit anywhereinhis world. He'd tried gently to open his eyes, but they'd refused to
work. He'd wanted his head to pound more gently, but he couldn't make it happen. Nothing was working
right....

Working ... was he working? Had he had an accident? Someone really should have come by to tell him
what was goingon, it would only have been common decency.Now...

Now he wished he knew where he was ... and what had happened ... and who was he, anyway... ?

Jovvi felt as though she floated in a heavy sea, she herself heavier than usual. Everything around and
about her was heavy, even the air almost too thick to breathe. It was a strain to draw that air into her
lungs, and struggling to do it made her head hurt more. But it also seemed to thin thesea a bit, enough so
that she could just touch the outer world....

"Well, well, aren't you the adventurous one," a male voice murmured very near to her, and then a hand
smoothed her hair. "You're actually trying to wake up, even though it isn't time for you to do that. First
we'll find a place to make you nice and comfortable, then we'll wait for the first transport group that's
formed, and then you'll take a nice long trip. You'll like that, won't you?"

Jovvi could almost understand the words being spoken to her, but trying harder was out of the question.
Even lying wherever she lay was almost too much of an effort, so any thing beyond that... except for
taking a deeper breath...

"Now, now, just settle down," the voice said, again al most clearly enough to be understood. "I
understand that you're probably disappointed, but the lord who is Seated High in your aspect decided
that be doesn't want you after all. To look at you, one might easily consider him mad, but then one would
have to pause in thought. If a man of his strength doesn't even care to dally with you for a shortwhite, you
must be dangerous indeed. I am a man possessed of sufficient courage for all things, yet my sense of
discre tion usually surpasses the other. They'll make good use of your talents—whatever they may now
be—in the place where you're awaited, and I'll find a less adventurous—and adventuresome—woman to
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do my own dallying with. Rest now, for when you get where they mean to send you, there will be no rest
short of death—or burnout, whichever comes first."

Jovvi thought shebeard the word "burnout," and agita tion began to build inside her. That word ... it
meant some thing beyond the ordinary, beyond what most words mean. She had to... do something she
hadn't gotten around to... had to remember something specific ...findsomeoneim portant ...

Opening her eyes proved to be impossible, as was any sort of movement. And that hand, smoothing her
hair... it made her want to rest for a while, to sleep until the sea rolled out and she wasn't so heavy any
longer... Heavy ... sleep...

"Yes, my darling, that's right," Rion heard, a woman speaking softly and encouragingly. "Try to wake up
just a bit, my darling, so that you'll understand what I have to say."

Rion fought to open his eyes, but at first his vision was too blurred to make anything out. Blinking helped
to solve the problem to some extent, but it was still necessary to focus. He finally did so, using the face
which swam before him as an anchor, and once success was his he immediately wished he'd failed.

"No, no, darling, don't frown so," Mother chided, just as she always used to do. "It will put lines into
your face and make you look older, and then people will thinkI'molder. We certainly can't have that, now
can we?"

Rion tried to speak, to tell her just exactly what she would and would not have, but his tongue refused to
operate prop erly. And his head ached so abominably that he winced at the concept of trying to form
words into a sentence.

"Of course we can't," she continued with a smile and a pat on his cheek, just as though he'd agreed with
her. "Now that you'reback beside meagain, we won't allow anything into our lives that isn't perfect. No,
don't try tospeak, you won't be able to do that for some time yet. I'm going to keep you drugged for a
bit, you see, to make sure you aren't able to keep yourself from being permanently damaged."

Permanently damaged... the words chilled him, even though he had no idea what they meant. Nothing
could have happened ... he didn't remember anything happening ... but where had that headache come
from ... ?

"Don't you worry about that now, darling," Mother went on, chatting happily. "The physician tells me that
you're probably permanently damaged anyway, but there's a chance the damage can be minimized if
you're able to work against it. But we don't want it minimized, not when that might let you imagine you
can escape me again. You can't, you know, because you're mine and always will be. But please don't
think you'll be given an allowance again, I'd hate for you to be disappointed. From now on Mother will
control everything, and you'll be her loving, devoted, tal entless bey."

Rion fought against it, but the tears rolled down his face anyway. He couldn't even remember what had
happened, but he still felt a vast sense of inconsolable loss. It wasn't even possible for him to move, and
that seemed to please Mother enormously.

"That's right, my darling, you have a good cry," she said, the expression on her face making him ill. "Cry
all you need to and then you'll sleep, and when you awake everything will be the way it was before.
Except that I'll never again allow you to leave my side. But then—there won't be any reason for you to
leave, will there, my dar ling?"
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Rion let his eyes close again, which did nothing to stop his tears. It seemed as though the crying came
from a very small bey inside him ... while a grown man tried to rage and fight. But that grown man had no
strength... and the mists of sleep were closing in again ... and couldn't be avoided even though they would
trap him forever....

I think I became aware of my heart beating first, which struck me as being odd. A person is rarely aware
of her own heartbeat, unless fright causes it to quicken or to nearly stop dead. My own heartbeat was
more than ordinarily rapid, but I didn't knowwhy ....

"[said, lovely child, can you hear me?" a man's voice came, the words answering my previous question.
The thud of my heart grew even louder, as I recognized the voice. It belonged to a man whose name I
didn't even know, but the vague, unformed memory of his intentions was very unset tling.

"Your muscles have tightened a bit, so I presume you can hear every word despite your lack of verbal
response,” the man went on. "That suits me well enough for the mo ment, as I shall speak and you need
only listen. Later, of course, you'll also be expected to obey. If you fail to do so, you'll be made to
produce a verbal response other than speaking."

He chuckled at that, a sound which made my blood run cold, but for no reason easily understood. Who
was this man, and what did he want of me?

"To begin with, I should explain that the pain I'm told you probably feel is the result of your having been
dam aged," he said. "It's highly unlikely that you'll ever be what you once were, but please don't feel relief
just yet. My interest in you remains as high as it was, for you're still perfectly able to serve my purpose."

What purpose? [ wanted to say, but the lethargy all through me didn't allow it. I had no idea what he
was talk ing about, but for some reason it still frightened me.

"Now, I mean to keep you quietly sedated for a time," he said, "but not for too long a time. I find I'm
truly eager to begin with you, and as soon as the Puredan is brought to me I'll have you drink it. After that
you'll no longer need to be sedated, and we'll be able to begin."

He chuckled again. "There's something rather amusing that you should hear. Your father and some crony
of his attempted to claim you,actually challengingmyright to pos sess you. I put them off until tomorrow,
but only to give myself time to prepare something really special for them. It will be the highlight of my
dinner party tomorrow night, and I mean to letyoube present to watch. No, don't try to thank me, I've
already decided on how I mean to be thanked."

His chuckling really bothered me, especially since I could almost remember something about my father
and some friend of his. That memory was just as disturbing, even without any details. I didn't want to
hear about any of it, and the best way to escape was in sleep. I felt sleepy any way ... sleepy and
frightened ... sleepy and miserable ... sleepy and verylonely ...

"...know what they could do to me for this?" a thin and trembling male voice demanded. "They could end
my career, and then where would I be? Please ask for something else, my dear, I beg of you."

"But there isn't anything else that [ want," a female voice responded, one that Valiant seemed to
recognize. ""You owe me more than one favor, love, and if you don't pay up I'll just have to collect in

another way. Would you prefer if I did that?"

"No!" the male voice almost shrieked, and then it qui eted again. "No, I would not prefer that other way.
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You leave me no choice but to do exactly as you wish."

"Stop making it sound like the end of the world," the woman chided with a laugh. "No one will be doing
any thing with him until it's time to send him on his trip, so he might as well do his waiting here. I have this
perfectly lovely little box prepared for him, made out of steel so that nothing will be able to harm him.
When he learns to beg properly I'll let him out for a while, but I won't forget to put him back again. That
should satisfy your feelings of anxiety, shouldn't it?"

"Perhaps," the male voice allowed grudgingly while Val iant's insides began to twist and burn. He
couldn't quite remember why he felt like that, but it had something to do with part of what the woman had
said. And his head hurt, for some reason he also couldn't remember. What was going on here—and
where in the name of chaos was "here"?

"Oh, he'll be fine," the woman said with more laughter. "I'm just going to put him to work for a while, and
then you can have him back. I'm sure he thought he'd seen the last of me, but a person's power isn't
always linked only to her career position. When I decide I want something, I never rest until I get it."

"Well, now you havehim,"the male voice said, still sounding extremely unhappy. "Just be sure you don't
lose or damage him, or we'll both regret it. If I'm blamed for anything, I'll make certain that you're right
there beside me."

"Worrier, worrier," the woman laughed, then went on to reassure the man again in different words.
Valiant tried to listen, hoping to find out where he was and what was hap pening, but everything both
inside him and out began to lurch. Not sick-making lurch but sleepy lurch ... as though he were being
rocked in the arms of someone who needed badly for him to be there... even though he couldn't be there
... wherever there was ... sleepy lurch, back and forth, back and forth ... out but not in ... please, please,
neverin ...

TWO

The mists of confusion rolled out very slowly, like a tide re ceding inch by inch from the shore. The first
thing I noticed was that it seemed to be midmorning, and the second was that I sat in a chair. The chair
stood in a bedchamber a good deal larger than my own, the rest of the furniture and decorations
speaking clearly of how much gold had been used to accom plish the look of understated opulence.
Rose and gold com bined with white and green and brown—none of the colors overdone, all of them
perfectly balanced ... Yes, a small fortune had been spent on that room.

I found myself wondering where it might be, but even as the question formed I already knew the answer:
that noble I hadn't had much time to worry about; he'd made good on his threat, and had claimed me for
his own purposes.

The ability for normal motion had also begun to return to my body, which let me put a shaky hand to my
head. That awful man wanted children with stronger Fire talent than his noble women could give them,
and so he'd chosen me in order to get what he wanted. I had some vague memory of him mentioning
something about sedatives and Puredan. Once he'd given me the Puredan, he'd said, the sedative would
no longer be necessary....

It took two attempts, but I finally managed to get to my feet in order to walk around a bit. The fear
growing inside my middle made me want to run, but simply walking straight was still something of a
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chore. That sedative must still be hanging on in some way, so getting rid of it was a priority. Not to
mention figuring out whatinthe world could havehappened ...

I stopped not far from the wall of curtained windows, feeling the frown which creased my forehead. My
last solid memory was of being part of my Blending, facing the last of the noble Blendings. It was the final
competition, and we were just about to win. [ knew that with as much certainty as our Blending entity
had,knew we were stronger than the nobles, and then—nothing.Everything had stopped and gone black,
but not for any reason easily seen.

"You're a fool," I whispered to myself, hating the way my voice shook even then. "The reason you lost is
perfectly obvious: the nobles cheated. They were about to lose and they knew it, so theycheated."

A small amount of anger flared at that, the amount so small because of the size of the fear filling me. I
fought to keep the fear from turning into terror, struggled to think calmly rather than fall to pieces, but
wasn't having much success. No one had to tell me that my Blendingmates were nowhere near, that I'd
been separated from them and now stood alone.Thad no one to depend on but myself, and in the past
myself hadn't proven to be very reliable.

The ice around my heart grew a bit thicker with that re alization, so I continued on toward the windows.
It was pos sible to see bright sunshine beyond the sheer white curtains, but nothing else. If there were
terrace doors, for instance, stepping outside would help—especially if it were possible to simply walk
away. Ineededto be away from there, even though I had no idea where I would go....

Brushing one of the curtains aside brought immediate dis appointment. Not only was that room on the
second floor of its house, a very fine filligreed grill had been put over all the windows. Sunlight came in,
and it was even possible to see out easily, but the grill was of metal and didn't appear removable. No one
would have been able to get through it, not even a child.

The word "child" made me sick to my stomach, so I turned away from the useless windows. The
lethargy which had held me so tightly had receded quite a lot, but some of it persisted in tingeing my
thoughts and motions with vague ness—which was an additional worry. That noble had spo ken about
giving me Puredan; would he come by with it as soon as the sedative wore off completely? Just how
soon would that be, and was there any way I might avoid it?

Questions of that sort kept me pacing back and forth across the room for a while. At one point, when I
passed a Full-length mirror in a dark wood, intricately carved, frame, I noticed something else. I no
longer wore the white robe we'd all had on for the competitions. Instead I wore a beau tiful, obviously
expensive dress of rose and gold which seemed to match the room. I had no memory of having put on
that dress, so someone else must have put me in it. An other thing to add to the list causing agitation....

I had just reached the vicinity of my chair again when I heard a sound at the door. Someone seemed to
be unlocking it, and it came to me that [ hadn't even tried that door. Obviously ithadbeen locked, but
what if it hadn't been? It made me ill to realize that I seemed to be in the midst of meekly accepting what
had been done ... and whatwouldbe done ... Then the door opened, and my illness increased.

"Good morning, child," that noble said, smiling as heenteredand closed thedoorbehind him. He also
examined me with his eyes as he walked closer, but happily he stopped more than five feet away.

"You needn't look so stricken," he said with amusement as my heart thudded painfully hard. "T've merely
stopped in to say that business matters demand my time, and therefore [ won't be returning until almost
dinnertime. I'll see you then, of course, as I mean to keep my promise. You will share the amusement I've
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arranged, and then you will be permitted to thank me for the privilege."

"What amusement?" I forced myself to ask, again hating the way my voice trembled. "And if you're
waiting for me to thank you for anything at all, you can expect to have a very long wait ahead of you."

"A show of spirit?How delightful."His chuckle did seem delighted, as though we were playing some sort
of game."In another woman that show would be quite unac ceptable, but in you I find it rather
enchanting. As for the amusement, I refer to the dinner entertainment I've arranged which will revolve
about your father. He means to come here tonight to demand your return, obviously mistaking me for one
of the peasants like himself whom he's accustomed to dealing with. I mean to teach him better."

"But of course he's just like you," I said, the words popping out before I could stop them. "The two of
you could be twins, aside from whatever meaningless title you have. And your titleismeaningless, since
you let it be given to you rather than insisting on working to earn it. They made you less than a whole
man, and you allowed it."

"The delight has suddenly gone out of your conversa tion," he grated in return, his expression having
turned hard with anger glittering behind his gaze. "With that in mind, I tell you now that you're never to
speak to me in such a way again. You, of course, will obey, as you've been given no choice in the matter.
Just as you will never exercise your talent again."

"What are you talking about?" I asked in a whisper, a terrible chill suddenly clutching at my insides. "You
can't keep me from using my talent, no one can...."

"I imagine that you're now in the process of reaching for the power, and are discovering that touching it
is quite im possible,"hereplied, vindictive satisfaction appearing in his dark eyes. "Denying you whatever
might be left of your talent was the first thing I did after the Puredan was given you, and commanding
obedience was the second. You will learn just how obedient you must be tonight after dinner, when I
take full pleasure from you. And now I really must go"

He performed a small, sardonic bow before turning and heading for the door, but I barely noticed. |
stood in deep shock with my fists to my head, trying frantically to reach to the power just as I'd done all
my life. The action was as natural as walking or speaking, and it felt as though I were paralyzed or struck
mute! Not only couldn't I reach the power, it wasn't even possible to locate it!

I stumbled to the chair I'd returned to awareness in, col lapsing into it as the sound of the door being
locked again came as though from a great distance off. Heavy shock had wrapped me in numbness, so
that even knowing I'd already been given the Puredan became no more than a secondary consideration.
I'd been cut off completely from my talent, and would never be allowed to exercise it again.

That was the time I learned just how deeply into depres sion it was possible to fall, which was the point
where the desire to die outweighed the urge to live. The monster who held me captive meant to keep me
as a pitiful cripple, unable to deny his least whim and wish, unable to defend myself against his depraved
intentions. To someone else, the matter stated in such a way might have seemed melodramatic; to me, it
seemed the end of the world.

I sat unmoving in the chair for a timeless time, my mind almost empty of thought, and then there was
sound at the door again. A moment later it opened, and two women en tered. The younger was a girl
carrying a tray with covered dishes and a tea pitcher, and the elder seemed a higher-level servant. I paid
very little attention to the pair as the girl set down the tray on a table and left again, but the elder woman
apparently disliked my extreme distraction.
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"That tray contains your lunch, which you should be quite hungry for by now," she announced from
where she stood, only two paces into the room. "Lord Lanir was quite clear concerning his wish to see
you properly nourished, so you will go to the tray and eat. The command, of course, is to be considered
his."

The woman's voice had been harsh with the tone of one used to being obeyed, and I actually stirred a bit
in auto matic response. My parents had certainly trained me well, and the unconscious response seemed
to satisfy the woman. She gave a brusque nod and turned to leave, shutting and locking the door behind
herself . But by that time I'd fallen back into apathy, so even the stirring quieted. I had no ap petite, and
probably would never have one ever again.

I sat staring and unmoving for another rather long stretch of time, but then an odd thought crept into my
head. That noble, apparently named Lord Lanir, had said I'd already been given the Puredan as well as
his orders. If that were so I would have no choice but to obey him, and yet there I sat, having nothing to
do with the meal he wanted me to eat. That woman had clearly expected me to obey the sec ondhand
orders, but I hadn't. Could she simply have been mistaken to expect something like that?

A moment of thought convinced me that her being mis taken was unlikely. Her noble employer must
have told her what to expect, and the miserable man was certainly in a position to know. That meant I
shouldhave obeyed, and yet I hadn't. But not obeying orders given you while you're under the influence
of Puredan isimpossible ...

"You fool!" I said to myself aloud, suddenly feeling ex tremely stupid. "When we freed ourselves from
the first orders given us under Puredan, didn't we specify that we were never to obey such orders again?
None of us knew if the trick would work, but it looks like it did... !"

Excitement rose in me so quickly that it probably would have knocked me over if I'd been standing. I'd
forgotten all about that business of telling ourselves not to obey, and it made an enormous difference. If
one of the man's com mands hadn't worked, the other shouldn't have worked ei ther. Iwasn't
permanently cut off from my talent, even if [ hadn't been able to detect the power at all....

With that thought I'd automatically reached out again, the way someone newly paralyzed probably tried
without think ing to stand and walk. The only difference was that this tune I detected a glimmer of
something, a distant hint of the great ocean of power usually right there beyond my mental fin gertips. The
ocean was still there, only not quite as close as it should be and not as easily reached. But that was better
than not being able to detect anything....

Worry sent me up on my feet and pacing again, the darker emotion dimming the excitement [ felt. I was
now in a much better position than I'd been in earlier, but what had that Lord Lanir said about my talent?
Something concerning "whatever ability" I might "have left"? He obviously knew something that I didn't,
and it remained to be seen how true his beliefs were.

After pacing back and forth for a while, I finally decided that I needed a cup of tea. I went to the tray
and poured the cup, but didn't so much as glance at whatever foodlay under the plate covers. I might be
free of needing to obey the monsterwho held me in capture, but without my talent I would certainly be
helpless to defend myself against him. If a distant touch were all I ever found it possible to accom plish, |
would still prefer to be dead.

Another stretch of time passed as I paced slowly and sipped tea, and the next change occurred so
abruptly that I nearly dropped the teacup. One moment [ walked and wor ried, and the next [ was again
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so firmly touching the power that I staggered dizzily. Before this latest insanity began I hadn't been able to
release the power except when I fell asleep, and now I seemed to be back to that exact same state again.

"So why wasn't I able to reach it sooner?" I asked aloud in a murmur, feeling the strength of personality
that being in touch with the power always brought. "And why did that fool think my talent would be less
than it was?"

Asking that second question aloud was indulging in a bit of bravado, as I felt quite clearly that I wasn't
completely back to the way I'd been. There was still something of a ... drag, of sorts, slowing down my
reactions and limiting my access to the power. That didn't necessarily mean I wouldremainless than I'd
been, but—

"Oh, for pity's sake," I muttered, beginning to be reallydisgustedwith myself. "That sedative the noble
mentioned ... If it was hilsom powder, it's no wonder I'm coming back so slowly."

I'd beard of hilsom powder, of course, but never having used itmyself meant I'd known nothing of the
details concerning it until Lorand had explained its main purpose and effects. Hilsom powder was used
for the most part by phy sicians, and not just to sedate certain patients, but also to separate them from
the power. Even Low talents can cause a good deal of havoc if they're hysterical, or insane, or even just
delirious from a fever. Hilsom powder denies them the use of their talent while they're sedated, and
returns their ability slowly over a period of time.

"So that means all I should have to do iswait ," I mur mured, feeling a good deal better. "Once I've
regained every bit of my strength, I'll simply walk out of here. Any one who tries to stop me will find out
the hard way why Fire is the guardian talent in a Blending—"

My words broke off rather abruptly, the silence caused by a sudden, deeper understanding of what I
faced. Once I left that house, I not only had nowhere to go, I had no idea how I would locate the others.
And Thadto locatethem, no other course of action was possible. They needed my help—assuming I found
it possible to first help myself— and whatever I did would have to be done alone.

Depression tried to fill me again, but the strength flowing into me from the power left no room for
debilitating emo tions. It was impossible to deny that I would have to act alone, but that would hardly be
the first time. It might turn out to be the hardest time, but that would hold true only if I failed to make a
decent plan. That, then, was my first objective: to make a plan rather than simply to act and run. Running
blindly is often worse than not running at all.

So I returned to the tray with the intention of refilling my teacup, and ended up sitting down to the meal.
I'd suddenly noticed that I was quite hungry alter all, and it was neces sary torememberthat I'd been
commanded to eat. Giving those people the least hint that I wasn't quite as helpless as they imagined
would be stupid, and my Blendingmates and I had already committed enough stupidities.

By the time I finished the food—which I had to rewarm only a little—more of the fog was gone from my
mind and I had a tentative plan. It had come to me that the others and I needed to know what had been
done to us, to make certain itwas neverdone a second time. I wassureLanir knewthedetails, and it should
be possible to get him to brag about his knowledge. He might even know whathadbeen done with the
others, and if so, thenlwould know. I promised myself that, in the grimmest tone I could ever remember
using.

I sat back in the chair with my teacup, trying not to dwell on the most disturbing part of my plan—which
revolved around the fact that I couldn't afford to leave the house until after that dinner party. I would have
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been happiest if I could have walked out immediately, but that Lord Lanir wasn't here to be questioned,
and I really didn't want anyone send ing guardsmen after me right away. They'd probably be sent
eventually, but the longer I had to find a place to go, the better off I would be.

So I sipped tea and wondered what had been planned for my father as a reception. Seeing him again
was another thing I would have been happy to miss, especially if he brought Odrin Hallasser with him. It
was difficult to believe that anyone would actually try to challenge a noble's claim to anything, so my
father had to be more than desperate. I might have pitied someone else in the same situation, but my
father had brought his problems on himself. He'd delib erately made his bed without considering anyone
else, and now he could lie in it without interference.

But I still would have been happier if I didn't have to see him pull the covers up....

THREE

Rion sat in the chair the servant had helped him to, feeling more lightheaded than be could ever
remember being. It almost felt as though he floated in midair, and his thoughts were much too vague. But
that didn't mean he had no idea about where he was or what was happening to him. That he knew all too
well, and if not for whatever drug had been given him, he would have been drowning in despair.

"Ah, good morning, my darling," Mother's voice came, and then she appeared to take the chair opposite
his. "Did you sleep well? Did you enjoy your breakfast? ... I know you're able to reply, Clarion, and I
would advise you to do so at once. I'm sure you've learned better than to make Mother angry."

"In point of fact, I've learned a good deal more than that," Rion responded, forced to speak slowly and
with dif ficulty. "The most important lesson is that your anger is meaningless, so you may do as you
please in that regard. I assure you that it will all be the same to me."

"That, of course, will be the first fallacy you unlearn," she countered, no longer as pleased as she'd been.
"You will quickly remember how uncomfortable my anger can make you, and also, if necessary, that it
can become painful. Iwillhave my darling bey back, just as he was before he left to be ruined."

"You seem to think that ignoring the truth will make it go away," Rion observed, wishing it were possible
to throw off the lethargy holding him in place. "Your former 'darling boy' has ceased to exist, and the man
he has become detests you and all you stand for. If not for whatever I've been drugged with, I would
walk from this house without a single backward glance."

"To do what?"Mother challenged with a sound of rid icule. "You haven't a single copper of your own,
and you're completely incapable ofearninganything to support your self. You would be reduced to
begging in the streets, and everyone who saw you would laugh. Do youwantto be laughed at? As a child,
you hated when it happened...."

"Do you mean when you arranged for it to happen?" Rion said, taking advantage of the way her voice
had trailed off in an effort to humiliate him without words. "Yes, Mother, Thavefinally figured out that all
my difficultieswithpeople were caused by you. It left me no one but you to turn to for companionship,
which was precisely the result you were after."

"Y ou don'tneedanyone's companionship but mine," she grated, once again less than pleased. "But that
doesn't mean I caused those incidents. It's painful to say this to you, my dear, butyour ... clumsiness and
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lack of personality precip itated those discomfitures. You simply weren't able to cope, and allldid was
sympathize and support you. If that's the sort of thing you wish to blame me for, please feel free to do so.
A loving mother is always willing to be of whatever help she can be?"

"I find it difficult to believe that at one time I would have been swayed by that sort of nonsense," Rion
remarked, ig noring the nobly suffering expression on her face. "This drug allows me nothing in the way
of strong emotions, of course, but even beyond that your claims are patently ab surd. Someone who is
incapable is incapableallthe time, not simply when one particular person is about. Tell me what has
become of my friends."

"[ forbid you to mention low, vulgar peasants in my pres ence again," she said coldly with a gesture of
dismissal. "If it had been up to me, those who ruined my darling boy would have suffered a good deal
more than they shall... And Iwillhave my darling back again, even if I must use something other than
persuasion to see it done."

"If you're waiting for me to ask what that something is, you're being absurd again," Rion said, trying to
find the energy to at least think about struggling against the drug. "Your threats will never frighten me
again, so you'd best resign yourself to not having your own way this time."

"Indeed?" shesaid, the sleekness enough to have made Rion extremely uneasy had he been free of the
drug. "But I always have my own way, unless some vindictive sneak exercises his greater power behind
my back. If I'd known Embisson Ruhl was behind your having been stolen away from me ... but no
matter. ['ve already taken steps to even the score with him. He'll have as much pain as I had at your loss
... But we were discussing methods other than gentle persuasion for gaining what I refuse to do without."

This time Rion said nothing, principally to underscore hislack of interest.Hetruly felt that beingdeadwould
be pref erable to remaining a prisoner for as long as his mother lived, somethingsheneeded to understand
and believe.

"The physician told me something rather interesting," Mother continued in the purr that showed she was
at her most vindictive. "The sedative you're being given is called hilsom powder, and I was warned not to
keep you on it too long. Another day or two will be enough to be certain that your Air magic talent is
ruined beyond repair, but then you must be taken off it or there could be...mind damage. Are you able to
appreciate what that means?"

"Mind damage," Rion echoed, a faint chill actually touching him. "My talent.. .ruined? What are you
say ing?"

"Oh, my darling, don't you remember?" the vile woman said with what he used to consider full concern.
"Being forced out of that Blending hurt you, and I've decided against allowing you to make any effort to
repair the harm. Your talent encouraged you to disobey me, so now it must be forfeit. There will be no
discussion on that particular point, but your mind is another matter. In order to keep itas it is,you must
give me your solemn oath that you'll do as I wish. If not..."

She let the words trail off suggestively again, increasing the chill that refused to let Rion banish it. If he
didn't obey her, he would be left in a state that was worse than death. But his talent, his ability! Thatshe
meant to take, and how could he face life without it?

"My poor darling, I can see how terribly confused you are," she said as she rose from her chair and

came close to pat his cheek. "T'll let you think about your answer for a short while, but only for ashort
while. I've been thinking about it as well, and I'm nearly to the point of deciding that I might actually
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prefer you ... altered. You'd be much more like the way you once were, and I really do miss that. I
sincerely hope that your decision comes beforelmake my own, and nowlmust see to some business.
We'll speak again later, darling."

She smoothed his hair before heading out of the room, leaving Rion to sit numbly in silent shock. What
she'd said ... He now knew that he would not only have to give his wordto obey her, but thatshe would
also require him to beg for the opportunity to do so. He would be forced to abase himself completely,
and then might even be refused! And in any event, she'd already made up her mind to maim him...

Some part deep inside Rion wanted to weep like a bro kenhearted child, but the rest of him had passed
beyond the comfort and release of tears. His Blendingmates would be made to suffer, and he sat helpless
and unable to help them. It was even beyond him to help himself, which brought self-hatred and even
rage. The only blessing was that Naran couldn't see him now, and that she, at least, was safe....

But what of the others?And in the name of the Highest Aspect—what washeto do?
"Oh, yes ...! That'smarvelous ... ! Why didn't I ever try this before... ?"

Valiant became aware of the woman's voice first, and then, after a long moment, he realized what she
was in the midst of. His first thought after that was of Tamrissa, and he smiled to think how far she'd
come. But then he opened his eyes, and shock tried to touch him when he saw Eltrina Razas instead of
the woman he loved.

"Don't be a fool, dear bey," the woman laughed as her body tightened around him. "We're through when
Isay we're through, and that time hasn't come yet. Who would have believed that asedativeused at less
than full strength would produce results like this? It has something to do with lowering inhibitions, I'm
told, as if I carewhyit works. All I care about is that it does, and that it isn't going to stop anytime soon."

Valiant had been trying to move himself out from beneath her, but she'd put her hands to his shoulders to
hold him still. The effort should have been a joke, but his strength had apparently disappeared
somewhere completely out of reach. Hehatedwhat was being done to him, but there didn't seem to be a
way to stop it.

"You'd better start showing me something in the way of enthusiastic technique," the female noble panted
as she con tinued to move up and down on him. "If you don't, I have a cozy little crate to put you in until
the next time I use you. Do you really want to be put into a tiny, airless crate?"

Panic flared in Valiant, a panic intensified by the sudden memory that he'd already been put into
something like that. He'd choked and tried to scream, but the drug holding him had been much stronger

than it was now. He'd quickly passed out, but the next time he would be fully awake andaware ...

"That's only a little better," the woman said, still sound ing dissatisfied. "If you can't do better than that,
I'll prob ably leave you in the crate for good."

"[-—don't understand," Valiant hedged, fighting to sound confused rather than terrified."What am I
supposed to be doin'?"

"You're supposed to be giving mepleasure'she replied slowly and clearly, as though she spoke to an
imbecile. "You do understand what pleasure is, don't you?"

"I can't seem to rememberanythin',"Valiant responded, now striving for an air of bewilderment.' "Who
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are you, and what are we doin' here?"

"Oh, that's marvelous," the woman snarled, her expres sion vengefully spiteful. "He said you would
probably be damaged, but he didn't say you would bestupid! What good is my getting what Iwant, if you
don'tknowI'm getting it?"

"Am I supposed to know you?" Valiant tried, sticking to the pretense of mindlessness. "What you're
doin' feels wonderful, so just keep on doin' it. But... shouldn't I be doin' somethin', too?"

"Oh, this is impossible!" Eltrina snapped, suddenly mov ing herself off him. "Not only isn't he suffering,
now he's giving me orders to keep pleasing him! For your informa tion,peasant,Igivethe orders, I don't
take them. And I hope your frustration level rises really high, because you're under orders not to give
yourself any relief. I'll be back later—afterI speak to that fool in charge of your sedation!"

With that she stormed away, and a moment later Valiant heard a door slam. By then he had managed to
turn to the side, and now braced himself somewhat erect with his right elbow and arm. Moving like that
had been a battle, as what he most wanted to do was lie unmoving.

Lie unmoving in a rather small bed, he couldn't keep from noticing.In point offact the entireroomwas
small, and there didn't seem to be any windows. Valiant's heart began to beat faster, but the panic trying
to flood him had to fight its way through whatever they'd drugged him with. The idea of being put in a tiny
crate might bring him terror, but the drug allowed him to think of the room as "just" being small.

Only a few drops of sweat dotted his forehead as he lay back, no longer interested in examining his
surroundings. The room appeared to be something on the order of ser vant's quarters, and except for a
plain wooden chest and the bed he lay on, it was completely unfurnished. Aside from the lock on the
door, which he'd heard being thrown after Eltrina slammed out....

Despite the drug, Valiant had to fight for a time to keep the terror from taking him over completely.
Locked in, drugged into helplessness... it was a wonder his mind hadn't already snapped. His bare body
had gone rigid as he struggled to free himself enough to move, enough to crawl to the door, at least, and
try to break it down. Anything to get free, to reach the outer air where he couldbreathe ...

But moving proved to be impossible, and after a time his straining body was forced to admit it. Then he
remembered what he'd been in the middle of before this insanity began, and he groaned aloud. He and
the others had been taken somehow, cut down just as they were about to win the final competition.Jovvi,
and Lorand, and Rion—and Tamrissa. He had no idea what had been done with the others, but that
noble who had wanted Tamrissa ... At this very moment he might be savaging her, andhecould do nothing
but lie un-moving in a bed!

That thought set Valiant to struggling even harder, but it was still no use. The sweat now poured down
his face and covered his body, but the drug continued to resist being bested. He was trapped and

helpless—and had nothing to look forward to but Eltrina's return and more humiliation. But despite all
that he had to stay sane ... and he didn't know if he could manage it....

FOUR

"You seem to be adjusting quite nicely," the older woman said as she gave my gown a critical
examination. "You look lovely, and Lord Lanir will be very pleased."
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"Has he returned yet?" I asked as casually as possible, keeping my gaze on the mirror and my reflection.
"He stopped by before he left, to say that he would be late get ting back."

"It so happens he's dressing," she replied alter some thing of a hesitation. "I realize that with tonight's
dinner being rather special you have reason to ask, but in future such curiosity will not be received at all
well. Lord Lanir is not here foryourconvenience, you are here for his."

"How good of you to explain things to me so clearly," I responded in a murmur, struggling to hold my
temper. "You can be sure [ won't ask that same question again."

"It's pleasant to see a young girl showing proper man ners," the woman replied in her stiff, formal way,
obviously missing the dryness I hadn't been able to keep out of my tone. "Be sure not to muss yourself
while waiting to be called to dinner. Best, I think, would be to stand in the middle of the room."

She added a nod to that bit of advice as though to un derscore it, and then turned and left. The maid
who had helped me dress went with her, so I was finally able to turn away from the mirror. I'd needed
the help of my reflection to keep my expression properly neutral, especially after see ing the gown which
had been chosen for me. All pink-and-white lace with flounces, a costume obviously designed for a very
young girl. I looked like a child in it, a helpless, innocent child.

Anger growled high inside me again, but the worry I'd been fencing with for hours had no trouble
overwhelming it. As soon as my relief at being able to touch the power again faded just a little, I'd
remembered [ wasn't able to release that touch if I cared to. That meant I could be found out at any time
by someone with Fire magic, even though that someone would also have to be touching the power.
Surely there were any number of people who made a prac tice of touching the power on a regularbasis

As I sat down in a chair, I remembered ruefully how long I'd spent that afternoon, waiting to be found
out. My usual self-confidence while touching the power had been badly shaken, and it only reasserted
itself after time had passed and no one had come bursting in to shout and point a finger. It became clear
that either no one in the house with Fire magicwastouching the power, or, more likely, those touch ing it
were Low talents and too far away to detect me.

I reached for the teacup I'd left standing on the small table next to the chair, sipping the cold tea without
making any effort to rewarm it. It had occurred to me that my touching the power might be overlooked
by Low talents, but ac tually using my ability would certainly make it another story. Drinking cold tea was
a much more pleasant option— at least until Lanir came to get me. He was the Seated High in Fire
magic; surelyhewould be able to tell that I touched the power....

I finished the tea in a gulp and replaced the cup, having already made up my mind about what I would
do if Lanir did find out. I'd have to forget about questioning him, of course, but I couldn't afford to let him
interfere with my escape. He would have the chance to give up allclaim to me and to find something to
convince me that he spoke the truth, or he would find himself facing me in challenge. If he were at all like
the Seated High in Earth magic, he would probably stand no chance against me. I believed that, I really
did, but the wait and the uncertainty about what would hap pen had been combining to fray my nerves to
shreds.

Time began to drag again the way it had done that after noon, but I refused to let myself get up and
pace. Nervous energy had been flowing into me as the hilsom powder lost more and more of its hold,
and I'd expended quite a bit of that energy in pacing.Now,though,whenl might soon need every scrap of
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strength I could find ... Pacingwas no longer a good idea, so I simply sat and fretted.

When the sound of the door being unlocked came, it was something of a surprise. I'd spent so long
gettingmyself used to the idea of waiting ... When the time for the need was abruptly over, I found myself
on my feet without re membering the process of standing. If this was Lanir, things could start happening
at any moment. The door opened and itwasthe noble, and—

"My dear child, how very lovely you look," he said, takingonlya single step into the room, his gaze
moving slowly over me. "I will be the envy of all my friends, though only a few of them are invited to dine
with us to night. Those few will have their own lovely companions with them rather than their wives, of
course, to round out the company in a proper way. My own lady wife is currently at one of our country
houses, so you need have no fear of being forced to endure an embarrassing confrontation.Come, let us
repair to the dining room."

He held out his hand to me, and if I'd never seen stark desire in a man's eyes before, I was certainly
seeing it now. For my own part I felt weak with relief, as the man was completely closed to the power.
Just the way all those peo ple at the palace had been, including the Fire magic member of the Seated
Blending. Was this ... ignoring of one's talent something all nobles did for a particular reason? I spent only
an instant wondering, and then I began to walk toward my ... host.

By the time we reached the dining room, I'd regained control of myself. The house Lanir led me through

was enormous, at least three times the size of mine by the look of all the rooms we passed. Lanir chatted
on and on, happily telling me what a wonderful life I would have with him. I would be required to remain
in that house at all times, of course, but would not be disturbed by anyone—even the childrenlbore. The
infants would be given over into the care of wet nurses, and would be housed elsewhere.

"And the children will certainly have no rivals for my attention," he continued as we walked down a
rather long hall on the ground floor. "After years of marriage my wifehas provenbarren,andmyfew
companions wereunabletoproduce offspring of more than Middle talent. None of the women was a High
herself, of course, which certainly made the difference."

"What if the difference was you rather than them?" I asked in my most innocent tone, paying more
attention to the artwork on the walls than to the man whose arm my hand rested on. "We both knowI'm a
High, but from the little I've seen, there's no such guarantee aboutyou."

Out of the corner of my eye I saw him part his lips, probably to remind me what his position was. A
flash of anger had caused the urge, but both anger and urge died together when he realized I might be
right. He hadn't earned his marvelous position, and denying that particular truth would be useless.

"We'll be taking our meal in the small dining room," he said after a moment instead, obviously trying to
maintain his good mood. "Afterward we'll socialize a short while just to be polite, but then we'll send our
guests home and retire to your bedchamber. I'm quite looking forward to be ginning the first of our ...
association."

He touched my hand briefly with that, the expression in his eyes matching the words, but this time I held
my tongue. Only after I'd baited him had it come to me that his anger might have made him reach for the
power, which meant I'd been a fool to say what I had. I really did need to learn to watch my words, at
least while in the position of being surrounded by enemies.

A short way down the hall there were double doors stand ing open, and as we approached I could hear
music being played and voices in conversation rising slightly above the music. When we turned into the

Page 15



room, I learned Lanir's definition of a "small" dining room: a table to the right, large enough to seat twelve
people comfortably; a beauti fully decorated sitting area to the left, with enough couches and chairs to
accommodate more than twelve; and a dais at the back of the room, holding a six-piece orchestra. When
we appeared, the people standing about talking—five men and five ... girls rather than women—all
turned from their conversation to us.

"Well, it's about time," one of the men announced with asly smile, his greasy gaze movingover me. "I can
secwhat kept you, Lanir, but canapes are no substitute for an actual meal."

"You could do with an interest beyond eating, Fasher," Lanir replied with a smug expression, pointing to
the man's protruding belly. "If you keep putting things down your throat, you'll soon be unable to get
close enough to a table to reach the food."

Everyone including the man Fasher laughed at that, all but one young girl who stared at me wide-eyed
instead. She was a pretty little thing, but more importantly she was some one with a Low talent in Fire
magic—who also happened to be touching the power. Her hand reached out tentatively to the man she
stood beside, probably to tell him about what she could feel of my strength, so I quickly locked eyes with
her and shook my head slightly. Her hand immediately re turned to her side as she obeyed my silent
command to say nothing, but that incident added itself to my list of worries. She'd agreed to be silent, but
how long would that agree ment last?

"I'm told that it was business rather than your lovely little toy which kept you," another of the men said to
Lanir as the man beside me began to lead the group toward the beau tifully set table. "Everyone seems to
be in a dither about something, but no one is willing to discuss details."

" At the moment there's only one topic causing a dither, and you should know perfectly well what it is,"
Lanir re plied, his good mood fading again. "Everything was ar ranged for Adriari's group to take over,
and now we're faced withthosefive. Debate and argument are raging like runaway forest fires, with no
one able to bring Water magic to bear to quiet any of it."

"What could there possibly be to argue about?" a third man asked as we reached the table and Lanir
began to seat me to his left. "If they won the competitions—and they did—then they have to beSeated ."

"You've never met Advisor Zolind, have you, Wirn?" Lanir replied as he moved a step to the chair at the
head of the table and sat. "The man has more power than any other ten people you might name, and the
rumor is that he abso lutely opposesSeating this particular new Five. I say it's a rumor, because a full
Advisory meeting has been called for tomorrow. It would have been held sooner, but two of the
Advisors are away and won't be able to return until then. Zolind means to voice his opinions at that
meeting, and then we'll have fact rather than rumor."

"How often has Advisor Zolind's opinion failed to find support with the others?" the fat Lord Fasher
asked, his own amusement having disappeared. "It would be most annoying to have to wait through
another round of competitions."

"If the rumors are true, that's probably what we have ahead of us," Lanir replied, reaching for the
wineglass a servant had just filled. "I'm told that Zolind's wishes haven't been argued with in fifteen years,
so he's unlikely to be refused this time. That, of course, is the basis for all the argument. Those who had
made ... accommodations with Adriari's group want the chance to do the same with another picked
group, while those, like you, who dislike the interruption in business or the cost of another round of
com petitions, want the annoyance at an end."
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"Why doesn't that first group simply make the same ar rangements with the new Five?" Wirn asked,
having taken the chair at the foot of the table, which unbalanced the seat ing. "It shouldn't be all that
difficult to do it a second time."

"It's a matter of changed circumstance rather than diffi culty," a third man put in, someone who had
remained silent until now. "Adriari's group waschosen,which made them reasonably amenable. This new
group can claim actually to have won, and only a very few people can prove otherwise. Their standing is,
therefore, substantially higher, so buying their cooperation will probably be a good deal more
expen sive."

"Not to mention who the five people are," Lanir added with a nod of agreement. "Their fathers are each
powerful and respected men, but for the most part the children are either throwaways or potentially too
dangerous. If your child is a High talent, he or she had better be fully capable and completely under your
control. If he or she isn't, it's safer to dispose of that child as quickly as possible."

The other men agreed with that, and began to discuss various people who had wisely rid themselves of
potentially dangerous or embarrassing children. Lanir, having started the discussion, joined in with full
enthusiasm while beginning on the soup we were all being served. I spent a brief moment wondering if he
were actually as stupid as he seemed, then came to the conclusion that he was simply one of those who
were completely insensitive. [ was a lowborn woman who had no choice but to do exactly as he wished,
why shouldhecare iflrealized that he meant either to enslave or dispose of any High talented children I
might give him?

The creamed soup was excellent, which helped me do something with my mouth other than telling off the
fool of a man to my right. It would have been different if I'd ac tually had to have the man's children, of
course, but since I would be leaving that place in just a few hours, it wasn't difficult to keep quiet.Or not
too difficult. Now that I knew one of the reasons the nobility had so few High talents, it would have been
pleasant to point out the stupidity.

In another group my remaining silent might have been noticed, but in that one I simply blended in. None
of the other women said even a single word, and the men ignored them as though they weren't there.
Women in that group were obviously no more than decorations, no more than the "toys" one of the men
had referred to earlier. That arrange ment annoyed me as well, but it was something I didn'twantto do
something about. The girl with the Low talent in Firemagic ...

That girl had been having trouble controlling her agitation as she was seated to Wirn's left. On her right
was another of the women, and Wirn himself was too involved in the first discussion to be interrupted.
That meant she had to keep her discovery to herself, stirring in her chair and looking everywhere but in
mydirection.

And then the discussion about children began, and a frown appeared on her face. She listened to what
was being said, the frown changing slowly to a look of painful despair, and after a moment I could see
the glint of tears in her eyes. [ had no idea what it was that actually disturbed her, but could only hope
that it wasn't what had suddenly come to me: the possibility that she'd already given Wirn at least one
child. If that were the case, she now knew what that child's fate would be....

Suddenly the girl looked up, and for the first time met my gaze. There were still tears visible in her eyes,
but she forced a faint smile and shook her head in a deliberate way, clearly sending me a message. She
had changed her mind about speaking to Wirn of her discovery, and might even have been wishing me
well. She could have had no idea what I planned, of course, and was probably only hoping that I meant
to use my strength in some way. Rather than pretending ignorance and innocence, I smiled and nodded
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before giving my attention back to the food. That poor girl had deserved to be givensomesort of positive
sign...,

The topic of conversation shifted again with the next course, which was a deliciously sweet pate with
shredded radishes. Talk of new houses and the newest "in" places to build them had barely been started,
when a servant appeared at Lanir's side. Lanir ignored him while completing a re mark, and only then
turned his head to the servant and nod ded.

"There is a person here to see you, my lord," the servantannounced withfrigid dignity. "He claims to have
an ap pointment, which is the only reason I agreed to disturb you. Shall I have him thrownout, or simply
put somewhere to await your pleasure?"

"Neither," Lanir replied with sudden amusement. "I'd nearly forgotten he was coming, and how much I'd
been looking forward to his appearance. Show him in, Bowes."

"At once, my lord," the servant acknowledged with a bow, then disappeared as silently as he'd arrived. I
sat there quietly finishing my pate, pretending I didn't know who the caller was. It seemed my father had
arrived, and I couldn't help thinking how well he would have fit into that group.

Lanir went back to his conversation about houses, a secret smile curving his lips. Whatever preparation
he'd made for my father's visit were obviously going to remain his secret for a while, which suited me just
as well. With the choice between Lanir and my father, I couldn't decide whose side to be on. I took a
hot, buttered roll and bit intoit, and with the last bite the servant Bowes reappeared, leading the vis itor.

"Gentles, themerchantStorn Torgar," Bowes an nounced, stressingthe wordmerchant as though itwere
something low and slimy and obscenely amusing. My father, used to being looked up to and admired,
colored at the slur and ground his teeth a bit, but by the time he moved past the servant, he'd forced a
charming smile onto his face.

"Lord Lanir, how good of you to receive me," he of fered, his attitude saying he spoke to a near equal.
"I apol ogize for interrupting your dinner, but the matter is rather urgent. As soon as we're in agreement,
I'll be on my way again."

"Did Iremember to tell you all that I had an amusement planned for us tonight?" Lanir said to his friends
while completely ignoring his caller. "This peasant is the father of my lovely companion here—do you see
the resemblance, with both of them being blond?—and he's had the nerve to challenge my claim to her.
He said he's willing to negotiate for her return, so shall we ask what his offer is?"

"By all means," Wirn called with a laugh from the other end of the table. "I haven't had a really good
laugh in quite some time."

"Yes, let's hear it," the fat-bellied Fasher agreed while he other three men made similar comments. "The
posturing of peasants has always been good for a chuckle."

"Do you hear that, Torgar?" Lanir said to my father, who lad gone absolutely expressionless. "They're all
on your side, so let's hear what sort of offer you're prepared to make."

"I expected to discuss the matter in private, just between gentlemen," my father replied, an edge to the
voice he held completely without inflection." As you seem to prefer a public negotiation instead, I can do
nothing other than oblige you. The girl is my daughter so my claim to her supersedes yours, but I'm
prepared to be reasonable. A thousand gold dins if I walk out of here with her right now."
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I couldn't keep from blinking at that, obviously having had no real idea justhowdesperate my father was
to get me back. I'd noticed that Odrin Hallasser hadn't come with him, which wasn't a good sign where
my father was concerned. The horrible beast of a man must have ordered my father to retrieve me or else
... For the first time I wondered what that "or else" might entail.

"Really,mygoodman,how can yousaythat?" Lank drawled as his friends laughed. "The young lady hasn't
even finished her dinner as yet. Do you really expect me to turn her out hungry?"

"AH right, two thousand!" my father snapped, coloring again at the laughter. In his embarrassment he'd
glanced at me where I sat unspeaking, the expression in his eyes sug gesting that he expected to seeme
laughing as well. Under other circumstances I might have done just that, but having two men discuss the
price for my purchase was something I found less than amusing.

"Well, now we have an offer of two thousand," Lanir said, again speaking mostly to his friends. "He
really seems to dislike the idea of her having dinner, but I find myself curious. Tell me, peasant: just how
high are you prepared to go in order to spirit her away from my beard? Stop play ing the merchant for a
moment, and pretend to be a man. What is the absolutely highest figure you're prepared to of fer?"

"You're right, we're wasting time here," my father re turned tightly, his fair skin still flushed. "I tried to
save us both the trouble of a court appearance and a public scandal, but some people aren't capable of
understanding when they're done a favor. My final offer is five thousand gold dins. If that figure doesn't
suit you, we can continue this discussion before a panel of judges."

"Oo000, now the peasant is threatening me," Lanir said, his bad pretense of being frightened causing his
friends to laugh even harder. "He offers a sum that only a child would find impressive, then expects me to
believe that any court in this city would find inhisfavor rather than in mine. You're obviously a fool,
peasant, so I really ought to be gentle with you. You've namedyourhighest price, but haven't yet askedme
to name one.Would you like to try that before you go storming off to court?"

"It's fairly obvious I'm still wasting my time, but why don't you go ahead and name your price. That way
I'llget some amusement out of this as well."

My father had spoken tightly, with repressed anger, but he probably couldn't have refused to listen even
if he'd wanted to. Not only did he have the awareness of Odrin Hallasser riding him, refusing to listen to
an offer went counter to everything he stood for.

"Ifit's amusement you're looking for, peasant, my offer should suit you perfectly," Lanir said, a glitter of
cruel an ticipation in his eyes. "In order for me to even consider what you're asking, you must first put
forth your proposal in the proper manner. If you'll turn about, you'll see a box on that table to the right of
the door. Go and put on what you find inside the box, and then we'll be able to continue this discussion."

My father hesitated visibly, only glancing at the box rather than going straight to it. He also glanced at me
where I sat turned sideways on my chair, but I was just as much in the dark as he. I hadn't even noticed
that box, the sort which clothing often came in, so I had no idea what might be in it.

Someone else might have refused even to look, but it was a measure of my father's desperation that the
end of his hesitation found him walking over to the box. It took only a moment to open it, and then he

threw away the top and pulled out the box's contents to shake the item in an angry fist.

"The motley of a fool!" he snarled, so livid he was nearly beside himself. "And you expect me to put this
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on?"

"But of course," Lanir agreed blandly while everyone else laughed uproariously. "Didn't I say you were a
fool? I simply want you to look like what you certainly are. You may change in the next room, and then
you're to return."

Despite his anger, my father hesitated for the second time. The pressure on him to get me back was
obviously enor mous, otherwise he never would have thought twice about storming out. It was clear he
found himself in the midst of actually considering going along with what he'd been told to do, but then his
years of experience in dealing with people came to his rescue.

"You said you would 'consider listening' if I did things your way," he remembered aloud, speaking to a
patiently waiting Lanir."Nothing about accepting my offer, just an agreement to consider it. I really would
be a fool if I went along with this, so you can save this outfit for yourself.Specifically for when you find
out that there are others with influence in the courts beside yourself."

He threw the motley away without watching to see where it would land, and simply stalked out of the
room. Lanir's friends were all stilllaughing, their companions dutifully giggling along with them, but Lanir
shook his head with a sigh.

"I'm disappointed,” he complained to everyone in gen eral, all but pouting. "I expected him to actually
get into that outfit before he realized the truth, but he found me out. Now I'll have to find someone else to
wear it.Maybe that friend of his, the one who didn't come with him this time."

"You've probably been saved some effort, Lanir," Wirn consoled his friend while I tried to picture Odrin
Hallasser wearing motley. "If he'd put that thing on and only then found out you had no intention of giving
the girl up, he might have done something foolish like trying to attack you. From the way he behaved, I
doubt he knows who you are."

"But he'll find out if he tries to go to court," Lanir re sponded happily as he reached for a roll. "He'll
discoverthat no oneis allowed to institute suit against me, not as long as I remain Seated High. Do you
think he'll decide to wait until the next challenge, to see if 'm unSeated?"

General laughter greeted that question, showing they all knew that the outcome of challenges was
carefully arranged in advance. Servants reappeared with steaming dishes hold ing the next course, so
once again [ was helped to keep from commenting. Assuming Lanir turned out to be reason able later
and I was able to leave without interference, I intended to see if it was possible to return at the time of the
next challenge. The man deserved to lose his place publicly, and being defeated by a woman would add
insult to injury.

I spent the rest of the meal dreaming about proper re venge, and once we retired to the sitting area I
went back to that very pleasant pastime. Lanir had one of the servants put on the discarded motley, and
then he and his friends made the man dance around the way court fools were sup posed to have done
when there were kings and their courts running the world. Men who were very proficient in their
respective aspect were called knights, which is where the phrase, "knight in shining aspect" comes from.
I'm not sure how "shining" they were, but today's Highs are supposed to be their equivalent.

After the lordly nobles finished with their amusement, Lanir gave his friends a final glass of wine and then
sent them home. None of them seemed surprised at being all but thrown out, nor were they insulted.
They left laughing and joking with one another, and then Lanir turned tome.
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"Your behavior tonight was absolute perfection," he said, holding out his arm to me. "The time has now
come for the part I've really been waiting for, so let's hurry back to your apartment."

I rose from the chair I'd been sitting in and went to take his arm, ignoring the part of me that wanted to
tremble with dread. I'd have no trouble handling whatever came next, Iknewl would have no trouble ... I
hoped ...

FIVE

Kambil Arstin walked into the sitting room of the residence where the others had already gathered,
looking around with a great deal of satisfaction. Bron, Homin, and Selendi sat together chatting, and
Delin simply sat by himself and stared. Delin would have been devastated to knowhow , ,.vacant he
looked, but Kambil knew better than the others that Delin was no longer being allowed to know
anything. His unthinking body wasn't even aware of where it was, let alone that it was only permitted to
follow orders, not to consider them.

"Ah, Kambil, you're back," Bron said after looking up. "How did it go? Did you learn anything?"

"I certainly did, which means we'll be busy tonight," Kambil replied, heading for the everpresent tea
service. If for some reason he had to stop drinking tea, he had no idea what he would do with himself in
place of holding a cup and sipping from it.

"Does that mean we still aren't to be allowed into the palace?" Selendi asked.' 'They have a lot of nerve
keeping us out after we won the competitions."

"Don't forget that we were helped to win, my sweet," Homin told her with a chuckle. "That means they
think we owe them something. But I take it Zolind is still being dif ficult?"

"Advisor Zolind Maylock was undoubtedly born diffi cult," Kambil said over his shoulder as he added
sugar to his tea. "He's called for a full meeting ofall his brother

Advisors, insisting that it be held tomorrow.Once the meet ing is in session he'll certainly insist that we be
disqualified and that a new round of competitions be held next year, with the present Blending remaining
Seated for the time. We can't afford to let that happen, so tonight we'll see to it that the man who was
born difficult dies the same way."

"Won't he be expecting us to try something like that?" Bron asked, watching as Kambil carried his
teacup to a chair and sat. "Il mean, wearea functioning Blending, alter all. Only a fool would ignore that
fact and discount us."

"Sometimes ignorance accounts for a good deal of fool ishness," Kambil told him, pausing to sip his tea
before continuing. "For instance, there's a guard contingent sta tioned around this house now. It was
posted there suppos edly to 'protect’ us, but they also have orders to make sure we don't leave. The
guardsman I passed on the way out was kind enough to tell me that, although he doesn't remember
speaking to me and is prepared to swear that no one got by him. Zolind doesn't even really understand
what we're ca pable of individually, so how can he possibly guard against us as a Blending?"

"He can't, so he's ours as soon as we reach him," Selendi said happily, tightening her grip on Homin's
hand. "And since no one will remember that we left and then returned, he'll even have provided us with
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witnesses to sup port our innocence."

"A point which I find extremely amusing," Homin said with a faint smile, briefly raising Selendi's hand to
his lips. "What I'd like to know, though, is how we'll cover our selves where the Seated Blending is
concerned. You said we would be ending them as well, and who else but us will be considered able to
do that?"

"No one, which is why they won't be 'ended,’ at least as far as the world is concerned."Kambil made no
effort to hide his amusement, as the idea which had come to him still had the ability to tickle. "The Five
will be seen to leave the palace without their guard, on the way out saying some thing to the effect that
they'd done their duty and had no interest in hanging about any longer. People will have the impression
that they mean to implement private plans, which ought to explain their complete disappearance. And
theywilldisappear, in a way that no one will ever find them again."

"Is that why you had me check on the abandoned quarry ten miles beyond the far side of the city?" Bron
asked, sudden understanding coloring his expression. "I remember thinking that properly weighted bodies
thrown into the water would never come to the surface again—at least until the water had turned them
completelyunrecognizable . Is that where you intend to put them?"

"As soon as all clothing and jewelry are stripped from them," Kambil confirmed with a nod. "That way
no one will know who they are even if the bodies are found. I doubt there are as many as a dozen
ordinary people in and aroundthis city who know the Five by sight, and that's who would find them:
ordinary people. Those who would be able to identify the bodies won't even hear about the
incident-assuming the bodies are found at all."

"And even if they are, we'll have been Seated by then," Selendi said with the satisfaction they all
obviously felt. "We'll also have made good progress in ridding ourselves of anyone who might be willing
to use the discovery against us,so we'll be doublyprotected. When are we going to begin, and what do
you have planned for Zolind?"

"I have something rather... complex in mind for our friend Zolind, and we'll begin about an hour before
dinner time," Kambil replied, letting his own satisfaction show through. "He always has dinner guests,
which means our little production will have an adequate audience. I'll tell you the plan, and then you can
all criticize it for flaws."

"Not all of us, happily," Homin disagreed rather dryly. "Poor Delin over there won't be criticizing or
complaining ever again, for which I'm extremely grateful. If you hadn't put him under your control, I'm
convinced he would have soon begun to whine."

"What do you mean, 'would have'?" Bron countered with a snort. "If he wasn't whining about being left
out of things, I've never heard the sound. This way we have his strength and talent in the Blending, but
otherwise don't have to put up with his feebleminded insanity. So what are we going to be doing to
Zolind?"

Kambil leaned forward and toldthem, all the while marveling at the artificial personalities he and his
grandmother had imposed on the three. The idea of doing that had been Grammi's, and it had come as a
mild surprise that she'd perfected the technique on Kambil's father, who was her son. She'd begun her
practice on her own husband, and when she'd accidentally ruined his mind had had to arrange his death.
A different accident had made the death of her daughter-in-law also necessary, but by the time she
worked on her son, she knew all the trouble spots which had to be avoided.
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And Kambil had found the technique ridiculously easy to work with when they'd done his three
Blendingmates. Their dysfunctional personalities had been pushed aside and over shadowed by calm,
rational pseudo-egos, none of which could really be considered fully normal, but ones which were easily
led and manipulated. The three subjects loved what they called their new selves, of course; what they had
no idea about was the fact that they weren't permitted to do anythingbutlove them.

Their ability to function in the group had been increased, though, so Kambil was serious about consulting
their opin ions. The four of them discussed Zolind's coming demise for quite some time, until Kambil
announced that he'd ar ranged for a late-afternoon bite to eat. The interim meal would hold them until
they returned to the house, and then they would dine long and well.

They took Delin along to eat as well, of course, and Kam bil found himself regretting all over again that it
hadn't been possible to adjust the man the way the others had been ad justed. He had to be kept in a
sort of nonthinking limbo most of the time, and then had to be controlledcarefullywhen his talent was
needed. It was a lot of extra effort that should have been unnecessary—except for the deeply twisted
thing Delhi's mind had been turned into. Kambil was beginning to nurse almost as much resentment
against Delin's father as Delin felt....

But simple revenge would have to wait until more press ing matters were attended to. Kambil sat back
at the end of the meal to study his people, for the most part satisfied with what he'd accomplished. That
excuse his father had been given about whyhe 'dbeen put into a Blending ... Despite the care Kambil
usually took to keep from frightening those he came in contact with, someone had seen through the
fa cade and had become frightened anyway. Whoever it was had to have a respectable amount of
power, and so was a dangerous enemy. As soon as Zolind and the current Blend ing—and certain of the
rest of the Advisors—were seen to, Kambil would make it his business to identify the person, and then
he would give the man his thanks for almost having ruined his life.

Once the meal was over everyone separated to prepare for the outing, Delin being taken care of by two
of the ser vants.Their group tended toward brightly colored clothing, which simply would not do for their
current undertaking. Not being noticed was more easily accomplished when peo ple had drabness to
overlook, and Kambil's groupmates never questioned the need to make things easier for him. That was
one definite benefit which made up for the bother of having to be in charge.

When all five of them had reassembled in the hall, Kambil switched Delin over to simply being under
control,then he initiated the Blending. Their entity formed at once, ofcourse,andprovedto bealmost
completely stable despite Delin's ... buried desire to rage, might it be called? Some where beneath all the
control and passivity was the angrily terrified Delin personality, hating what had been and was being done
to him.

But Delin had never been able to resist being taken ad vantage of, and now was no exception. After a
moment his part of the entity settled down, and then their combined talents were able to search out and
affect every member of the guard force around the residence. The guardsmen would continue to remain
alert, but would see nothing of the five as they left and returned.

Then it became simply a matter of their walking out to the coach Kambil had arranged for earlier. The
driver would be seen to later by the Blending, after Zolind and the Five were taken care of. Kambil had
no idea how long their prac ticed group could remain Blended before its strength was completely
drained, and now was not the time to experi ment. After they were securelySeated there would be time
enough; for now, he kept their Blending separated whenthere wasno real need of it.

The drive to Zolind's estate was a long, boring one, as Zolind detested living close to the city. During the
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day it would have been difficult to hide the presence of their coach, but with darkness all around they
simply had to avoid the lanterns which had been strung along the approach to the house. The arriving
guests saw nothing that way, which was just as it was supposed to be.

Delin stirred uncomfortably where he sat on the floor of the coach, which told Kambil that the man's
position needed to be shifted. The movement meant the man's body was in pain, and pain would detract
from what he added to the Blending. For that reason Kambil had Selendi trade places with Delin, as she
was the smallest of them despite her skirts. The exchange of places was made without argument, of
course, and then they were able toBlend again.

Theentity floated to the large house and inside, locating Zolind alter a few minutes in the salon beside the
large dining room. It was clear not all of the Advisor's guests had arrived yet, and that despite the fact
that almost twenty peo ple stood about sipping wine. Zolind himself drank only tea, butneverinsisted that
his guestsdo the same. The conver sation was much too desultory, however, so the entity touched one of
the men immediately around Zolind with a suggestion.

"Someone asked me today why the Seating ceremony for the new Blending hasn't been announced yet,"
the portly man who had been touched announced casually. "Since I don't really know the answer myself,
I couldn't tell them."

"The answer is quite simple," Zolind replied obediently, now completely under the control of the entity.
"The time of the ceremony hasn't been announced because there willbeno ceremony. I wanted Adriari
and her people to beSeated , and these others are not an acceptable substitute. Tomorrow I will
announce that at the Advisorymeeting, and none of the others will dare to disagree with me."

"My dear fellow, you can't be serious," the portly man protested, again at the urging of the entity.
"Adriari and her group are gone, and these othershavewon the competitions. You can't simply discount
that just because they aren't the group you favored."

"I can do anything I please!" Zolind growled in a louder man-normal voice, thawing the attention of
everyone in the salon. Those immediately around him had remained silent, trying to disassociate
themselves from the portly man who was so rash as to disagree with Zolind. The entity felt their
disturbance clearly, and made no attempt to change it.

"I can do anything I please, including rejecting people I imply cannot stomach!" Zolind growled
forcefully, glaring it the portly man. "That Delin Moord is one of them, and I've become convinced that
Moord is the one responsible or Ollon's death.Someonehas to be responsible,someonehas to pay! Do
you have any idea how much I miss—"

Zolind's words broke off as he obediently turned awayfromhis guests, one hand covering his eyes to
demonstrate his anguish. A roomful of glances were exchanged, making it plain that most of them were
aware of Zolind's relation ship with Ollon Kapmar. It was also clear that Zolind had never mentioned it
aloud before, and more than a few of the observers were upset by Zolind's abrupt loss of self-control.

"You have our sympathy, of course, my friend, but you must be reasonable," the portly man was made
to say gently after a moment. "If the winning Five isn'tSeated , the com moner leaders will want to know
why. Telling them that someone has to pay for Ollon's death won't satisfy them, not when there's no
actual proof that itwasthis Moord fellow. And youdon'thave actual proof, do you?"

"I dislike the elder Moord, and I loathe his son!" Zolind was made to shout as he whirled back to face
the fool who challenged him. "Have you somehow forgotten exactly who I am? Iwantsomeone to pay for
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Ollon's death, and therefore someonewillpay! Are you too stupid to under stand that?"

Zolind was now ina frenzy , his eyes opened wide as spittle sprayed from his.mouth . Those closest to
him had taken a pair of steps back, some retreating even farther. The portly man was made to look
horrified as he joined everyone else in recoiling, and that was allowed to increase the Ad visor's agitation.
Zolind began to shout incoherently, his face reddening dangerously as he accused everyone in the room
of being in collusion against him. Then the Advisor gasped and clutched at his chest, faltering a moment
before collapsing to the floor.

Theportlyman led some of the others in rushing to Zo lind, but it was already too late. The entity had
caused the Advisor's heart to fail, killing the man almost instantly.

"He's dead!" theportlyman announced in a shocked whisper as he struggled to straighten up. "He's dead,
and I feel responsible!"

"You were insane for arguing with him, but it isn't your fault that he's dead," one of the other guests
grudged, re lieving the entity of the need tocausesomeone to say that. "Losing Ollon obviously unhinged
him, and we'reallquite fortunate that he died. If he'd lived, his madness would have caused untold harm
before someone found the courage to oppose him."

"If they'd ever found it," the portly man agreed with a sigh. "Zolind's autocratic manner has never been
easy to disagree with, but tonight I simply couldn't abide letting the matter go. There would have been all
sortsof trouble if the new Five failed to beSeated simply because Zolind disliked one of them, but the
other Advisors would never have been able to overrule him."

"'People have said foryearsthat Zolindhad acollection of serious indiscretions to hold over their heads,"
someone else put in. "Anyone opposing him would have been promptly arrested ... and now [ wonder
where that collec tion might have been kept."

Others joined the speculation as servants were called to attend to the body, and the most uniform
emotion the group shared was an air of disappointment. The entity perceived that Zolind's guests disliked
the idea of no longer being an intimate of so important a man, although "intimate" wasn't precisely the right
word. Zolind had been really close to no one but Ollon Kapmar; the rest had been all but faceless
company for a man who had disliked dining alone.

At that point the entity withdrew, and once it had returned to the coach Kambil dissolved the bond. He
joined the oth ers in taking a deep breath to celebrate their first success,then rapped on the coach roof to
signal the driver to get them away from there. There was still one further chore to be done tonight, and
then they would be able to return to the residence to eat and rest. Tomorrow ... well, that re mained to
be seen, depending on whether or not the rest of the Advisors held their meeting, or attended the farewell
ceremony for Zolind.

Kambil smiled into the darkness as the coach began to love. There was no need for their entity to attend
a farewell ceremony, but the full Advisory meeting was another matter entirely....

SIX

"I've been lookingforward to this all day," Lanir said as he closed the bedchamber door behind us. "I felt
tempted to taste your charms yesterday, but I dislike lack of response in a woman. I expected to have
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most of the day with you today, not realizing that I would be called away on business. Don't bother
ringing for a maid. Helping you out of that gown will be my pleasure."

"First answer a question for me," I said, crossing most of the room before stopping and turning back to
look at him. "My group was winning that final competition, and then suddenly we were unconscious.
How did they do that?"

"Hilsom powder in your underclothes, which stayed un disturbed until the underclothes were shaken
with Air magic, forced you out of touch with the power, and then Earth magic users helped the powder
to put you to sleep," be answered easily enough as he followed me across the room. "That's what's
usually done, although it's never been nec essary in the final round before."

"And what became of my groupmates?" I asked,stand ing my ground as his arms began to circle me.
"Were theyallclaimed by someone like you?"

"I have no idea what became of them, nor do I care," he replied, smiling down at me as his embrace
slowly tight ened. "And I believe you'll discover that thereisno one else precisely like me. Raise your lips
to mine."

"For what purpose?"l asked, flatly refusing to let my voice tremble. "I may be prepared to say goodbye
to you and this vile place, but that doesn't necessarily call for a kiss."

"Are you trying to tease me?" heasked, his tone less than pleased. "If you are because you think I might
enjoy it, allow me to assure you that you're wrong. Denial is not my idea of enjoyment, and can only
bring you punishment. Although how the need for punishment can be possible after the orders you've
been given ..."

"Have you finally noticed that I'm not as obedient as I'm supposed to be?" I asked in what I hoped was
a mocking tone. "It's certainly about time, as the touch of you against my body is making me ill. Release
me this moment, or you'll surely wish you had."

"How dare you!" he began to demand in a growl, and then his expression abruptly changed. Fear flashed
in his eyes as he suddenly touched the power, but his burst of understanding came too late. I'd already
applied a tiny line of flames to his forearms under his sleeves, which made him flinch back with a scream
even as he opened his own talent wide.

"What have you done?" he choked out in a strangled whisper, cradling his arms in trembling hands.
"You're opened to the power, but that's not possible! And you're so—"

"Strong?"] suggested,speaking the word he hadn't. "I would ask why that frightens you—if I weren't able
to tell that you have no more than Middle talent. Doesn't that mean your title has to be changed to Seated
Middle? I can't wait to tell that joke to everyone in the city...."

His scream interrupted before I could suggest the price of my silence, and then there were flames all
around, trying to burn me to cinders. My defenses had automatically flared into being an instant before
the attack, which in this case meant no more than simply keeping the ravening fire at a distance. Lanir just
wasn't strong enough to overwhelm me,Sol smiled faintly through the flickering evidence of his fear-filled
anger.

"You can see that that isn't doing you a bit of good," I pointed out gently. "If you're wise you'll be
reasonableaboutletting me go, but first you'll have to convince me that you intend to keep to any bargain
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we happen to make, have no reason to trust you and every reason not to, so—" "No!" the man screamed
with fists clenched, insanity beginning to peer out of his eyes. "[can'tlet you go after insisting that I be
allowed to claim you! I'll look like a fool, and I'll become a laughingstock! Better to be thought clumsy
for having turned you to ash—!"

And then his eyes widened with his effort, an effort I understood only after a very long moment. The fool
was ignoring his limits and trying to take in enough power to notchme,which meant he really was insane.
Middles weren't able to step past that natural block—

His third and last scream shook me so badly that I stum bled back, narrowly missing a collision with a
table. Along with the scream had come the abrupt severing of Lanir's touch on the power, followed by
the man's sitting down hard on the carpeted floor. By then he had stopped scream ing, and I didn't need
to see his black, fixed stare to know what had happened. He'd forced himself past his natural stopping
place, and had burned himself out for his trouble.

I turned away to find a chair to sit down in, needing a moment to pull myself together. The fact that Lanir
had taken himself out of my way permanently didn't bother me, but the screaming he'd done did. How
soon would people come rushing in to see what had happened? And when they came, would I be able to
protect myself from them? I wasn't sure, not when Ididn't know how many there would be and what they
would be capable of....

Trying to still the trembling of my hands occupied me for a few minutes, and then I began to wonder why
no one had appeared yet. Surelysomeonehad heard the screams, no matterhowbig that house was, so
why hadn't they—Thequestion died as the answer came so abruptly that I was suddenly enraged. No
one had come after hearing thescreams because they thoughtlwas the one doing the screaming. They
must have been very used to their em ployer's way of enjoying himself....

That realization calmed me completely, so familiar was it. My husband had run the same sort of
household, and now Lanir would soon be in the same condition as my hus band. That idea seemed so
beautifully right that I turned in the chair to look at Lanir, seeing again the way he sat and stared and
drooled. When they found him they would put him down, making no effort to preserve an empty husk.
The man who had been was no longer housed in that body, so what was the sense in keeping it alive?

I went to the tea service then to discover that it had been refilled with fresh tea, so I helped myself and
spent some time simply sitting and sipping. I had to wait until the house hold had settled down for the
night before I could leave, so there was no rush to go and start and do. What I would eventually do was
walk away into the night, even though I had no idea where I was or where I would go. Lanir had claimed
not to know where my groupmates were, but I still had to find them....

Thepartof me thatneverseemed to touch the power quailed at the idea of such an impossible task, but it
wasn't really all that impossible.Someonehad to know what had been done with the others of my group,
so the first thing I had to do was find that someone. It occurred to me that I could ask Eltrina Razas, who
might not be very interested in answering my questions. I would then have tomakeher interested, and
there would be no losing her the way I'd lost Lanir—at least not until she answered my questions.

Thinking about Eltrina Razas became planning a way to reach her, which brought me to the subject of a
coach or carriage. I'd have to hire one, of course, even if Lanir had his own stables and coach house.
Women just didn't go driving all by themselves in that city, and doing it anyway would simply get me
noticed. But I had nomoney ...

After putting my cup down, I rose and walked over to Lanir where he still sat on the carpeting. The stain
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on his trousers—added to the terrible smell that seemed to be all around him—suggested he'd lost
control of his bodily func tions, but his wallet still lay securely around his waist and untouched by any
effluvia. I bent carefully and unbuckled then carried it back to my chair. Since the former Seated High
had brought me to a place I never wanted to be, he could just pay to have me driven away again. His
wallet contained a really fat purse, which in turn con tained quite a bit of gold and silver. Discovering that
sentmeon a search of the room, to see if I might find any sort of handbag. The wardrobe was empty of
everything, including the dress I'd worn earlier in the day, which I found rather confusing. If I'd been
meant to live in that room, why would there be nothing of clothing for me? The possibility I eventually
came up with made me sneer in Lanir's direction. He could well have meant to keep me in a
nightdress—or naked—to be certain that running away was impossible, possibly as women before me
had done, That said quite a lot about him as a man, making him some-one who held women with
restraints rather than with kindness or enticements. Was there anyone—other than his cronies in the
government—who would mourn his passing? I thought it unlikely as I turned away from my search with
nothing to show for the effort. There was no handbagand nothing touse inplaceof one, which meant that I
would have to tie the purse to my underskirts after taking out a few silver dins. Showing gold would bring
trouble of its own if the wrong people saw it, and I'd certainly have trouble enough without adding to it.
Anxiety to leave that place had begun to grow inside me, but I forced myself to have one final cup of tea
before making the attempt. It had been at least two hours since Lanir had brought me back to that room,
and by now all the servants should have retired. I'd find out soon enough if they hadn't, but that final cup
of tea would lessen the chance of an unpleasant encounter.

When the time finally- came to leave, I took one last glance around the bedchamber and then walked to
the door. Lanir hadn't looked it, I'd noticed at the very beginning, but I'd still taken a small ring of keys
from his wallet as well as the gold and silver. If the servants were all in bed, the house ought to be
completely locked up. I had no intention of creeping heart-stoppingly all the way to the door, only to find
it locked with something other than a slide bolt. And I did end up virtually creeping through the dark halls.

myheart pounding heavily in my ears. I felt certain that no one in that house would have been able to stop
me, but the idea of running into someone still caused my heart to pound and my mouth to go dry. Most of
me wanted to run to get out of there, and only the knowledge that I'd certainly have a long distance to go
before I found a coach or carriage kept me from wasting my physical strength.

The creeping did prove itself useful, though. I'd decided against using the front door unless I absolutely
had to, so I was in the midst of searching for a side door when I came across two servants. They sat in a
small room drinking tea, looking completely bored as they waited for something. The bell arrangements
on the far wall suggested what they were waiting for: a summons from the lord of the house, I tiptoed
past the partially open door and then hurried my search, not knowing whether they were simply on duty
for the entire night—or awaiting a definite summons. If Lanir was ex pected to ring for them, how long
would it be before they went to investigate his continuedsilence ...?

It was a lucky thing that I found the door I sought just around the next curve of that dimly lit back hall. If

I hadn't [ would have certainly retraced my steps to the front door, taking the chance that there would be
a servant on duty near it. I'd heard that people with really big houses had servants assigned to front-door
duty at night as well as during the day, just in case an emergency of some sort arose. I now needed more
than ever to be out of that house, and the thought of being stopped brought me close to losing control.

The small side door had both a slide boltanda key lock, making me glad that I'd taken Lanir's keys. It
took much too long to get the door open—almost a full minute—butlstill forced myself to take the time to
relock it once I stood outside. If Lanir was discovered before I left the grounds, the search for me might
be confined to the house if all doors were found to be still locked.
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That line of logic wasn't a very strong one, but I clung to the hope of it as I made my way along the
footpath which led away from that side door. It was very dark out and rather chilly in the lacy gown I still
wore, but a bit of moonlight was available to help me move carefully along the footpath. Happily no one
had added gravel to make it look better— and be more treacherous and noisy, footing-wise—butlstill
couldn't move as fast as [ wanted to. Falling and twisting an ankle—or worse—would have been the end
of everything, so I simply had to go rather slowly. Leaving the vicinity of the house didn't bring me that
much closer to a main road or street. The footpath paralleled a long drive ranging oft into the darkness, a
drive which seemed to go on forever. I trudged along the footpath, wishing I could walk the hard-packed
earth of the drive instead, but that would have made me much too visible. Being in that gown was bad
enough, considering the tiny sequins sewn all over both the skirt and bodice. If lamps were brought close
the sequins would certainly gleam the way they were meant to do, making me completely visible.Ineeded
to be able to hide behind a large tree, and trees were closer to the footpath than to the drive-Walking
along like that gave me far too much time to think, as the thought uppermost in my mind was how farl
would have to go before I would be able to find a coach or carriage. Many public stables had carriages
for hire, but how many of them would be open at that time of night? And when I finally did reach the main
road, which way should I go? Turning right when the proper direction was left could have me walking for
the rest of the night without finding what I needed—

I stopped dead as my latest glance up from watching where I put my feet showed me something other
than empty woods. A large, dark shadow stood about thirty feet ahead, motionless at the side of the
drive. The outline of the shadow suggested that it was a coach, and once I'd noticed that I could also
hear the faint jingle of horses in harness. I'd been wishing rather fervently for a coach, but not for a
moment did I believe that some beneficial superbeing had heard my wish and granted it.

Fear tried to wrap its hands around my throat and middle, but anger rose too swiftly to let that happen. I
hadn't come through everything just to walk into the waiting hands of another enemy, not when my touch
on the power was as firm and sure as ever. Lank hadn't had to face my flames, but whoever lay in wait to
trap me certainly wouldn't be that fortunate. I hadn't even produced a small fire to light my way along the
footpath, just to be certain that I had enough strength in case of something likethis....

[ was actually half a thought away from kindling a fire that would consume the coach almost instantly,
when I no ticed the human figure which had appeared beside the ve hicle. The figure was engaged in
pacing back and forth along the drive, and even more importantly it was female. Some woman waited
there, and one who was certainly not tall enough to be either Eltrina Razas or my mother. A small
woman, then, and one whose fingers moved nervously about each other....

Curiosity took me silently nearer, but I had to close half the distance between us before I finally
recognized the woman. Shock touched me briefly along with confusion, but there was only one way to
find out what was going on. [ left the footpath and crossed to the drive, and when I reached it I called
softly, "Naran!"

Naran Whist, Rion's ladylove, whirled around in what seemed to be fright. Her case of nerves was
apparently twice or three times worse than mine, and when she saw me she raised her skins and actually
ran to meet me.

"Oh, Tamrissa, I knew you would escape from there!" she sobbed, throwing her arms around me. "Idid
know it, but when hour after hour passed and you didn't appear... I was nearly convinced that I'd missed
you, and that made me frantic."

"Well, now I'm here so everything's all right," I soothed her, returning her hug. It felt so strange,me
soothing some one else's fright... "But how did you find me? Even I don't know where I am."
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"I can't explain how I found you, at least not yet," she said, releasing her hold on me as she visibly
regained control of herself. "Among other things, we simply don't have the time. I also know where Rion
and Valiant are, but they can't escape without help. They're still under the influence of a horrible drug that
affects both their talent and their bodies. You're the only one who has gotten free, so you're the one who
has to help them."

"Are you saying someone made me designated hero when I wasn't looking?" I asked, a bit overwhelmed
by the thought that two big, strong men neededmyhelp. "Well,

I'd already decided to find the others...But what about Jovvi and Lorand? If you found the rest of us ..."

"I haven't been able to locate them yet," she replied with a headshake, her pretty face looking drawn in
the faint moonlight. "I don't knowwhyl haven't been able to be cause they're definitely still alive, but—
Let'sget into the coach, and I'll explain where Rion and Valiant are."

"Where did you get a coach?" I asked as I moved toward the vehicle with her. "And one that has a
driver," I added as I saw the man on the box turn to glance at us. "Have you paid him enough to keep
him quiet? When they begin to look for me, they may offer a reward for information."

"He'll be well paid, but he doesn't really need to be," Naran responded as she opened the coach door
and gathered her skirts before beginning to climb in. "He's the driver of a very good friend of mine, and
neither of them would give a noble the right time of day even for gold. Don't most of the peopleyouknow
feel like that?"

" 'Beforebecoming a member of our group, the only peo ple I'd ever heard talking about nobles were
merchants like myfather," Ireplied,ignoringthe trouble my skirts tried to give as I followed her into the
coach. "My father's asso ciates always waxed really enthusiastic when it came to the nobility, but I don't
know if that was because of all the gold they made dealing with them, or because they wereafraidto say
anything negative. Nobles will pay youifyou tell them about people who say things against the nobility,
you know."

"Yes, everyone knows that," Naran responded with a sigh, still settling herself just as [ was doing. "But
everyone also knows the ones who would go after that dirty silver, so nothing is ever said in front of
them. Ah, we've begun to move. Next stop—Rion's mother's house."

"Do you mean she actually managed to get him back?" I asked with surprise,then waved away the
foolish question. "No, forget I said that. The real surprise would be if shehadn 'tgotten him back.Poor
Rion. He must be absolutely frantic."

"That's why we're going for him first," she said, heavyworry now clear in her voice. "If he thinks he has
no way to escape her, he might well do something desperate. Valiant won't beallowedto do something
desperate, not while that woman still wants to make use of him."

"That woman," I echoed, staring at Naran through the darkness. "Y ou're not talking about Eltrina Razas,
are you?"

"Who else?""Naran asked with a sound of scorn. "Rion told me all about her, including the fact that she
usually stared at Valiant behind her hand, so to speak, whenever she came to the house. He's unlikely to
be enjoying himself as her captive, but he shouldn't be actually suffering."
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I had to agree with that, but the entire situation made me boiling mad. When women were so often taken
advantage of by men, it was unconscionable to think that there were women stupid enough to try to
match that evil. If things happen which you don't like, you make an effort to end the practice—not to get
your own licks in. Hurting someone else becauseyou'vebeen hurt—that makes sense only if you go after
whoever hurt you, not some possibly innocent sub stitute. ...

My thoughts were a bit on the jangled side as the coach movedthrough the night, but that wasonlyto be
expected.It was still rather hard to believe that Naran had actually been waiting for me to escape, and if
I'd leftthat housesooner I would have been in the coach sooner. The only thing to wear in the way of
shoes had been what I'd had on: the flimsy slippers which matched the lacy gown. My feet now ached
from the walking I'd done over stones and twigs, the ache telling me just how grateful I ought to be that I
hadn't had tokeepwalking.

But there were too many distractions attacking my emo tions for gratitude to have much of a chance.
Outraged in dignation toward Rion's mother was the easiest to define, and I felt glad that I was the one
who would get him out of her clutches. She was a vile beast, easily as bad as Lanir if not worse.
Enslaving a relative stranger was somehow not quite as bad as doing the same to your own flesh and
blood....

I raised a hand to my head as I tried to fight off the rest of what I felt, but it was simply no use. I'd
agreed that Valiant's rescue could wait until Rion was free, but that had been an intellectual decision
rather than an emotional one.

The inner me wept over Valiant's absence, cried for the safety of his arms about me, ached over what
might be hap pening to him right now. The outer me wanted to race to the Razas woman's house and set
a tightening circle of flame about her that would end up meeting in the middle of where she stood, but I
couldn't deny that Rion needed me more.

So first I would free Rion, andthenl would go to the man who meant more to me than I'd ever be able to
ad mit....

SEVEN

Dinner had been a dismal affair and was long since over, but Rion continued to sit in the chair he'd been
helped to in the sitting room. Mother had joined him for dinner, of course, but after she'd had him helped
to the sitting room she'd gone off somewhere. It was the way things had been before he'd left for the
testing, being abandoned to his own devices in complete .solitude. Mother was obviously trying to
re-accustom him to the life, but Rion felt that she had another purpose in mind as well. She'd given him a
decision to make, and with nothing else to distract him he would have to consider that decision.

Rion put his head back and closed his eyes, more desolate than he'd ever imagined it was possible to be.

The terror he'd felt—distantly, because of the drug—over losing his talent had turned into a throbbing
pang of emptiness which refused to be assuaged. He'd asked himself many times dur ing the last hours if
keeping his mind would be all that desirable with both talent and freedom gone, but he hadn't been able
to come to a firm decision. The idea of death didn't frighten him, but what if his damaged mind retained
enough awareness to remember what he'd oncebeen ...?

The ice forming around his insides couldn't be affected by the intake of hot tea, but Rion still opened his
eyes and reached for his cup. Lifting it to his lips took something of an effort and most of his attention,
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and when he replaced the cup there was a servant standing not far from him.

"Would you like me to pour more tea for you, Lord Clar ion?" the man, Ditras, asked. "It would be no
trouble at all."

"Yes, thank you, Ditras," Rion responded, still taken by the surprise of an earlier discovery. All those
servants he'd thought were laughing at him; since his return he'd been able to interpret their true feelings,
which was, almost to a man or woman, pity. They'd known the truth of his situation long before he had,
and had tried to offer unspoken sym pathy and silent consolation. That he'd interpreted their ac tions as
standoftish ridicule had been Mother's doing, of course, using passing comments to make him think the
worst of those around him. She'd wanted to make sure that no one would find it possible to take her
place with him....

"Here I am, my darling, back with you as quickly as possible," Mother all but sang as she sailed into the
room. "Among other things, I've been busy arranging to have your clothing brought from Haven
Wraithside, so you'll no longer need to wearthoserags. I can't imagine what you did with the clothing you
took with you to that filthy hovel. When I sent servants there to fetch it back, they were able to find
nothing but those awful white shirts and gray trou sers. I think the servants in that place must have stolen
your lovely things when they realized that you would not be re turning."

"No one stole those things, Mother," Rion said with a faint smile as Ditras faded back and away from
him. "I burned all those ridiculous costumes, since not even the neediest of peasants would have been
willing to wear any of them. You always told me they were the height of fashion and I believed you—until
I learned what true fashion was.

The only ones who wear those costumes are useless, mindless fops—something I don't happen to be."

"What youwillbe is what you once were," Mother re-plied coldly, seating herself stiffly without taking her
equally cold stare from his face. ""You've now had time to consider the problem I put to you, just as ['ve
had time to consider it. Is there anything you'd care to say to me before I tell you what decision I've
come to?"

Rion felt his blood icing up to match the rest of his insides, wishing fervently that it could be possible to
get up and pace. Mother's declaration about having made a deci sion wasn't good, since there was now
no doubt that he would have to beg to be allowed to keep his mind intact. Most of him wanted to do just
that, beg and grovel and do anything else necessary to save himself, but that new part of him ...Itrefused
to let him abasehimself in any way, even if he paid for the lack with his wits and sanity.

"I'm waiting, Clarion," Mother prompted, a gleam now evident in her light eyes. "I can see that youwant
to be a good bey, but you must be much more open and clear about it. Tell Mother your decision now,
and be certain you do it in the manner which will please her the most."

"Very well, Mother," Rion found himself saying, the words impossible to hold back. "You've asked to
hear my decision, so here it is: I'm notanysort of bey, and you sound an absolute fool referring to yourself
in the third per son. Only someone of real importance should be spoken of in that way, which means you
simply don't qualify. And to make my position perfectly clear, allow me to say that even your peasant
ancestors would turn away from the sight of you in disgust."

"Howdareyou!" she hissed in a strangled voice, all the blood having drained from her face before it came

rushing back to show her extreme outrage. "How dare you evenconsiderspeaking to me so, not to
mention actually doingit! Have you decided that I'm joking, that I won't have you punished terribly for
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attempting to disobey me? If so, pre pare yourself to be disillusioned. Ditras, send to the stable men's
quarters for Hafner to attend me at once! Lord Clarion requires another dose of his sedative, and
afterward he will also require a beating."

His mother's expression had turned triumphant, which would have sickened Rion if he hadn't already felt
so ill. Hafner was a giant of a man with incredible strength and the mind of a child, a longtime servant of
Mother's who would do exactly as she commanded. Ditras had hesitated a very long moment before
bowing his reluctant acquiescence to the order, during which time Rion had tried to struggle to his feet.
His body felt as though it weighed ten times what it should, but he couldn't simply sit there and allow
himself to be turned into a broken toy—

"I don't think sending for other people is a very good idea," a female voice said suddenly, a voice Rion
had feared that he would never hear again. "I've always preferred small, cozy groups like this one, with
no more than five people in them. No, don't get up. I won't be staying long enough to require courtesies."

"How did you get in here?" Mother demanded of Tamrissa after shooting to her feet, her back
ruler-straight and her face registering shocked outrage. "I was assured I would never have to be dirtied
by the presence of your sort again—! Rovelon, run and fetch the guard at once! And when you return
you may pack your belongings and go without an other copper in pay, in punishment for having admitted
her in the first place!"

"But, my lady, I didn't!" Rovelon protested wildly, shrinking back as far from Tamrissa as it was possible
to go. "I simply opened the door to a knock as I was supposed to do, and she ... forced her way in over
my protests! She also required me to lead her in here, and how was I sup posed to refuse?"

"Perhaps I'm mistaken, but you do appear to be larger than the trollop," Mother returned acidly as she
glared at the quivering man. "Take her by the hair if necessary, but remove her from my presence at
once!"

"I hadn't realized how really stupid you are," Tamrissa commented to Mother as she stopped beside
Rion to take his hand and touch his face. "Anyone else would have re alized immediately that something
other than physical size is involved here. Just be easy, Rion. We'll be gone from this place in another
minute or two."

"You arenottaking my son from me a second time!" Mother shouted as Rion's heart leaped in happiness,
the woman's face going evenmore red . "This time I'll see you sent to the deep mines, a place Iknowyou'll
never return from! Ditras, Rovelon—!"

"That's enough!" Tamrissa snapped as she straightened, and her return glare was accompanied by long
tongues of flame burning the air between her and the two male servants. "Not only won't you two
interfere, you'll come over here and help Lord Rion to the front door. If you try anything else, it will be
the last thing you ever try. And as foryou...."

Tamrissa turned to Mother with that, and Rion could see how the older woman had paled. She also
fought not to cringe from the awful strength Tamrissa had displayed, but wasn't completely successful.

"As for you, you'll have the chance to call the guard once we've gone," Tamrissa continued, her voice
implacable. "If you do, you'll find out just what 'vindictive' means. They won't really have a chance against
me, and if T have to burnthem,I'll come back to do the same to you.Even if I have to follow you halfway
across the empire to do it. We ...trollopsare like that. Do you understand me?"
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Mother nodded spasmodically, the fear in her eyes some-thing Rion had never expected to see. For
once in her life, Mother was being wise. She made no effort to call Tamrissa a liar, as anyone with eyes
and the sense of a nit could see that the beautiful girl wasn't bluffing. If Mother forced Tamrissa to kill a
group of guardsmen, Mother would pay for it with her own life.

"All right, it's time for us to leave," Tamrissa said briskly, looking back to the two servants. "Come over
here and help this man."

Rovelon looked as though he were trying to turn invisible as he came forward reluctantly, but Ditras
obeyed without hesitation—and with hooded satisfaction in his eyes. The two men helped Rion to his
feet, where Rion paused to look at Mother one last time.

"You had best hope that I truly am maimed in my talent," he said in the coldest voice he was capable of,
all the loathing he felt undoubtedly clear in his eyes. "If I'm not and we happen to meet again, I'll rid this
world of your evil even if the act has to be paid for with my own life."

Rion had the satisfaction of seeing her go chalk white, after which he paid attention to forcing his body
into moving properly. Apparently she'd believed him, which would hopefully keep her from interfering in
his life again. In point of fact he'd never be able to harm her, despite what she'd done—and had planned
to do—to him. For too many years she'd been the heart and spirit and anchor of his life, and one doesn't
easily get over that.

Nor was it easy to reach the front door. The house had never seemed so large before, and it felt as
though he trudged miles before reaching his destination. Sweat stood out on his face and he leaned
heavily on the two men as sisting him, but the thought of stopping even for a brief rest never entered his
mind. He was on the way to being free again, and that end was worth any price he might be re quired to

pay.

"Don't worry, Rion, we're almost there," Tamrissa said from where she walked just ahead, turning to
look at him with the worry she'd suggestedhenot have. "The coach is right outside, so you'll be sitting
down again soon. Are you all right?"

"Better than I've been in days, actually," Rion panted in answer,then he tried a grin. "And allow me to
say how lovely you look in that gown."

"Oh, you," she half scolded with a relieved laugh. "Just save your strength for walking."

That seemed like an eminently sensible idea, so Rion complied without argument. When he and the men
holding him up reached the door, Tamrissa had already opened it.

"Now take him to the coach and put him inside," she ordered, most of her attention on him rather than
them. "And I have to say that I don't understand how you men can work for a woman like that.
Personally, I'd rather starve."

"When a man has a family, he's forced to do any number of unpleasant things to see them fed," Ditras
replied after a moment, making no effort to meet her gaze. "I might well choose the same starvation, but I
have no right to ask my family to."

"No capable man willing to work will ever starve," Tam rissa returned, having gone ahead to open the
coach door. "If you haven't looked for a job that doesn't turn your stom ach, it isn't because of your
family, it's because you don't believe in yourself. And the only one who can changethatsituation is you."
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This time Ditras made no reply, but Rion was pleased to see that the man appeared to be thinking about
what he'd heard. Chances were excellent that both he and Rovelon would now find themselves
unemployed, as Mother would want no one around to remind her of her embarrassment. Not getting her
own way had always been furiously embar rassing to Mother, even though it had rarely happened....

Climbing into the coach was almost more than Rion could accomplish, but the delightful shock of seeing
Naran await ing him inside helped him to tap unsuspected reservoirs of strength. The servants pushed
from behind and Naran took his hand and pulled, and the next moment he sat beside her on the coach
seat with his arms about her. As he'd never thought to hold her like this again, the experience went far
beyond mere pleasure.

"Thank you,gentlemen,and good luck to you," Rion heard Tamrissa say. He looked up in time to see her
hand a coin to each of the servants, which put shocked expres sions on their faces. Ditras recovered
quickly enough to as sist Tamrissa into the coach, then their driver had started them moving away from
the house and back down the drive.

"I gave each of them a gold din," Tamrissa said with satisfaction as she settled herself on the seat
opposite. "I'd originally meant to give them silver, but I have the feeling they'll beneeding the gold."

"May I ask where you got the gold?" Rion put in, for the most part occupied with how wonderful it felt
to be holding Naran again. "And for that matter, where didyou two marvelous delights come from? I was
certain [ was very much on my own."

"T knew where Tamrissa was being held, so I simply took this coach there and waited for her to escape,"
Naran re plied, snuggling even more closely to him. "I would have had no chance of freeing you all by
myself, otherwise [ would have come here first. Are you all right, my love? She didn't torment you
completely beyond bearing, did she?"

"The situation was about to turn considerably worse," Rion replied with a smile, refusing to think about
might-have-beens. "The thing disturbing me most, though, is the way my mother spoke about my talent
being permanently damaged. She said it has to do with my having been pulled out of the Blending so
abruptly, and the truth is L... can't reach the power no matter how hard I try...."

Speaking the words had been very difficult for Rion, the fear being a good deal more manageable while
those words remainedunspoken. His talent was all he possessed in the world; without it he would be
useless, less than a man and completely unworthy of the woman he lovedso ...

"You can't reach the power because of the hilsom pow der," Tamrissa said quickly, reaching across to
touch his hand in support. "I felt the same way at first, but when the powder wore off [ was just as good
as new. Your mother could have been lying to you the same way Lanir lied to me, or maybe they both
thoughtthey were telling the truth. With as little as people really know about Blendings, be lieving what
might just be an opinion would he foolish."

"That makes a great deal of sense," Rion agreed, relief and hope flowing in to warm away fear and
tragedy, but then he frowned. "You said 'Lanir' told you the same thing. Who is Lanir, and how was it
that you were able to escape him?"

"Lord Lanir Porvin was the noble I told you about, the one who decided to claim me," Tamrissa said,
looking more grimly pleased than disturbed. “He was Seated High in Fire magic, and was stupid enough
to depend on the orders he gave me while I was under the influence of Puredan. After giving me the
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Puredan he let the hilsompowder wear off, thinking he was perfectly safe. When he discovered he wasn't,
he pushed his Middle talent too far and burned him self out."

"Then the orderlgave directing you not to obey any other orders worked!" Naran exclaimed, sounding
equally as pleased. "None of us knew if it would, but now we've found out in the best way possible."

"We certainly have," Rion agreed, hugging her one-armed. "And if we look at it properly, you're directly
re sponsible for helping me to regain my freedom.Not that Tamrissa isn't to be thanked as well...."

"What I did needs no thanks," Tamrissa assured him with a light laugh just as Rion began to worry that
he might have upset her. "If you only knew how much I enjoyed doing that to such a pompous,
self-indulgent woman ... But I'll admit that what's ahead will be even more enjoyable. That Eltrina Razas
needs more than simple taking-down, and I'm just the woman to do it."

"Eltrina Razas," Rion echoed, touched by sudden un derstanding. "She succeeded in securing Valiant for
her own purposes, then, and we're about to free him, I take it. What may I do to assist you?"

"You can stay with Naran and keep her from fretting herself into a skeleton from needing to wait,"
Tamrissa re plied at once. "You can also let your system wash away the hilsom powder, so that when the
guard comes after us, I won't have to hold them off alone."

"Do you really think they'll come after us?" Rion asked, abruptly more than a little disturbed. "Mother
would never risk her precious hide, not even to get revenge, and I'm certain she believed what you said
to her. Do you expect Lord Lanir's people to be the ones to send them?"

"Once Valiant is free, there will be three noble house holds involved," Tamrissa replied with a sigh.
"Most peo ple would have the good sense to accept their defeat and give up the game as a bad idea, but
something tells me that one or more of these nobles won't do any such intelligent thing. We'll have to
leave the city as soon as we possibly can, which means we now have the time to hear how Naran found
us.Naran?"

"Actually, wedon'thave the time," Naran disagreed apologetically. "Eltrina Razas's house is only a short
way up this road, and we shouldn't be deep in distracting con versation when we get there. Besides, you
have to under stand how many people I know ... and how frantic I was when the five of you failed to
come home ... I couldn't just sit there and make you do it all by yourselves..."

"You're right, Naran, we can discuss it later," Tamrissa said hurriedly when Naran's voice grew uneven
and her rate of breathing increased. "You ought to be told, though, how grateful Iam that you didn't just
sit there. If not for you, I'd probably still be trudging down Lanir's drive, wondering if I'd reach the road
before dawn."

Naran's agitation eased with that, especially since Rion had put his arms about her again. He would wait

with her in the coach because that was all he was currently capable of doing, but the helplessness still
rankled. And all he could do beyond that was hope he didn't nod off while they waited....

EIGHT

Valiant haddozed any number of times during the last hours, but at least he'd been able to keep himself
from fall ing deeply asleep. It was only a small way of fighting against the drug in his system, but it was
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still better than nothing. At one point a servant had appeared with a tray of food, and had tried to feed
him. The food might very well have had more of the drug in it, so Valiant had pretended to be too
confused and logy to eat it even with the servant's help. The servant had left again acting frustrated and
an noyed, and Valiant had gone back to fighting the drug while feeling hungrier than ever.

Now there was the sound of the lock being thrown again, but Valiant hadn't regained enough control of
himself to take advantage of it. He wanted to jump to his feet and fight his way out of that room and
house, but simply opening his eyes to see who his visitor was seemed to be the most suc cess he was
able to claim.

"You're beginning to really annoy me," the Razas woman announced when she stopped beside the bed
to look down at him. "T've just been told that you didn't eat any thing, but that won't be permitted to
continue. When I give you back you have to be in good condition, so after I enjoy you—thoroughly this
time!—you'll eat everything you're brought. Do you understand me?"

"Have we met?" Valiant asked innocently as he pre tended to study her face. "I'm not havin' luck
rememberin' things, like how I got tothisplace. And what was that you said we were goin' to do?"

"Not we, L,"she corrected, looking more annoyed than ever. "I'mgoing to enjoy myself, and whether or
notyouhave any pleasure is entirely irrelevant. And don't eventhinkabout asking me any questions. You
can't seem to remember the answers from one minute to the next, which I'm now told happens at times
with that sedative. As if the fool couldn't have mentioned that in the first place. Take that sheet off you."

As she spoke she opened her wrap and slipped out of it, then stood naked in a pose she must have
considered arous ing.Valiant couldn't imagine anysituation in which he would find Eltrina Razas attractive
or desirable, not to men tion the fact that her presence made the room even smaller. Those two factors
combined to add to the woman's displea sure when she lost patience and pulled the sheet off him herself.

"This is beginning to be a good deal less than amusing," she growled when she saw his lack of readiness,
the look in her eyes close to fury. "I went to a great deal of trouble to have you even for this short amount
of time, and early tomorrow morning they'll be coming to take you back. Iwillhave my enjoyment of you
before then, even if you have to spend most of the intervening hours in that tiny box I had prepared. Do
you really want to be put into that tiny box?"

Valiant tried to keep the terror from touching him, but even the sedative in his system wasn't able to do
that. The mere suggestion that he'd have to face the equivalent of being buried alive was enough to set his
heart pounding and his sweat to turn cold, but it did something else as well.

"Ah, I see there's something you do remember," the Ra zas woman said with a laugh, reaching down to
caress him. "We can just dispense with the rest, then, and concentrate on your only current value. Here I
come!"

Her tone had changed to a playful one as she came down onto the bed to bestride him, but not to
immediately impale herself. She leaned forward first to kiss his face and lick his lips, teasing his arousal
with her womanhood. The humili ation was intensely painful for Valiant and so was the re vulsion he felt,
but nothing seemed able to displace the terror. If he protested in any way she would have him put into
that box, and he simply couldn't bear the thought of it—

"How dare you just walk in here!" the woman suddenly snarled as she looked toward the door. Valiant

had heard the door opening, but the sound hadn't done more than reg ister vaguely in his awareness.
"Get out this instant, and go and pack your things. You no longer have a—"
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Her words broke off as she colored even more, and then Valiant saw rage explode in her eyes. The
doorway was all the way back to the right and well out of his line of sight, so Valiant had no idea about
what was happening until he heard the voice.

"I find it really amusing that all you so-called nobles tend to say the same thing," were the words spoken,
very dryly." 'How dare you, how dare you'—as though any normal person needs permission to interrupt
you freaks during your perversions. That pile of clothing in the corner appears to be his, so move your
oversize backside away from him while this servant dresses him."

"You have the nerve to come intomyhouse and try to give orders?" the Razas woman spat in response,
neverthe less rising quickly to her feet. "You're even more stupid than you are useless, you ignorant
peasant, and it will be my pleasure to—"

Once again Razas's words broke off;, this time with a small shriek as she stumbled back. She'd begun to
stalk toward the door, but a heavy wall of flame had erupted into the air in front of her, driving her
quickly back.At that point. Valiant could have wept. I[twasTamrissa who had appeared, and she'd seen

everything.
" 'Useless'isn't precisely the right term to apply to me,"

Tamrissasaid, her words still verydry."As you can see I do have one use, and I'm still extremely good at
it. Have you ever seen someone of my strength burn something from the inside out? The trick is to keep
the outside from going up until the inside is completely consumed, but it isn't nearly as hard as it sounds.
For the second and last time, get out of the way so the servant can dress him."

"How far do you think you'll get once you leave here?" Razas demanded, nevertheless moving back to
allow the husky male servant to reach the pile of clothing on the floor beside the chest. "I'll have the guard
after you so fast that you'll think they appeared out of thin air! And when Lanir gets his hands on you
again, you'll spend a long time re gretting whatever trick you used to get away from him!"

"Lanir won't ever be getting his hands on anyone again," Tamrissa commented, faint amusement now in
her voice. "You fools had a lot of nerve, letting him call himself the SeatedHigh.Seated Middle was more
like it, but he isn't even that any longer. And you really ought to understand: if you send guardsmen alter
me and force me to kill them, I'll consider myself honor bound to comeback anddo the same to you.Even
if you run away and try to hide. I'll still find you, and then you'll learn the most efficient way to slow-roast
meat."

Razas paled at that, and the hands of the nervous male servant dressing Valiant began to tremble even
more. It wasn't possible to believe that Tamrissa wasn't serious, and both of her listeners knew it.

"But you can't take him," Razas whispered, her pasty complexion showing the fear which now touched
her. "They'll be here to reclaim him tomorrow morning, and if I can't produce him—! I'll pay you gold.
Name a price and it's yours."

"You can't afford me," Tamrissa commented dismissively. ""And if his being gone will bring you grief, so
much the better. What were they going to do with him?"

"Why should I know or care?" Razas countered, begin ning to look frantic as she bent to retrieve her
wrap and put it on. "But you can't let this happen to me, not tome.I've almost gotten the power I was
always meant to have, so you simply can't interfere. I'll give you a thousand gold dins if you just go away,
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or I'll use that thousand to buy someone with Fire magic stronger than yours."

"For some reason you seem to be deliberately trying to miss the point," Tamrissa said, without the anger
which could normally be expected. "There's no one left with Fire magic evenas strongas mine, never mind
stronger. Even the Blending we faced in the final competition couldn't match us, and I suspect that the
same can be said of the Seated Five. None of your misnamed Highs and Adepts could do anything
like—this, for instance."

Razas shrieked as the wrap she'd put on began to burn, then terror silenced her as well as freezing her in
place. She stood trembling with her fists and eyes closed tight, and in a moment the wrap was completely
consumed.

"There, you see?" Tamrissa asked lazily. "There's noth ing left of your wrap but ash, and yet not the least
bit of your skin was burned. That should show that I can reach you even if you try to hide in a tight knot
of innocent ser vants, so remember what I said about summoning the guard. Now we'll be leaving, so
help him up."

That last was to the servant who had finished dressing him, but not in the robe and sandals he'd worn
during the competition. Someone had apparently retrieved the pants, shirt, and shoes he'd worn gettingto
the competition, and that was what he now wore. The servant pulled him up to sitting and then hoisted
him to his feet, but even with his arm draped around the servant's neck and the servant's arm around his
middle, Valiant discovered that he could barely stand, let alone walk.

"Give him all the help he needs," Tamrissa directed the servant, stepping aside to clear the doorway. "If it
becomes necessary, carry him."

The servant nodded with a grunt and began to half drag him toward the door, and Valiant had never
been so mor tified in his entire life. Tamrissa was as beautiful and vital asever, and therehewas, being
hauled along like a useless side of beef. How many times was he supposed to accept being humiliated in
front of her without dying from the shame? He didn't know, but even one more time would have been too
much. For that reason he gritted his teeth andforcedhimself to walk, if that dragging shuffle could be
called walking....

"[ think it's best if you stay in this room until someone lets you out, Eltrina," Tamrissa said as Valiant was
hurried toward the door. The last glimpse he'd had of Razas was the way she still stood rooted to the
spot, her eyes now open and visibly filled with fear. "Your people will be told that you don't want to be
disturbed, and I suggest that you make no effort to call for help. The longer you stay locked up and out
of touch, the better off you'll be if the guard comes looking for us after all. It won't save your life, but it
will certainly save you a great deal of pain."

Valiant heard a sobbing moan come from Razas, and then the servant maneuvered him out of the room
and began to guide him up the hall. Behind him he heard the sound of the door being closed and locked,
and then Tamrissa moved ahead to lead the way. The way she glanced at him said he wasn't doing well
at all with moving on his own—as though he needed to be told. Valiant made sure to avoid her gaze,
concentrating instead on trying to keep up with the servant.

By the time they reached the front hall of the house, Val iant was drenched in sweat and gasping. He'd
dreaded the thought that there might be stairs to descend, but his prison had been located at the back of
the house rather than on an upper floor. Tamrissa moved forward to open the front door,then followed
once the servant had him outside.
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"Give me a moment and I'll have the coach door open," she said, but the expected delay wasn't
necessary. Naran leaned forward to open the coach door from the inside, and the servant grunted as he
lifted Valiant bodily and put him inside on the empty bench seat. Rion shared the seat op posite with
Naran, and to Valiant the man looked almost as bad off as himself. That thought cheered Valiant not at
all, but it was useful to help him ignore the way he'd been treated like an infant.

"Here, take this for your trouble," Valiant heard Tam rissa say, and he turned his head in time to see her
handing something to the servant. "I'll appreciate your telling the other servants not to disturb Eltrina, and
then you'll be wise to pack your things and leave. Even if you go and release her at once instead, she'll
never keep you around after you witnessed what was done to her."

The servant's expression said he knew that Tamrissa was right, and his curt nod was one of full
agreement. He headed back to the house with his fist wrapped tight around the coin he'd been given, and
Tamrissa climbed into the coach and closed the door behind her before taking the seat beside Valiant.

"The least he could have done was help me into the coach," she muttered as she fought her skirts
straight, her gaze already on his face. "Valiant, are you all right? You haven't said even a single word yet."

"Where is this coach takin' us?" Valiant obliged in a croak, looking through the window rather than at
Tamrissa. "Somewhere where we can eat and sleep for a while, I hope."

"We need to stop back at Tamrissa's house," Naran said, sounding faintly disturbed. "I packed some
clothing for everyone, so all we have to do is pick it up. Along with any food we can find. After that we'll
have to find some place to hide, at feast until we locate Jovvi and Lorand. Once we do we'll get out of
the city ... Valiant, you haven't said yet whether or not you're all right."

"He's probably no more 'all right' than I am," Rion said after a moment when it became clear that Valiant
had no intention of replying. "That damnable drug has taken all my strength both physical and magical, but
when it wears off I expect to be able to touch the power again and find myself unchanged. Mother
insisted that being pulled out of the Blending so abruptly had caused me irreparable damage, Valiant, but
I mean to prove her wrong and I expect you to join me in the endeavor."

Once again Valiant felt the clutch of fear, this time in regard to his ability. He could vaguely remember
someone saying the same thing abouthim,thathis strength would never again be what it had been. Finding
out they'd spoken the truth would surprise him very little, especially after the rest of what he'd gone
through....

"Valiant, isn't there anything else you can think of to say?" Tamrissa asked after another short silence, her
hand coming to his arm. "What I meanis, something tome?"

"Oh, yes, forgive me for forgettin'," Valiant forced out, still making sure not to look at her. "You have my
thanks for gettin' me out of that place, since it's perfectly obvious I couldn't have gottenmyselfout. Now I
think I need to rest a while."

It was perfectly true that Valiant needed rest desperately, but what he needed even more was an end to
the way Tam rissa was certainly looking at him: with compassion and pity. Just two days ago he'd been a
full, strong man in her eyes, and now ... Now she would never see him the same. She'd witnessed his
humiliation and shame, so from now on she'd remember that every time she looked at him. A weakling
who had to be rescued by the woman he'd loved when he was whole, a woman he still loved but who
now could do no more than pity him.
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After a short hesitation her hand left his arm, and happily she said nothing more. Valiant continued to
stare out the window, wishing with his entire being that he might be back and alone in that small,
windowless room—so that he might weep like a child for all that he'd lost....

NINE

It had grown very quiet in the coach, my own silence adding to the rest. It had also grown even chillier
out, and for some reason I noticed it more now than I had after we'd gotten Rion away from his mother.
But it was true that I felt tired.so maybe that accounted for it....

Outside the coach the night was also quiet.Nothing but the creak of springs, the jingle of harness, and the
clatter of the horses' hooves to be heard. I closed my eyes and em braced those small sounds, holding to
them in an effort to ease the pain I foolishly felt. I'd told Jovvi that I expected my relationship with Valiant
to end abruptly one day, and now, apparently, that day had come. I'd expected him to be as glad to see
me as Rion had been to see Naran, but Rion had only been taken away from his mother. Valiant had
been taken from Eltrina Razas, a female noble who really had an incredibly good figure, and it was
impossible to deny that he'd been interested in her....

Keeping my eyes closed also became impossible, the pic tures my mind dredged up making it so.
Valiant had been about to make love to Eltrina Razas, and I'd come bursting in to end the time. His
annoyance was apparently so great that hecouldn'teven look atme, and that despite the fact that hehadto
know he couldn't have stayed. The way he'd "thanked" me for saving him. I'd wanted just a few soft
words of greeting, a strong arm around my shoulders, pos sibly even a kiss.

But I'd gotten none of that, and there was no use in wish inglhad. Wishing never came true, just the way
hoping usually failed. For a short while I'd had someone to do my hopingforme, but it had become very
clear that Valiant no longer wanted the job. It was up to me again to do it for myself, but I'd given up on
the practice too long agoto take it up again now.

It took quite some time before I found it possible to force my thoughts onto another track, and the only
thing which made it possible was our next destination. I had my own reasons for being glad that we were
retarding briefly to my house, as Jovvi had shared a very important secret with me.

I'd already spent three gold dins of what I'd taken from Lanir, and it was impossible to know how much
more it would take before Jovvi and Lorand were also free. For that reason I'd decided to retrieve the
cache of gold Jovvi had left in the house, the savings she'd intended to use to start her own courtesan's
residence here in Gan Garee. Even if it turned out that I didn't need to use any of it, at least I'd have it to
hand back to her when she was with us again.

I found that I had to work rather hard to cling to the belief that Jovvi and Lorandwouldbe with us again.
Not even knowing where they were made the thought too much like wishing or hoping, which had, as
already mentioned, always turned out badly for me. I had to make certain that I believed instead, with all
the stubbornness that touching the power brought stacked up behind the belief....

When the coach finally turned into my drive, [ was evenmore weary than I had been. Rion had fallen
asleep quite some time ago, and so had Valiant Ro. They both sat slumped bonelessly, deeply into that
lack of consciousness which I remembered all too well. Even Naran had kept nod ding off; but the
change in motion of the carriage awakened her, and she looked outside.

Page 41



"I'm glad we're finally here," she said softly, obviously to keep from waking the men. "The servants all
left the house late yesterday, before I left it myself. I'll get the bags I packed, and then we can go to my
friend's house. She's bound to havesomeidea about where we can hide until we find the others."

"I'll go inside with you," I said, just as softly. "There are a few things of my own that I'd like to get, not to
mention an additional change of clothing. I'm freezing in this ridiculous gown, and my feet still hurt. These
slippers are for walking around indoors, not outside."

"But shouldn't you stay with the coach to guard Rion and Valiant?" she asked, sounding unsure. "I can
under stand your wanting to change, but what if someone comes by while we're inside?"

"The driver can stand guard for a few minutes," I said, shaking my head a little. "Just tell him to shout if
there's, any trouble, and I'll take care of it by looking out a win dow."

"That should work," she agreed with a shadowy smile. "I'll tell him before we go inside."

A pair of minutes later the coach pulled up by the front door, and Naran and I got out. The men
continued to sleep soundly, so I went to the front door while Naran spoke to our driver. I'd expected the
door to be looked and so it was, but that didn't mean I had to burn it down in order for us to get
inside—or use the window Naran probably had to leave by. A large potted shrub stood to each side of
the door, and under the soil of the one to the right was a door key. My late husband had put it there
years earlier, to be certain he would always be able to get back into his own house. I'd seen him
checking on it once and afterward had found out what it was, but I'd never removed it even after his
death. Right now I was very glad [ hadn't.

The key let us in through the door without any difficulty, and I produced a small flame to light our way
upstairs. Naran came with me and helped me change into warmer, more practical clothes in record time,
and then I went with her to fetch the bags she'd packed. On the way I stopped at the statuette in the hall,
groped around a bit to find the purse,then removed it.

"This belongs to Jovvi, and when we find her she'll want it back," I said in answer to Naran's unspoken
question. "I'm tempted to take some of this very expensive junk to sell, but I suspect it would be wasted
effort. A legitimate buyer will want proof of ownership, and a larcenous one won't give us more than a
fraction of the piece's worth."

"And lugging it around until we find someone to buy it will be too much of a bother," she agreed with a
nod. "I have some gold so we ought to get by, but we'll need more clothing for Rion. He only had those
gray trousers and white shirts left, and his mother's people took those. I packed extra clothing from
Valiant's bedchamber, but had to take only the uniform from Lorand's. The rest othisclothing is almost as
distinctive as Rion's was."

"Once we get the bags downstairs, let's check the kitchen," I suggested after nodding to what she'd said.
"If they've left any food behind, we ought to take it with us."

This time it was her turn to nod, and then we took care of the first part of the plan. There were five bags,
none of them terribly heavy, so we got them down to the front hall rather quickly.A glance outside
showed everything to be quiet, so we went back to the kitchen and looked around. Everything was
perfectly clean and orderly, and there wasn't a single crumb of food left. With no one around to keep the
perishables cold that was understandable, but not finding even a single loaf of bread was somehow
depressing.
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When we returned to the front hall we picked up the bags again—Naran insisting on taking three of
them—carried them out to thecoach, then put them in the boot. While Naran stowed them properly, I
turned back to the house to relock the door. If it was at all possible, I meant to reclaim that house one
day. Leaving it open to thieves and defense-less against invasion wasn't something I felt prepared to do. I
took two steps back toward the house—then stopped short when the large figure of a man came
forward out of the shadows to the left. I quickly put a ring of flame around him, freezing him in mid step,
then just as quickly let the flames die. I knew the man, even though I hadn't expected ever to see him
again.

"Popping up like that without warning can be dangerous, Dom Meerk," I said to the man who had been
helping Lorand locate his friend Hat. "I'm afraid Lorand isn't here right now, and it's extremely unlikely
that any of us will be back in the near future. If there was something you wanted to tell him, I'll do my
best to pass on the message."

"I didn't mean to frighten you," he said as he came closer, somehow no longer sounding quite as
low-class as he always had. "I know what you're capable of, so I was an idiot for not letting you know I
was there ... and I'm not here looking for Dom Coll. I found out that you'd gotten away from that noble
who claimed you, so I waited here in the hopes that you would come back, even for just a few minutes."

"I seem to have missed something here," I said, shaking my head against the confusion. "How did you
hear about something that happened only a few hours ago, and what happened to the way you used to
speak? And while we're on the subject, why would you want to be here in the first place?"

"There are long stories behind the answers to each of those questions, and we don't have the time to go
into them now," he replied, running a hand through shaggy hair. "What Iwillsay, though, is that my former
accent was part of my disguise, and that I'm a member of an organization dedicated to finding out the
truth about what the nobility is doing. We've suspected for some time that they're using unfair and illegal
means to keep themselves in power, but we haven't been able to prove it. You and the rest of your
Blending will be able to prove itforus."

"And then what?" I asked with a sound of ridicule.

"You'll expose them?And what after that? If you expect them to hang their heads in shame and meekly
hand over the reins of power, you're dreaming. They'll have their guardsmen arrest the lot of you, and
while you're all being thrown into the Deep Caverns or sent to work in the mines, they'll have parties to
laugh at your naiveté."

"If there were only a few of us, that's probably whatwouldhappen," he agreed with a faint smile. "In point
of fact there are thousands of people in our organization, all of them having been questioned by Middle
talents in Spirit or Earth magic before being accepted as members. And since a large number of our
people happen tobeguardsmen, we're not in as much danger of being arrested as you might think. But the
same doesn't hold true for you and the others with you, so will you please let me take you to a place of
safety? I promise to tell you everything once we get there."

"I think we ought to trust him," Naran said quietly when I hesitated. She'd come over to stand beside me
when Meerk had appeared, and had heard everything he'd said. "I have the feeling that my
friend—whose coach we're using—is one of his members, even though she's never said so."

"I know who you mean, and you're right, she is," Meerk said with a nod. "So is the man driving the
coach, so if you like you can speak to himfirst. But whatever you do, you must do it quickly. I can't
possibly be the only one who'll think of checking this house."
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"All right, I'll take the chance," I agreed, forcing myself away from indecision. "I just hope for your sake
that you're telling the truth." -

"As justifiably nervous as you are, I don't dare do any thing else," he said, looking soberly serious. "If
you ladies will get into the coach now, we can be on our way."

"One more question," I said as Naran turned toward the coach. "Do you happen to know where Jovvi
and Lorand are being kept? We haven't been able to locate them yet."

"You and the two men in the coach were easy to trace, but we haven't had the same luck with the rest,"
he admit ted heavily. "I have everyone able to walk, hobble, or crawl out looking for them, so hopefully
we'll know something soon. I promise we won't give up until we find them."

I nodded at that, the only thing Icoulddo, then went and locked the door of the house before turning
toward the coach myself. Meerk helped me inside, checked the boot to make sure everything was
properly secured,then went to climb up on the box with the driver. When the coach began to move again,
Naran and I exchanged a glance. She looked slightly less unsure thanlfelt, but we'd really had no choice.
We needed a place to stay and we needed help in locating Jovvi and Lorand, and if Meerk had been
telling the truth we'd found someone to supply both. But I couldn't stop worrying about Lorand and
Jovvi, and where they might be that no one could find them. If they were dead, Meerk's people would
have no need to prove anything against the nobility. If Lorand and Jovvi were dead, I'd see to it that there
weren't any members of the nobility left to be accused....

TEN

I think we're about to have some distinguished visitors," Kambil announced softly*to the others. They
currently relaxed in the main sitting room after sharing a late breakfast, which they'd indulged in after
sleeping late. "Four carriages havejust come up the drive, with three people in each carriage."

"An even dozen," Bron remarked with faint amusement. Are they counting on finding safety in numbers,
or are theyring to impress us?"

"T'd bet on the impressing," Selendi said as she rearranged her skirts. "If they were worried or afraid of
us, they wouldn't have come themselves."

"And they wouldn't have canceled the full meeting Zo lind called," Homin added. "Having found out that
they no longer have a Seated Blending to work through must have upset them, so they've come to make
their positions secure again."

"I think I'll ask why the rest of the Advisors haven't come with them," Kambil mused aloud. "I'm certain
it's because the rest of the Advisors were under Zolind's control and therefore don't want usSeated , but
I'd like to make sure. It would be a shame to do away with people we might be able to make use of
instead.”

The others chuckled, understanding exactly what he meant. Once they wereSeated and had taken up
residence in the palace, Zolind's most loyal supporters would be seen to one at a time until there were
none of them left. And the empty seats wouldnotbe refilled, not untiltheydecided on the replacements.
Letting the Advisors themselves choose their own membership had brought a lot of deadwood to their
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ranks, so from now on Kambil and his Blending would take care of the matter.

"Gentles, | have the privilege to announce a number of members of the Advisory Board," a servant
appeared to say, looking properly impressed as he bowed them into the room. Kambil rose to his feet to
bow in supposed respect, making Delin do the same as the others followed suit of their own volition. It
would be necessary to remember to make Delin move around a bit more than usual, just to keep their
visitors from becoming suspicious.

"Well, I see that what we were told is quite true," the apparent leader of the twelve, Lord Velim Shoons,
an nounced with the most hollow joviality Kambil had ever heard. "Our new Blendingisstill in their former
residence rather than at the palace preparing for the Seating ceremony. We must discover the person or
persons responsible for this affront to them, and have them properly punished."

The men who had arrived with Lord Velim murmured their supposedly full agreement, doing no better
with the charade than their spokesman. Velim was beyond middle years and rather stout, just as most of
his fellows were, with thinning blond hair streaked with gray. Kambil had never met the man personally
before, but observation from a dis tance had shown him to be one of those who reacted rather than
thought. It was said that Zolind had allowed Velim his seat on the beard because theman was easy to
manipulate, then had regretted thechoice when Zolind's political opponents found manipulating the man
just as easy-Lord Velim, this is a great honor," Kambil said with another bow,seeing the fool's chest swell
over being recognized. "But I'm afraid I don't understand. We weretold returning to our residence was
standard procedure, as arrangements had to be made for us at the palace. Wasn't the truth?"

Not entirely," Velim said with the broad smile of a man who suddenly believes he's found people he can
control. "The five of you couldn't be expected to know any better, of course, but no real harm's been
done. We're heretoescort you to the palace personally, while the servants pack your things. The coaches
should be here at any moment, so if you would be so good as to ready yourselves ...?" The man's words
actually ended in a halfquestion, as though he'd already forgotten that he was supposed to be in control.
Kambil exchanged happy glances with the others astheyall assured the fool that they would be delighted
to get ready to leave, and then they excused themselves in order return to their bedchambers. In actual
fact they could have locked out the door that moment, but it would never do to the group of fools know
their visit had been expected. Kambil sent Delin to his own bedchamber while he, Kambil went to get a
coat, then he followed Delin to the latter's room. What to do with the man so completely under his
control had been a disturbing question in Kambil's thoughts, the decision he'd come to wasn't wholly
satisfactory. Once at the palace they would each have their own wing, andDelin would have to be as
active in his as the others were in their own. At least until the ceremony was over, that is, and they were
seated.

"Delin, old fellow, I have some good news for you," Kambil murmured as he faced the man standing
empty-minded in the middle of the floor. "I'm going to bring partyouback for a while, as a joke on all
thosefools down-stairs. You won't remember everything and you won'tbeentirely free of control, but a lot
of you will still be back. What do you think of that, hey?"

"Kambil, what's happening?" Delin said suddenly with confusion, one hand going to his head. "What are
we doing here in my bedchamber?"

"We're getting ready to be escorted to the palace," Kam bil replied, putting concerned worry into his
voice. "Don't you remember that we won the competitions, and now we're to beSeated as the new Five?
I agreed to wait for you out in the hall while you got your coat, but when you didn't appear I came
looking for you. You haven't had another blackout spell, have you?"
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"No, no, of course not," Delin assured him hastily with a forced smile. "I've just been preoccupied lately,
so I haven't been paying the closest attention. Who did you say was here to escort us to the palace?"

"Twelve of the Advisors, led by Lord Velim Shoons," Kambil supplied smoothly. "Don't you remember
how they marched into the sitting room downstairs, all but holding out their hands with their Advisor's
rings like talismans in front of them? Most of them are extremely nervous about being this close to us, but
they came anyway because they believe their political positions depend on it."

"And they'll do anything necessary to maintain them selves in place," Delin said, nodding even as he
sneered. "But as long as they're determined to see us Seated, we shouldn't betoocritical, should we?
Well, let's not keep them waiting."

He walked to the wardrobe where his coat hung and took it out, looking as though he hadn't a care in
the world. Kambil, who felt his confusion and fright clearly, knew bet ter, but certainly wasn't about to
comment. A confused and frightened Delin would be a cautious Delin, asking no ques tions that would
betray his weakness. Kambil would keep very close tabs on him to be sure he remained cautious, but for
the rest of the time Delin would again be on his own.

They walked downstairs together, where their three groupmates waited with three of the Advisors. The
other nine had returned to their carriages to wait, they were in formed, mostly to keep the new Five from
feeling outnum bered. They all chuckled dutifully at the joke,then went out to climb into their own
coaches. Velim and the other two Advisors chose to ride in their carriage rather than join them in the
coaches, to make sure they didn't "crowd" the Five. Kambil smiled and thanked them for their concern,
making no mention of the fact that they'd lied through their teeth.

"Who did they think they were fooling?" Bron asked once he and Kambil and Delin were settled in one
of the coaches. "They're obviously terrified of us, and probably wish they were anywhere but here."

"They have reason to be terrified of us," Delin murmured with very obvious satisfaction, gazing out of the
window at the nearest Advisor-filled carriage. "Most of them won't survive our Seating by more than a
few days. They were the ones who allowed their underlings to throw our lives away, putting us in a
position where our own people would destroy us even if our opponents didn't. One doesn't forgive
something like that, not until it's been fully revenged."

"Which it will be," Kambil said, exchanging a glance with Bron. It was annoying to have to put up with
Delin's madness again, but it would only be for a short while. After that Delin would sit quietly in his
apartments when he wasn't needed for the Blending, and his servants would be adjusted to the point of
seeing nothing odd in his behavior. Until then the man could simply be agreed with, which would avoid
awkward confrontations.

With one Advisor-filled carriage leading the way and the other two following the coaches, they really did
make a procession of their trip to the palace. The gate guards came to attention as the vehicles passed,
making no effort to stop any of them. They'd obviously been warned in advance of the arrival, as had the
palace staff. Dozens of them lined the approach to the main entrance, the rest undoubtedly lined up near
the areas of their various duties. It would have been unwieldy having the hundreds of servants all waiting
in the same place to greet their new superiors; dozens made the approach crowded enough, leaving
barely enough room for the carriages and coaches.

They left the coaches to the applause of their audience, too much of which Kambil found to be either
simply for form's sake or actually hiding hostility. He hadn't realized thatthatmany palace workers would
be displeased and dis illusioned, but maybe the reaction was due to their prede cessors. As soon as

Page 46



possible he would walk about and get to know some of the servantsinvolved, and in that way would find
out if there was anything which needed the at tention of the Blending.

The group of Advisors escorted them to the area where the Five's individual wings began, but not simply
for form's sake.

"Those servants will introduce themselves later," Velim said with a vague wave meant to indicate the five
separate groups of servants. "Before they show you around your new domains, though, we'd appreciate
a few minutes of your time."

"Of course," Delin responded with distant superiority thinly covered by a charming smile. "In which of
our wings would you prefer the meeting to be?"

"There's a sitting room right here, meant to be used for purposes such as this," Velim responded,
indicating a door way half a dozen steps short of the area of divergence. "We've arranged for tea and
cakes to be provided, and if you desire anything else you need only ask for it."

"[f we desire anything else, we certainly shall," Delin allowed regally, then led the way toward the sitting
room. Kambil joined the others in following, happier now about having had to restore Delin. The man
knew nothing about what they'd done since returning to the residence after the final competition, so
whatever Velim wanted to "discuss" would come as a surprise to the man. Even though Kambil
suspected he already knew what the Advisor had in mind....

The "sitting room" turned out to be a good deal larger than ordinary, more like a conference room with
easy chairs and no table than like anything else. Five of the chairs stood together in a row facing all the
rest, and Delin headed di rectly for the set of five. Kambil let him seat himself in the center chair before
sitting down beside him, then they all took a moment to tell the servants how they liked their tea. After
another moment the small army of servants had brought their tea and left, and Velim cleared his throat.

"As I said earlier, we apologize for the unconscionable delay in bringing you here," he began, obviously
trying not to sound tense and nervous. "To make up for the unintended slight, we've arranged for you to
move directly into your various wings of the palace, and the Seating ceremony has been scheduled for
tomorrow morning. Anyone of any im portance will certainly be there, and two days after that we'll hold
the public ceremony."

"Won't the current Seated Five be annoyed at having to share their wings?" Delin asked after sipping his
tea. "And I do hate to be indelicate, but it's impossible to miss the fact that Advisor Zolind isn't among
you. Does he intend to repair his absence now by coming to the ceremony to morrow, or will he be
'regrettably detained' the way he clearly was today?"

"There is—ah—sad news where Lord Zolind is con cerned," Velim replied after exchanging a glance
with one of his brother Advisors. "Last night our good friend passed away, apparently from heart failure.
His send-off cremation is tonight, which is why the Seating ceremony has been delayed until tomorrow."

"That's distressing news," Kambil said as the others ex claimed in shock, only Delin's surprise being real.
"Advisor Zolind worked with us through most of the time of the com petition, and we upheld our end of
the bargain we made with him. I assume that your being here means you're pre pared to uphold his end
forhim?"

"Ah—we'll have to discuss that agreement at another time," Velim hedged, suddenly and momentarily
panic-stricken. He obviously knew nothing about a bargain, and Kambil could see that he wanted it to
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remain like that. If it hadn't been the perfect way to lever concessions from the Advisors, Kambil might
have been willing to forget about the nonexistent bargain himself. As itwas...

"You still haven't answered my question about the out going Five," Delin prompted, only partially
recovered from the shock of learning about Zolind's death. "You seem to have given us freedom of their
wings, which, I've beentold, onlytheycan give. Are we likely to have to defend our selves from them, or
does the invitation come from them rather than from you?"

"Neither, actually," Velim admitted after exchanging an other glance with the same crony. "The fact is the
previous

Five have already left, apparently being anxious to begin some new plans of their own. They seemed to
have expected to be able to leave as soon as the competitions were over, and decided not to change
their intentions just because your group wasn't immediately brought to the palace. They took only a very
small amount of personal possessions with them, so don't be afraid that they stripped their wings. I'm sure
they'll send for the rest of their possessions as soon as they're settled elsewhere...."

"[ dislike saying this, but I'm afraid I'm beginning to grow uneasy," Kambil announced slowly when
Velim's voice trailed off. It was sight of Delin's now obvious shock which had caused the ending of the
Advisor's maunderings, and Kambil had been waiting to take advantage of the mo ment.

"Surely you see why Iwouldbe uneasy," Kambil con tinued, projecting disturbance as he looked from
one uncom fortable Advisor to another. "First you tell us that Advisor Zolind is gone, and now you say
that the previous Five are gone as well. I have no idea what's happening here, but I'm afraid 'uneasy' was
much too understated a choice of words. I hope everyone understands that wewilldefend ourselves if
necessary?"

Many of the Advisors began to assure him immediately that that would not be necessary, including a
brow-mopping Velim. The gist of the comments was thatnothingwas hap pening, nothing but a string of
odd occurrences. Some of them even seemed to believe that, but most of them were frightened and
worried. Kambil was delighted to see that, of course, but made sure not to let his expression reflect that
delight.

"Well, I believe it's time for us to go," Velim said as he rose to his feet, the others quickly following his
example. "Would you like us to escort you back out to the beginning of your respective wings?"

"Thank you, but I believe we'll remain here for a few moments longer," Kambil replied, showing a
still-disturbed smile. "It will probably be best if my groupmates and I establish a loose link, to be certain
we remain in touch with one another even after we separate. That way we canBlend instantly if it should
become necessary..."

Kambil let his words trail off as his gaze moved among the twelve men, and most of them obliged by
paling a bit before heading for the door. Even Velim found it impossible to do more than nod a bit before
lumbering after his asso ciates, and a moment after the door closed Kambil showed a much better smile.

"None of them made the least attempt to listen at the door, nor are any of the servants close enough to
hear us," he told his groupmates. "Did you see how frightened they became at the idea of us linking? I got
the distinct impres sion that their previousBlending never did anything like that, which explains part of
their overall nervousness."

"And the rest of it is probably explained by the fact that we're all High talents," Bron said with faint
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amusement from Kambil's left. "It suddenly occurred to me that no other chosen Blending could have
been the same, not when the Advisors intended to use them rather than serve them. We weren't
supposed to survive, but now that we have and are also to beSeated , they have to find a way to deal
with us."

"I really sympathize with those poor dears," Selendi said with a laugh from her place to Delin's immediate
right. "Theyhaveto have a Seated Blending in order for them to continue to run the empire, but the only
Blending available is one which is far too strong for them to control easily. I wonder what they'll do to try
to force us to obey them— and who they'll use to make the attempt."

"We'll certainly find out after the ceremony tomorrow," Homin, equally amused, said from the seat
beyond Selendi's. "We probably aren't supposed to know it, but in the past there's only beenone
ceremony. Saving our publicSeating for another time probably means they intend to bar gain with us, our
complete cooperation in return for their allowing our Seating to become completely official. / won der
how they think they can keep it from happening."

"I'm sure they havesomeplan, which is why I let them know we can link," Kambil replied, sharing the
general amusement. "They were probably counting on tackling us one at a time, but now they know that
won't be possible."

"How can all of you find thisfunny?"'Delin suddenlydemanded, his inner thoughts in complete turmoil. "If
we don't agree to their terms they won't let us be publiclySeated , but if we do we'll be completely
powerless. And why haven't we linked yet the way you said we would?"

"Delin, we're notgoingto link," Kambil explained as he automatically calmed the fool's agitation. "If we do
we'll be wasting our strength, especially since I intend to keep alert against any sort of attack. If someone
tries something I'll initiate the Blending, which will protect us from any thing they care to try. Youdo
remember that we canBlend even when at a distance from one another?"

"And don't worry about our being powerless," Bron added when Delin nodded jerkily to Kambil's
question.' 'They can threaten not to hold the public Seating ceremony, but they won't be able to follow
through on the threat. The only official power the Advisory Board has is through the Seated Blending,
and that remains true no matter how far they've gone past it unofficially. If they keep us from beingSeated
, they'll just be cutting their own throats."

"Yes, of course, you're right," Delin said after Kambil touched him with complete belief. "I'd forgotten
about that, and I appreciate your reminding me. So let's forget about those fools and go have a look at
our new quarters."

With that he rose from his chair immediately and headed for the door, leaving Kambil to exchange
glances with the others before they also rose to follow. Delin was back to thinking of himself as their
leader, but it wouldn't be for long. And as long as they each had their own wings of the palace to live in,
putting up with Delin would be a good deal easier.

Kambil smiled as his group of personal servants came forward to greet him and introduce themselves,
and then he let them lead the way into his wing. After he had a look around he would find a comfortable
spot for privacy, and then he would do some thinking. Any ultimata would not be presented by Velim,
that was absolutely certain. They would be brought by the real powers on the Advisory Board, the men
who were closest to the late Zolind and who hadn't shown themselves today.

He'd been planning to do away with those men, but now Kambil smiled again as he reconsidered his
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options. Some of them would certainly prove useful to him, and if he found it possible to take control of
them, he'd have no need to deal with incompetent bunglers like Velim. In fact he'd be able to rid the
Board ofall its deadwood, which would be just as satisfying as ridding it of strong opposition. Yes, he'd
definitely have to think about that...

Delin made himself comfortable with a cup of tea in the beautiful little study while a meal was being
prepared for him, enjoying being alone after that tour. He'd never really stopped to think about it sooner,
but the term "wing" ac tually meant what it suggested. There were thirty bedcham bers in his wing, most
of them part of actual apartments, and that didn't count servants' quarters. The kitchens wereenormous,
there were four dining rooms of varying sizes, and two gigantic ballrooms. There were also three libraries,
four conference rooms of different sizes, and half a dozen small meeting rooms, none of which includedhis
private suite.

The tea in his cup tasted better than any tea he'd ever had, especially since he'd taken the trouble to
check it with his talent before drinking it. He'd do the same with the food they brought, and then he
would enjoy it even more than the tea. He'd finally made it to where he belonged, to where hedeservedto
be, and he had no intention of denying him self a single moment of the pleasure.

Despite the fact that the Advisors would try to take it away from him.Delin's fist clenched in fury as he
remem bered that, also remembering how lightly his groupmates had taken the danger. Apparently they
were too innocent to understand just how difficult the Advisors could make life for them, which was
why*it was a good thinghewas their leader. He knew trouble when he saw it, and was also pre pared to
do something about it.

A smile finally turned Delin's lips, brought about by the discovery of the one feature of his wing that he'd
taken the trouble to ask about: the section of his personal guard used for political assassinations. He'd
discovered their existence by the merest accident, having thumbed through the private journal of the late
husband of one of his group of older women. The man had found out about the assassins and had feared
he'd become one of their victims because of the knowledge, and there the journal had abruptly ended.

Delin had asked the woman how her husband had died, and she'd told him the death was perfectly
natural. She'd also told him that no one else had read the journal, and she'd even forgotten it was there.
The slut was such a woolhead that when Delin took the journal with him, she'd never no ticed. After
reading it carefully Delin had destroyed it, mak ing sure in that way that no one else would be able to
discover what he had.

And now he stood in a position to make use of his knowl edge. He'd spoken to the head of his guard
only briefly, but certainlylong enough to determine that there would be no hesitation on anyone's part in
accepting his orders. They would do exactly as he told them to, and the orders he gave after he finished
his meal would be a schedule for tomorrow, to be carried out after he and the others wereSeated .

But tonight, tonight would be the sublime end to a life time of fear and misery. Delin'sheart beat faster at
the thought of it, excitement and delight causing his blood to rush about. Tonight he would have his
parents brought to him secretly, gagged, of course, and he would sit and watch as they were slowly put
to death. His mother, the slut, de served death for never having protected him, but his father... as long as
his father continued tolive, Delin knew he would never find it possible to breathe freely.

Tonight would be marvelous, then, and afterward he'd have to think about seeing to Kambil. He was
certain he'd meant to do something about the man sooner, and couldn't imagine why he hadn't. Ah well,
tomorrow was another day, with any number of days coming after that....
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ELEVEN

It felt as though the coach ride lasted forever, and I couldn't keep from dozing for shorter and longer
periods of time. Naran had fallen asleep not long after we left my old neigh borhood, and Rion and
Valiant Ro hadn't awakened at any point. I felt completely alone again, but touching the power made the
loneliness slightly more bearable. It also helped that Meerk was there for us, assuming he'd been telling
the complete truth. If only Jovvi or Lorand could have been there to confirm what Meerk had said...

I sighed over that,then impatiently reminded myself how useless wishing was. If Jovvi and Lorand
weren't lost some where, we wouldn't have needed help from anyone. Naran had tried to say she knew
they weren't dead, but thinking about it let me know the same thing with a good deal more certainty. I'd
suddenly understood that I would be imme diately aware of theirdeath, and that no matterwhereour
enemies had hidden them.

The comfort of that thought let me nod off again, but as soon as our rate of motion changed I awoke
again. The coach had begun to slow, and the darkened neighborhood showed hulking warehouses
standing silent all around. Some of them looked abandoned, while others were littered with debris
showing how casually uncaring their users were. There was no pride of ownership visible—if the owners
of warehouses ever did show pride. I'd never been anywhere near a neighborhood like that before, so I
had no idea how such people thought.

The coach passed an intersection of streets at the slower pace,then slowed even more as we

approached the middle of the block. Meerk, who had been riding on the box with the driver, dropped off
the coach at a run, and not just to maintain his balance. He continued to run until he reached a wide door
in one of the buildings, which he then drew open. I didn't know how really wide it was until the coach
passed through with inches to spare, taking us into a dim, vast,lanternlit area. As the driver pulled his
horses to a stop, I heard the wide door being closed behind us.

"Where are we?" Naran asked sleepily, straightening up in the seat.' 'Have we gotten there yet?"

"T'd say yes, we're there, but don't ask me where 'there' is," I responded, trying to see into the shadows
of the im mense building. "And people are starting to appear from somewhere, looking as sleepy as you
sound."

"Haveyougotten any sleep?" she asked softly as I watched Meerk approach one of the newcomers and
begin to speak to him. "I know you're supposed to guard the rest of us, Tamrissa, but you can't do that if
you're falling off your feet."

"Since I'm not currently on my feet, I don't think we have to worry about it," I commented, paying more
atten tion to Meerk and the man he spoke with. The conversation was too low for me to hear, but they
didn't seem to be exchanging any secret nods to indicate prearranged plans, nor were they looking
particularly furtive. The man rubbed his eyes while listening to Meerk, nodded as he ran his hands
through his hair, then turned to a group of other men while Meerk headed back to the coach.

"Paisin tells me there are quarters ready for you," Meerk said when he reached us, looking up first at me
and then at Naran. "They'd given up expecting us anymore tonight, but the quarters are still available.
There's also food in case you're hungry, but first we have to get the men and your luggage out of the
coach. The driver needs to be out of here before the neighborhood starts to wake up, which happens
extremely early."
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"I thought the area was abandoned," I said, moving to ward the door he'd opened and beginning to
climb out of the coach."Recently abandoned, possibly, but definitely no longer in use."

"None of it's abandoned, including this warehouse," he replied, helping me to the ground before turning
to offer Naran the same assistance. ""When the workday starts, our people will start with it. Wagons will
come with shipments of produce to be unloaded, and later on empty wagons will come to pick up what
was unloaded. No one knows that part of each shipment stays here to be used by our own people, but
then it's no one's business but ours."

"Is everyone here part of your organization?" I asked, watching the man Meerk had called Paisin send
people in different directions before starting to lead six big men to ward us. "They allseemto know what's
going on so I suppose they are, but what about the men who work here during the day? Surely some of
themaren't members."

"We can't afford to have anyone around who isn't one of our own," Meerk said, his attention returned to
me now that Naran had also left the coach. "From time to time we transfer people elsewhere, and then
we 'hire' replacements for them. What we actually do is pretend to hire people we already know and
have been waiting for, making it look as though there's a normal turnover in our workers. Dama Domon,
Dama Whist, allow me to introduce my second-in-command here, Paisin Phile. You'll also meet the
others, buttomorrow's soon enough."

"We're very relieved to see youladies, and the gentlemen as well," Paisin Phile said politely. He was a
tall, thin man who looked as though he were weak-willed or possibly waspish, but his even, friendly tone
and the smile on his long face belied that. "We were afraid Alsin hadn't been able to locate you, and you
were wandering around the city only two steps away from being found and arrested. We ought to be
able to keep you safe here, at least for a while.If you'll excuse us for a minute?"

His request was just for formality's sake, as Meerk—Alsin—had already said the coach had to be on its
way. Two of Paisin's men went to the boot for our bags, and the other four, working two at a time, got
Rion and Valiant Ro out of their seats. Both men continued to sleep soundly, even while they were
carried toward a flight of stairs.

"We have most of the upper floor fixed up for our own use," Alsin said, gesturing me along with him
toward the stairs. Naran already followed close behind Rion's limpbody, looking slightly less worried
when a third man joined each group of two to help get the Unconscious men up the steps.

"The front of the floor looks perfectly normal with crates and bales," Alsin continued, "but those crates
and bales are just for show. Behind them is where our people stay when, for one reason or another, they
can't go home. Sometimes, like tonight, they stay because there's work to be done."

"And what do you do when you're not rescuing people who are rightfully the next Seated Blending?" 1
asked, find ing it easy to keep the bitterness out of my tone. I felt much too tired to be bitter, but possibly
tomorrow I'd be able to manage it.

"What do you mean, rightfully the next Seated Blend ing?" he asked, staring at me with a frown. "You
and the others lost the competition, but you're much too valuable in spite of that to let the nobles dispose
of you. That's why we worked to keep track of you afterward—I'm babbling. Please tell me what you

meant."

"I meant what I said," I replied with a shrug, stopping near the stairs to give the men doing the carrying a
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chance to get up them. "We were about to win the competition, we knew it beyond all doubt, and then
suddenly we were un conscious. I asked Lanir about it before I left, and he ad mitted they'd put hilsom
powder in our underclothes. When it became clear that we would win, they had some talents shake the
underclothes so we'd breathe in the powder. Once it forced us loose from our abilities, Middles in Earth
magic put us to sleep. That's why we dropped as though poleaxed, and that's why we stayed down."

When he heard that he growled under his breath, looking as though he would prefer to snarl.

"Excuse me for that," he said after a moment, his anger under slightly better control. "We were sure they
couldn't possibly do anything underhanded with thousands of people watching, but they did it anyway.
And the neutral judges were a waste of time, with their talk of needing to be cir cumspect and not
arguing about what they were allowed access to! We can't be unreasonable, they always insist—! I
should have remembered what happened at the challenge for Seated High in Earth magic...."

"[ can't see how you could have prevented what hap pened without you and your people being in
power," I said, understanding his anger all too well. "They had everything their own way, but it won't be
the same the next time we go up against them. Why were you able to trace me and Rion and Valiant, but
not Jovvi and Lorand?"

"We had people watching the amphitheater, of course," he answered, only partially distracted from his
irate regrets. "You and one of those men were taken away from it in private carriages, and the House
insignia were perfectly clear. The other man was put into a wagon with nothing to show who it belonged
to, but a female noble questioned the wagon driver rather closely, and my watcher recognized her.Which
was a lucky thing, because no one was able to follow the wagon. Or wagons, since Dom Coll and the
other lady were taken away in wagons of their own."

"Why wasn't anyone able to follow them?" I asked, aware of the frown I wore. "Most wagons don't
move fast enough to suit anyone, since most people end up getting stuck behind them. It should even be
possible to follow one on foot."

"Normally you would be right," he agreed with a nod filled with annoyance. "Following a wagon is
effortless even if you don't want to follow it—except when a largenumber of guardsmen stop all traffic to
let the carriages of nobles go first. The wagons had already gone past the line of guardsmen, and by the
time my people were able to fol low, there was no sign of them."

"I'm suddenly furious with myself," I said as an abrupt realization hit me. "If Eltrina Razas was able to
have Val iant brought to her, she knows where he was taken. That means she might also know where the
others were sent, and I made no effort to question her. Of all the stupid over sights..."

"No, you're wrong," he said, looking as though the same sort of revelation had struck him as well. "I'm
the stupid one, because I was told when Dom Ro was brought to the Razas woman, and I made no
effort to find out if the watch ers followed the wagon back to where it had come from! Damn! It's too
late to send for the men now, but first thing in the morning—!"

He turned and took the stairs two at a time, able to go all the way to the top and beyond because the
men with their burdens had already disappeared. A glance back showed that our coach had also left, and
the wide door was once again closed tight. That left nothing for me to do but raise my skirts and follow
everyone upstairs, although I wouldn't have minded being carried myself. It been a long, tiring day, and
was destined to be even longer.

By the time I reached the top of the wide staircase, the only one in sight was Alsin Meerk, striding back

Page 53



in my direction. All around were the shadowed outlines of the bales and crates he'd mentioned, looking
faintly ominous in the dimness. At another time I might have felt nervous, at least until I saw Alsin Meerk's
expression.

"Dama Domon, I'm so sorry!" he apologized even be fore he reached me, embarrassed mortification
riding him heavily. "I didn't mean to abandon you like that, but finding out that we might not be at a dead
end after all—! I usually have better manners than that, and I hope you'll forgive my thoughtlessness."

"If you happen to have a hot cup of tea hidden up here somewhere, I'll probably be willing to forgive
quite a lot of things," I returned, adding a smile in an effort to ease his very obvious discomfort. "In fact, if
you want the real truth, I'll settle for cold tea and then simply warm it myself."

"No decent host would put an honored guest to the trou ble of warming her own tea," he replied with a
grin that softened his craggy features almost to the point of attrac tiveness. "If you'll be so kind as to
follow me, I'll show you to where you can sit and enjoy that cup of tea."

His bow and gesture weren't entirely serious, but the courtliness wasn't a complete mockery either. |
acknowl edged his gesture with a matching nod before going along, wondering where all the comforts
he'd mentioned were hid den. The vast floor looked completely filled with all the things warehouses are
reputed to be filled with, leaving nothing but narrow aisles here and there among the looming shadows.

"Here we are," he said after leading me all the way to the right and in front of a larger than usual crate.
"The 'merchandise' stored up here was carefully made by some of our members, and are works of art
that can even stand up to close inspection. This entryway, however, isn't the same, so we keep it locked
when it isn't in use."

As he spoke he pushed on the front face of the crate, and it swung silently inward. That made a
doorway almost as wide as the one we'd come into the warehouse through, one which showed a good
deal more light and warmth beyond it. Alsin gestured me forward with a smile, so I stepped in and
looked around while he closed and locked the unusual door behind us.

From where I stood it was possible to see nothing but two long corridors, one stretching straight ahead
on my right, and the second doing the same to the left. We stood in a fairly wide entrance area that was
lit with lamps, more lamps spaced along the walls of both corridors. There was nothing in the way of
decoration to be seen, and in fact the place looked as though it were made of crate facings.

"Your friends were taken that way," Alsin said, pointing up the corridor to the right. "I'll show you where
they are on the way to that hot cup of tea, so you won't spend your time wondering."

I appreciated the thoughtfulness of that, once again find ing myself surprised that this was the same man
who had brought Hat to the residence and then had threatened Lor and. Remembering that, I had a
sudden idea.

"You didn't justhappento get involved with Hat,did you?" I said, trying not to sound accusing. "You
deliber ately did something to make him beholden to you, just to gain access tous."

"The opportunity was much too good to pass up," he admitted, looking a bit shamefaced. "We don't
often get access to those who test for High, and the reason for that is another story. When I came across
that boy trying to drown his sorrows in drink while gambling away every copper he had, I believed his
claim about having a friend who had certainly passed the test. No one else believed him, though, so I had
no trouble becoming the one he lost his money to.
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It was a good thing I did, too, because he was making every effort to cheat."

"I can't say I'm surprised,” I commented, glancing through the occasional doorways we passed on our
left. Most of them were empty, but one held Paisin and a group of men seated around a table. We
seemed to be in an area of conference rooms, and I wondered if Paisin was in the process of passing on
whatever orders Alsin had given him.

"The boy wasn't a particularly nice person," Alsin agreed with a sigh. "He kept muttering things about
how Dom Coll had stolen his rightful place, so when his debt to me mounted really high, I was able to
order him to a place where he would see all the hopefuls pass by in their coaches on the way to their
practicing. That was how he spotted Dom Coll, whom he immediately pointed out to me. I told him I
knew the coach driver, which wasn't a lie, and was able to put him in contact with Dom Coll that way. I
went along the second time to make a contact of my own, which worked out better than I could have
hoped."

"Were you ever able to locate Hat after that farce of a challenge?" I asked, suddenly curious all over
again. "Lorand said you weren't able to, but was that the truth?"

"T wish it weren't," he said, frustration clear in the words. "The boy disappeared completely, and I can't
help feeling that if I'd located him I'd have some idea about where your missing friends are. I also can't
shake the con viction that something is going on that none of us knows about, something the nobility is
involved in that they don'twantus to know about."

"Lanir said he had no idea where my friends were, but now I'm wondering if that was the truth," I
admitted with a sigh. "It might have been possible to force him into telling me what he knew if I'd tried,
but now it's much too late even if [ wanted to go back to that house."

"He's dead, then?" Alsin asked after a very brief hesi tation, obviously trying to be circumspect. "He was
the Seated High in Fire magic, but you had no trouble besting him? That alone should be part of the proof
we need

"It won't really do you any good," I told him, my head-shake having caused his words to trail off. "Lanir
wasn't dead when I left, just burned out. He was no more than a fairly strong Middle, but he knew I was
a High. He tried to force himself pasta Middle's natural stopping point in an effort to match and defeat
me, but ended up burning himself out instead. We can't really say I bested him, because I never had the
chance to."

"But you could have, couldn't you?" he persisted, look ing as though he thought furiously. "That should
be enough, especially when they promote his first alternate and try to protect the man the way they
protected Porvin. A challenge has to be held no later than one week after the man isSeated , and if we
spread the word it will beverywell at tended. We also have enough of our people in positions that will let
us enter our own candidate for the challenge, and once their pet loses there won't be anything they can
do about it"

"Personally, I'd hate to be that winning candidate," I said, trying to be gentle about bringing him down to
earth. "Do I have to tellyouwhat's most likely to happen to the person? They'll be able to insist on seeing
to the winner themselves, away from all those witnesses in the audience. At that point they'd be able to
do anything to him, possibly even causing a fatal 'accident' after neutralizing him with hilsom powder. Do
you really want to throw someone's life away like that?"
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"No, you're right of course," he admitted with a deep sigh, his previous enthusiasm dying. "As long as
they're still completely in charge of things, someone put into their hands would have no chance at all. It's
just that it's now become worse than ever, to accept havingthem running things when I know for a fact
that they don't deserve to. And your friends should be in there."

We'd turned a corner to the left, which, after a few steps, led to a widening of the corridor. Rooms
stood closer to gether in this area, but the doors also stood closed—except for the one at the end, which
didn't seem to have a door. The room Alsin had pointed to was on the right, and I opened the door
quietly to peek inside.

A number of cots were arranged in a row, six to be pre cise, and Rion and Valiant Ro lay stretched out
on two of them. Naran lay on a third, but the cot had been pushed as close to Rion's as possible, and she
held his hand tightly between both of her own. She looked at me and smiled when I put my head in, so |
returned the smile and withdrew again.

"I'm sorry I didn't mention this sooner, but I'm afraid you're going to have to find someplace else to put
Valiant Ro," I said once I'd closed the door again. "He can't abide small, closed-in spaces with no
windows, and if he wakes up in there he'll suffer quite a lot. Is there anything you can do?"

"As a matter of fact, there is," Alsin agreed, nodding as though I'd said nothing unusual. "Dom Ro isn't
the only man with a problem like that, and it made no sense to ex clude a man from our ranks just
because he has an unusual need. One of these rooms is built against a wide access-window, one that
hasn't been used since another warehouse was put up really close to this one. The window faces a blank
wall, but if necessary someone could climb out of it and shinny down the pulley rope, which was left for
pre cisely that reason. I'll have him moved right away."

We'd been walking toward the room without a door as we talked, and now Alsin moved ahead to enter
it first. When I followed I saw a large room containing a number of tables and chairs, with another
doorless entry directly opposite the one I stood in. Although there was seating for more, the room only
had three small groups of men, seated separately. Some of the men ate and some simply drank whatever
was in their cups, and Alsin had walked over to one of the groups. After he spoke to the three men, they
nodded and rose and left the room the way we'd just come in.

"They'll take him to the window dormitory right away," Alsin said as he returned to me. "And I always
seem to be abandoning you, so I'd better make immediate amends. The tea you wanted is right over
here, and it can be joined by a meal if you happen to be hungry."

"Thank you, but I'm not," I answered, letting him guide me to the left to a long counter against the wall.
The counter held the largest tea service I'd ever seen, with what looked like fifty cups without saucers.
"Are you really expecting that many people to be thirsty during the night, or is that arrangement simply
preparation for the morning?"

"A bit of both," he replied with a smile as he reached for one of the cups. "We occasionally have people
coming and going at all hours here, so it's easier to keep things ready than to make them ready. Your tea,
lady, and the sugaris right over there."

I accepted the cup he'd filled while giving him a nod of thanks, then put sugar into the tea while he
poured a cup for himself. My fingertips told me that the tea could stand to be a bit hotter, so when he put
his cup down near the sugar I warmed his tea as well as my own. One of the men sitting in the room
gasped, and Alsin glanced at him questioningly until he picked up his cup again.
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"Ah, now [ understand why Gorliss was so surprised and impressed," Alsin said with a chuckle. "You
warmed our tea, and since Gorliss is technically on watch, he's touching the power. I hadn't remembered
that his aspect is Fire magic, but now there can't be any doubt. I think I'd better introduce you."

Just then the three men who had left abruptly returned, two of them carrying Valiant Ro's still-limp body.
The third seemed to be in charge of leading the way, probably to open and close doors. We waited until
they passed through the room, then Alsin led the way toward the table where the man Gorliss sat.

"There are no others in the dormitory room he's being taken to, so Dom Ro won't find himself crowded
if he awak ens early," Alsin murmured as we walked. "There are also special arrangements for food to
be brought there, and if you like there's a place for you in the room as well."

"Thank you, but I prefer to stay with my other friends," I replied, not quite able to produce a smile. Then
I raised my voice a bit to add, "It should amuse you that your friend Gorliss here seems to be a stronger
Middle than the former Seated High in Fire magic: And you can tell him that he needn't hold to the power
quite so tightly. I'm saving my strength for any nobles I happen to come across."

That produced chuckling in all the men, especially the one who had been staring at me so intensely. Alsin
intro duced me to everyone, and the man Gorliss shook his head ruefully.

"I apologize for reactin' like that, ma'am, but you're surely the strongest talent I ever did feel," he said.
"There's some who tell mel'ma monster, but my strength compared to yours..."

He shook his head, and Alsin smiled in the same rueful way.

"I know just what you mean, Gorliss," he admitted. "I used to think I had all the strength there was, and
then I watched her friend Dom Coll at work. He made me feel like a Low talent, and he wasn't even
straining. When Dama Domon and the others finally get to take their proper place as the Seated Five, no
one will have to wonder if they de serve to be there."

The men all agreed with that rather more strongly than I expected them to, and then Alsin excused us
and led the way to a table a short distance away. He seated me before settling into his own chair, and
then he smiled rather wearily.

"It's been a very long day, so I imagine you're glad to finally have the tea and chair you were promised,"
he said. "Personally, I'm not tired at all, and if necessary I could just keep on going for another—oh, two
or three minutes at least.As long as I spend the time sitting down."

"I don't know if I'm quite that strong," I said with a smile I didn't have to force. "If I didn't need this tea
to help me unwind, I'd probably already be asleep. Would you prefer to wait until tomorrow before
telling me what your organization is all about?"

"I don't have to be awake to talk about the organiza tion," he said after sipping at his tea. "I know our
aims sowell, I probably recite them in my sleep as it is. Do you have any idea how hard it is for people to
make something of themselves in our society? I'm not talking about people withno ethics or conscience,
because people like that al ways manage to prosper—at the expense of those around them. I'm talking
about your average man or woman, or dinary, decent people."

"No, actually, I don't," I admitted, sipping at my own tea. "My parents are the sort you mentioned first,
without ethics or conscience, and so are all their friends and ac quaintances. Why is it so hard for decent
people to get ahead?"
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"The nobility is why," he responded, bitterness creepinginto his voice. "Everyone gets a basic education
because the schools teach obedience as well as restraint in using one's talent, but in order to go beyond
the basics, you have to have a 'sponsor.' The sponsor must be a member of the nobility, but you don't
even get to see him. You simply make your payment to his agent, the higher the payment, the higher up
on the list your name goes. After that you're allowed to pay through the nose for the education itself—
and then just try to find a job where you can use what you learned."

"What about those who don't want a higher education?" I asked, only just beginning to understand how
really shel tered I'd been. "There's nothing wrong with opening a shop or providing a service, and a lot of
people seem to have done just that."

"No, a lot of people do it for various members of the nobility," Alsin corrected gently, leaning forward to
put his forearms on the table. "Not one man or woman in ten owns his or her own business. What they
do is buy a license from the noble in charge of their section of the city,then they pay three-quarters of
what their business earns to its real owner. All expenses are paid out of their end, and they're allowed to
live on whatever's left."

"That's outrageous," I stated, beginning to get angry. "No wonder they're all so rich without having to lift
a fin ger. But why do people stand for it? Why don't they leave the city and move elsewhere so they can
live better?"

"Where would you suggest they go?" he asked, smiling without amusement. "There isn't a single part of
this empire that the nobles don't own, even if most of the time they livehere. They have agents Jo
represent them everywhere, so they don'thaveto be on the spot to collect their gold. We might as well
have brands on our shoulders and steel collars welded closed around our necks. We're slaves to them in
everything but name."

"It's not supposed to be like that," I said with a shake of my head, the agitation growing. "I know there
was a time when the nobles didn't own everything, and we need to bring that time back again. What are
you doing to make it happen?"

"One of the things we'renotdoing is racing around like chickens with their heads cut off," he soothed, his
amuse ment for some reason returned. "There have been other or ganizations from time to time, but none
of them were able to accomplish anything because they tried to attack the no bles themselves. We're out
to show that the nobles are main taining themselves in power by breaking the law. If we can do that,then
we can take the individual nobles down without their being able to scream about lawless rebellion. And
with the law onourside, most of the guard will have to support us."

"I don't see things working out that way," I said with another shake of my head. "Most people are
content to live quietly even with things as they are, so you can't expect support from them. If you come
forward—with just your supporters—claiming the nobles are breaking the law, those same nobles will
laugh and tell you to take them to court and then they'll go about their business. That business will consist
of delaying or outright squashing any charges being brought against them, in the meanwhile having you
and your people quietly arrested. You can't bring charges in court if you don't come forward, and if you
do come forward you'll never live long enough to see those charges pressed. You need to do something
else entirely."

"Like what?" he asked, the amusement gone again. "Re cruit an army and depose the nobles by force?

Not only does that go against everything we believe in, it just isn't possi ble. It takes experience and
training to use the talents of an army effectively, and no one among us has that. It's been far too long since

Page 58



our empirehadan army, so any veterans we might have recruited are long since dead."

"How does the empire get along without an army?" I asked in confusion. "Especially since we're
supposedly still expanding into what used to be other people's countries?No , never mind, the question
isn't relevant. What is relevant is that your plans will never work. I'm sorry to have to tell you that, but I
prefer to hurt your feelings rather than stand back and watch you die. Thank you for the tea. I think I'm
ready to sleep now."

He rose when I did, but he made no effort to come with me when I left the room. He'd looked furiously
unhappy, but he obviously couldn't think of anything else to say in argument against what I'd told him. I
suspected he knew as well as I did that his plan would never work, and had kept on with it only because
no one had been able to think of anything better.

Opening the door quietly to the spartan communal bed chamber showed that Naran now slept as
soundly as Rion. I slipped inside and closed the door again just as quietly, tiptoed to the door on the far
side of the room in an effort to locate privacy facilities, and was glad to find them just behind the door. I
used them quickly,then returned to the outer room where I chose a cot to lie down on. I was hardly used
to sleeping in my clothes, but if Naran had been able to do it then I had the hope of being able to do the
same.

Hope... I lay on my right side, the tiny pillow under my cheek, my gaze on Naran and Rion. Although
both lay sound asleep, they nevertheless continued to hold hands. That was probably what being able to
hope did for you, which was why I'd never have what they did between them. I could hope to fall asleep,
but I'd never learn to hope for any situation which had the power to bring such incredible pain if itdidn't
succeed. Whenit didn'tsucceed...

I closed my eyes, but sleep was a very long time in com ing.

Twelve

Rion yawned and stretched, then got a good enough look at his surroundings to wonder where in blazes
he was. The last thing he remembered was being at Mother's house.... "No, that's not the last thing," he
murmured when he saw Tamrissa sound asleep just a few beds away. Memory now flooded back about
the way he'd been rescued, and Naran had been there as well. He had a vague memory of traveling in a
coach forever, and then of being carried. And Valiant had also beenthere...

Without stopping to think, Rion swung his legs off the thin, narrow bed and stood, pausing to stretch
again before realizing that he'd done it all without help. That abomination he'd been fed had finally worn
off, then, and what a relief it was. Hobbling about like an old man, needing the help of others to walk
without falling—

Sudden worry caused Rion to stand unmoving. His mind seemed perfectly all right, but he'd abruptly
remembered what Mother had said about his talent. He was supposed to have been permanently
damaged, especially since he hadn't been free to fight against the damage. Well, he seemed to be free
now, so it might be wisest to see if something pos itive could be done.

Rion first took a deep breath to bracehimself against what he might find, and then he gingerly reached

toward the power. There was a slight drag to his efforts at first, as though he needed to break through
some sort of delicate barrier, and then his touch was full and sure. Strength flowed into him, both physical
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and talent-wise, and once again he was aware of everything to do with the air about him.

"It's all there, just as it was before the betrayal!" he whispered ecstatically, needing to say the words
aloud to make them absolutely real and true. But he had no wish to waken Tamrissa from the sleep she
so obviously needed, and he also wanted to find Naran. It would be nice to know where they were, and
also what they'd be doing next

A door at the far end of the narrow room opened on a privacy facility, so Rion made use of it before
trying the other door. He also used the shaving gear near the basin to rid himself of stubble, and splashed
water into his face to drive away the last mists of sleep. But finding a bath house would soon become an
absolute, top-drawer priority. He'd never slept in his clothes before, and disliked the sweaty, rumpled
sensation doing it had left behind.

The second door led into a corridor, and after closing the thing as silently as possible he followed the
corridor to an archway at what appeared to be its end. As he approached he heard low conversation,
and stepping inside showed him a room filled with tables and chairs and people eating. Hun ger suddenly
touched him as well, but Naran had seen him come in. He first wanted to give her the good news, and
then he would find a plate to fill.

"Good morning, my love," Naran greeted him with a matchless smile once he was close enough, her
lovely eyes shining. "I'm delighted to see you up and around again, and I apologize for not waiting until
you awoke. When I opened my eyes I discovered that I was ravenous, and so had to come looking for
something to eat."

"Apologies would be necessary only if youhadn'tseen to yourself, my love," he returned, bending to
exchange a quick kiss with her. "And [ must say I agree with you. It's a very good morning indeed."

"Oh, Rion, you've completely returned to yourself!" she exclaimed delightedly, taking the hand he held
out. "I knew you would, but there was confusion about when. Oh, excuse my terrible manners. This
gentleman is Dom Paisin Phile, one of those who are so kindly helping us."

The tall, thin man sitting with Naran rose with a smile to offer his hand, and Rion took it while showing
his own smile. It was marvelous to feel like a full managain, and also to be treated like one....

"It's good to see you up and about, Dom Mardimil," the man Phile said warmly. "Please help yourself to
something to break your fast, and then I'll leave you and Dama Whist alone."

"It's difficult to be alone in a room filled with so many people, Dom Phile," Rion responded easily.
"Please stay where youare, and I'll return in a moment."

Phile nodded his thanks for and acceptance of the invi tation, so Rion went to locate the food he'd been
able to smell ever since he'd walked in. The long counter he found it on wasn't precisely a buffet, and the
platters holding the food weren't warmers. But there was still a circle of warmth around the eggs, bacon,
and fried potatoes, as well as around the lightly toasted bread. Those four things were the only offerings,
but there was enough of each that Rion was able to help himself with a free hand.

After taking a dollop of butter and one pinch each of salt and pepper from the bowls holding them, Rion
prepared a cup of tea then returned to the table where Naran and Phile sat. It was faintly amusing that at
one time Rion would have been unable to touch any of the crudely arranged food, but Mother's
prejudices happily no longer affected him.
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"Dom Phile was just telling me what some of his people are doing now," Naran said when Rion sat with
his plate and cup in front of him. "They haven't been able to locate Jovvi and Lorand either, but Dom
Meerk feels they might pick up a clue from Valiant's situation. He was brought to that vile Eltrina Razas's
house from somewhere, and the men who had been watching her house might just have fol lowed the
wagon which brought him when it returned to wherever it had come from."

"Unfortunately those men aren't here, or we would al ready know if one of them did follow the wagon
back," Phile put in, his expression one of disturbance mixed with frustration and anxiety. "I sent people to
search for them first thing this morning, as soon as the warehouse opened. We can't afford to have our
men be seen coming and going from here at all hours unless there's an emergency, and your arrival during
the wee hours was emergency enough for one day."

"When we do manage to locate them, at least I'll be able to assist Tamrissa in freeing them," Rion put in
after swal lowing. "I would have dearly loved being able to help with Valiant, even though Tamrissa had
no need of my help. You have no idea how helpless one feels..."Rion shook his head, forcibly dismissing
the memory, then added, "And speaking of Valiant, what became of him? He was neither in that sleeping
room, nor, so far as I can see, is he in this room. Has he gone out of wherever this place happens to be?"

"We're in a secret section of a warehouse," Phile replied, then went on to describe the location of their
surroundings before adding, "And Dom Ro was taken to a dormitory room with a window. I was told
that Dam a Domon men tioned how uncomfortable he would find it to be inthisarea with us, so
Alsin—Dom Meerk—had him moved."

"I would appreciate directions to where he is," Rion said with a nod after another bite. "Once I finish
breakfasting, I mean to go and see how he's doing. I'm certain he'll be just as eager to help free Jovvi and
Lorand as [ am."

"And I'll go with you," Naran said with a smile. "I need to see both of you up and about for a time before
I'll find it possible to wipe away the image of the two of you just lying there unmoving—Pleaseexcuse me
while I go for an other cup of tea."

Rion put a supporting hand to her arm for a moment before allowing her to hurry away, just to help
convince her that he really was returned to himself. He hadn't fully un derstood just how frantic she must
have been when none of them returned to the residence, but he was beginning to. Add to that the way
he'd looked when Tamrissa had freed him... It was a wonder that his poor beloved hadn't broken down
in hysterics....

Naran was smiling easily again by the time she returned with a fresh cup of tea, giving Rion a better idea
of the strength possessed by the woman he loved. He couldn't have been more proud of her, and he
spent the rest of the meal gazing at her in wonder. Howhehad been so blessed as to gain her love was a
mystery he would likely never solve, most especially now that he knew himself to be something other than
a real noble. He was no more than a sham in that respect, but with Naran beside him he would forge a
reality even stronger and more successful.

When Rion had finished, Phile offered to guide them to Valiant rather than simply supplying directions.
Rion and Naran accepted the warmly given offer,then followed the man through the archway on the far
side of the dining area. The place reminded Rion of that tavern he and the other men of the residence had
had such a marvelous time in, the tavern where he'd first met Naran. No wonder he'd felt so immediately
at home in the area, or rather,notathome...

Phile turned right up the corridor, then, after a short dis tance, right again. This latter corridor proved to
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be rather long, but at the end of it was a crossing corridor which held three doorways fairly close
together. Phile stopped there and indicated the door farthest to the left.

"Dom Ro was put in there, as there were already men in the other two dormitories," he said. "We've
learned that those who feel discomfort in windowless places also dislike being in the midst ofcrowds, and
it's in all our best interests to have Dom Ro recover as quickly and completely as pos sible. If you should
happen to need me, ask any of the men you see to come get me. I'll be doing my—'job'—in the
warehouse."

He left with a parting smile, providing Rion with a reason to admire his discretion. Another man might
have hung about, having no idea that his presence might be an intru sion. It was pleasant to knock on the
indicated door with no one but Naran beside him... just in case Valiant wasn't as fully returned to himself
as he should be....

Rion waited,then knocked a second time, but when he still received no answer he reached to the
doorknob and quietly opened the door. His ability told him that someone was indeed in the room, and it
was perfectly possible that Valiant hadn't yet awakened. If so, he and Naran would simply have to return
a bit later....

And the person in the room certainly did prove to be Valiant. The big ex-sea captain lay on his back on
the nar row bed closest to the large window, a window which had been swung open almost completely.
The blank side of a building stood no more than feet beyond the window, but a rope and pulley
arrangement at the window's side said that reaching the street outside would be no more than slightly
difficult. Rion knew that Valiant must appreciate the ar rangement quite a bit, at the same time realizing
that the man was awake.

"Valiant, are you all right?" Rion asked with quickly growing concern when the man on the bed made no
effort to see who had come in. "It's Rion, and Naran is with me. Is there something we can do? Can we
bring you food?"

"I've already eaten, thank you," Valiant replied in a dis tant, emotionless voice, his gaze unmoving from
the opened window. "A fellow came by earlier, right after [ awoke. He said the eatin' hall is much deeper
inside the maze, and so he brought me a plate with everythin' available. Because he knew [ would never
be able to stand goin' to the eatin' hall myself.

Rion exchanged a worried glance with Naran, but she seemed to be at as much of a loss as he. This
wasn't the same Valiant Ro they'd known, speaking to them as though they weren't really there.
Something was seriously wrong, and although Rion dreaded whatever he might learn, he still had to ask.

"Valiant, tell me what's troubling you," he urged in a gentle voice, stepping more fully into the room. "I
want to help, but it's impossible for me to do so until I learn what I must helpwith.Are you still held in the
grip of that hilsom powder?"

"No, that sedative wore off some time ago,"came the response, still as distant and chilling with all trace
of hu manity gone. "I can get up and walk all by myself now, but I found thatthere's two things Ican'tdo:
go to the eatin' hall and have a meal there, and touch the power. I find it amusin' that I no longer even
know where the poweris,not to speak of touchin' it. [f—people—thought I was useless and pitiful before,
wait until they see me now..."

The lifeless words trailed off, but the silence came far too late to keep Rion from being touched by ice.
Mother had threatenedhimwith permanent damage, but it was Valiant who now had to face the life of a
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cripple. Rion felt like weeping for his brother's loss, but tears had proven them selves useless in really
serious situations, which that one certainly was. He held to Naran instead as she clung to him, trying to
think of what in the world it was possible tosay....

Valiant had to struggle awake, but once he got a grip on the condition he was able to retain that grip. In
another moment he had his eyes open, and then he discovered that the more he did, the less he had to
struggle. Sitting up led to stretching hard, and then he climbed to his feet.

"Better," he muttered as he looked around, running one hand through his hair. His enjoyment of the
freedom wasn't yet complete, not when his muscles felt stiff and his mind fuzzy. It would obviously take a
while before that drug he'd been given was completely gone from his system, but at least he could move
around on his own while he waited for it to be gone. And the first place he meant to move to was the
door in the wall opposite the line of cots. He needed privacy facilities rather badly, but if he'd needed
help to use them...

But happily he needed no help, and when he emerged again he was able to look about a bit more
thoroughly. The big open window at one end of the relatively small room had worked to calm his
automatic unease, but when he opened the door leading out of the room his insides imme diately knotted
up. The corridors beyond the door were tiny and completely enclosed, and there was no telling where
the next window or door to the outside might be found. Valiant felt a clutch of fear at the thought that he
was trapped, and only the presence of the window in the room behind him kept him from falling into
panic. Where in the name of chaoswasthisplace, and what was he doing here?

"Hey, good morning," a voice said, and Valiant turned his head to the left to see a man emerging from
the corridor a few feet away. "We thought you might be up and about by now, so I brought you some
breakfast."

Valiant had already noticed the tray by then, and the aroma of the food had begun to take its turn
knotting his stomach. He stepped back at the stranger's approach and managed something of a smile.

"You're the best-lookin' room maid I've seen in a long time," he commented, glancing around the
sparsely fur nished room again. "There's no table in here to eat at, but I don't mean to letthatstop me. Just
set that tray down on one of the cots, and I'll take it from there. And by the way— thank you for

"

botherin'.

"No problem," the man returned amiably after putting down the tray. "My brother has your trouble, and
when he's here he starts choking everywhere but in one of these dor mitories. Walking down to the
eating area is completely beyond him, since it's a bit like a maze that you walk through to get there. They
finally moved my brother to an other facility, and now he's a lot happier. And since I didn't know what
you would like, I brought some of everything."

"Decent of you," Valiant said distractedly, suddenly not quite as hungry as he'd been. With half the
nobility knowing about his problem, the matter hadn't precisely been a secret until now. But these people
in whatever this place was... now it seemed that all ofthemknew as well, which some how made the
situation more than mildly humiliating.

"Well, go ahead and dig in," the man urged with a ges ture of both hands. "We don't stand on ceremony
here, not when we don't know if some emergency won't keep us from sitting down to our next meal on
time. And we want you and your friends to be healthy and strong. We've needed something everyone
can rally behind for a long time, and once we have all five of you rescued we'll have that some thing."
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"You've found Jovvi and Lorand?" Valiant asked around a mouthful of eggs, hunger finally overcoming
discomfort. "I remember now that they weren't with us."

"We may have found something that will lead us to them," the man replied, pacing around in a tight circle
rather than sitting down. "Some of our people are looking into it now, and you can take my word that
they'll do every thing they can. We've sworn to find a way to bring the nobles down without bloodshed,
and this has to be it."

"You expect to use their cheatin' with us to force them out of power," Valiant stated, staring at the man
thought fully as he chewed. "Simply provin' they cheated won't do anythin' but make them laugh, not
when there's no one around who can demand that they give up their place and make the demand stick. If
they have to, they'll fight to keep what they have; anyone wantin' to take them down has to be just as
willin' to fight."

"But that's not true at all," the man protested with a small laugh. "The nobles may be greedy pigs, but
they aren't stupid. Trying to fight once everyone knows the truth about you is mindless, so they'llhaveto
step down. They simply won't have any other choice."

"They'll have the choice of killin' the first five or ten or a hundred people talkin' against them," Valiant
pointed out, knowing he probably wasted his breath. "After that the talk will stop, and everythin' will go
back to the way it was. If you aren't willin' to fight to get and keep what's important to you, you probably
won't get it in the first place."

"No, it's not going to be like that," the man insisted stubbornly, the words almost a litany. "We'll expose
the nobles for the cheats they are, and then they'll be forced to step down. It's barbaric to think that
people have to befight ingall thetime.... Look, I have work to do, so I'll come back for the tray later.
Enjoy your meal."

And with that he was gone, probably to keep from hearing Valiant ruin his dream again. The world had
need of people who were incapable of fighting, to maintain whatever peace the fighters achieved. That
was the way progress was main tained and improved upon, but as long as human beings were involved,
peace was an unstable condition at best. There would always be someone coming along who wanted to
take away whatever others had managed to earn, and only being ready, willing, and able to fight might
keep that fight from happening. The nobles obviously knew that, consid ering the number of guardsmen
they kept around them selves; a shame that man would never know the same... .

Valiant worked his way through most of the food on the tray, using the contents of the pitcher of tea to
wash it all down. When he finished he felt a good deal better, more ready to face the world and what it
brought. The stiffness in his body was almost gone, and most of the fuzziness in his mind. Now if he could
just figure out a way to find Tamrissa and theothers...

Thought of Tamrissa made Valiant pause, reminding him as it did of the night before. He'd been deeply
and com pletely humiliated in front of her, and afterward he hadn't been able to face her. That pity he'd
been certain she felt... could he have been mistaken and simply imagining things? He loved her so much
that he never wanted to be anything but perfect in hereyes....

Standing up and walking to the window gave Valiant a chance to think, and by the time he had a closer
view of the building which stood so near this one he also had an answer. The questions of where
Tamrissa had spent the night, who had told these people about his problem, and where the woman he
loved might be right now—they said it all. If her own love hadn't turned to pity, she would have been
there when he first opened his eyes.
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He took a very deep breath, realizing he couldn't blame her. He was supposed to be the strength she
relied on to bolster her sometimes less-than-adequate self-confidence, and he'd failed her. Not only
hadn't he been able to rescue her from capture, she'd had the trouble of needing to rescue

Aim! And look at him right now, wanting to go searching for his friends but too afraid to leave the room.
He was patently useless, in everything but his talent—

Another memory froze Valiant where he stood, this time a memory of something said last night during the
coach ride. It was Rion who'd mentioned it, telling the others that his mother had claimed he was
permanently damaged. Tamrissa had said she'd been told something of the same, and he himself had a
very vague memory of something the Razas woman might have said.

But that didn't necessarily mean anything, Valiant told himself with a forced laugh. Tamrissa hadn't been
hurt at all, and Rion had insisted he would recover to spite his mother, if for no other reason. That should
mean that he was all right as well, even though he'd as yet made no effort to touch the power. All he had
to do was reach out...

In no time at all the sweat began to stand out on Valiant's brow, but that was the only evidence of his
efforts. He'd fought to open himself to the power, fought to touch it, but finally had to admit to himself
that he didn't even know where the power was. He'd been aware of the vastness of it for his entire life,
and now all trace of it had disappeared. Gone, leaving him damagedforever...

Valiant groped his way to the nearest cot and slowly lay down on it, so deep in shock that the world
seemed miles away. And hidden behind transparent cotton, which was forhis own protection. He needed
to be protected now, just as all thoroughly useless people needed to be. He had nothing left, and even
from a distance of miles he was able to feel the edges of the excruciating pain brought by that
knowl edge.

He floated in nothingness for quite some time, then a sound came that was easy to ignore. A repetition of
the sound still brought nothing in the way of reaction from him, but a time later there was a familiar voice,
and the words spoken worked their way through to him.

"Valiant, are you all right?" the voice asked. "It's Rion, and Naran is with me. Is there something we can
do? Can we bring you food?"

"I've already eaten, thank you," Valiant replied, feeling very far away. "A fellow came by earlier, right
after I awoke. He said the eatin' hall is much deeper inside the maze, and so he brought me a plate with
everythin' avail able. Because he knew I would never be able to stand goin' to the eatin' hall myself..."

There was silence for a time, and then the familiar voice came again.

"Valiant, tell me what's troubling you," it urged. "I want to help, but it's impossible for me to do so until I
learn what I must helpwith.Are you still held in the grip of that hilsom powder?"

"No, that sedative wore off some time ago," Valiant re plied, still untouched by anything said. "I can get
up and walk all by myself now, but I found thatthere's two things Ican'tdo: go to the eatin' hall and have a
meal there, and touch the power. I find it amusin' that I no longer even know where the poweris,not to

speak of touchin' it. [f—people— thought I was useless and pitiful before, wait until they see me now..."

After Valiant spoke the truth there was an even heavier silence than before, one which he appreciated. It
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gave him the chance to let his own words echo inside his head, forcing him to get used to them.Even
though he didn't want to get used to them. They hurt so very much, but all the wishing in the world
couldn't wish them into being a lie. Not that it really mattered anymore....

"So here you all are," another familiar voice suddenly came. "I've been looking everywhere for you. Alsin
has come back with an answer, so we have to leave here as soon as possible. Don't stare at me like that,
Rion, I'm not being hysterical. Furious is what lam, that and worried sick. He told me that Jovvi and
Lorand are no longer in the city. Those animals have sent them somewhere, and we have to follow and
get them back."

And that was news so serious that it even came close to reaching Valiant.

Thirteen

Kambil walked into the conference room closest to the throne room, relieved that the Seating ceremony
was over. The others felt just as relieved, although they weren't doing much in the way of talking. They'd
agreed that morning to be as quiet and unobtrusive as possible, to lessen the chance that someone would
notice Delin's lack of animation. It had been necessary to put Delin back under full control even before
theceremony...

A servant came forward to offer iced fruit drinks to the new Seated Five, and Kambil accepted the offer
with a smile while concentrating on the sensation of the jeweled band about his brow to keep his anger
from showing. He'd been a fool to turn Delin loose and then fail to watch the madman closely, but there
had been so much else to do... Well, that was an excuse, and from now on there would be no further
need for excuses.

"Dismiss the servants, please," a deep pleasant voice came, breaking into Kambil's thoughts. "There are
impor tant matters which we all need to talk about."

Kambil turned slowly to-inspect Lord Ephaim Noll, the most influential Advisor on the Board now that
Zolind was gone. The black-haired man was only just past his middle years, and fully as large as Kambil
himself. The lack of fat showed that Noll took good care of himself, housing his extremely powerful
personality in a matching body. There were those who had been fooled by the man's soft brown

eyesinto thinking him weak, but no one had ever made that same mistake twice.

"Certainly, Lord Ephaim," Kambil agreed just as pleas antly, gesturing the servants into leaving. "We
were hon ored to have you and your brother Advisors attend the ceremony, and we were hoping you
would take the time to speak to us. We'll certainly need guidance during the com ing years, and yours
will be the most valued."

"Nicely said," Noll commented with a faint smile once the last of the servants had closed the door behind
herself. His four supporters, men with almost as much standing as he had, also looked amused. "At least

you have the good sense topretendto be normal when others are around."

"I'm afraid I don't understand," Kambil said after an appropriate hesitation, working to look perplexed.
"Why would I have topretendto be normal? As far as I know, that's what we all are."

"You can't possibly think I'm ignorant of what happened last night, boy," Noll said as he chose a chair
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and settled himself into it. "I happen to know that you and three mem bers of your group made an
unannounced visit to Moord's wing of the palace at a rather late hour, and there was a good deal of
frenzied activity before the four of you left again. Wouldyoulike to begin speaking about exactly what
happened, or would you prefer me to?"

Kambil found his own chair to sit in, pausing while the others took places near him. Noll's people were
already seated, so Kambil was able to reply almost immediately.

"I really don't have any idea what you're talking about," he said mildly as he met Noll's gaze. It hadn't
been difficult to tell that the man was bluffing about knowing details, which showed that Noll wasn't quite
as formidable as his reputation suggested. Only a fool would try to bluff a High in Spiritmagic.... "If you
have details to supply, by all means go ahead and supply them."

"So you're going to brazen it out," Noll said while his mind sorted lightning fast through dozens of options
and plans. "I usually admire a man with the stones to stand his ground no matter what happens, but
there's a time for that sort of thing and a time to admit the truth. The man who learns to tell the difference
is the man who succeeds in life.

Do you deny that Lord Ossim Moord and his lady wife were brought to the palace last night, but no one
saw them leave—or has seen them since?"

"L, personally, never even saw them arrive," Kambil re plied, having a better idea now of what Noll
knew. "If you were here and saw the arrival yourself, I certainly won't argue with you. What I still don't
understand is what point you're trying to make."

"Accusation," Nollcorrected, all traces of amusement gone from his thoughts. "It's an accusation that I'm
making, to wit, that Moord killed his parents just as he killed Elfini Weil and Ollon Kapmar. You can't
deny it, so let's just get beyond it."

"You want to get beyond Lord Zolind's irrational and unsubstantiated hatred of Delin?" Kambil
shrugged, keep ing all traces of a smile from his face. "Very well, I'm willing to go along with that. Let the
man's obsession be cremated with his body, and then we'll finally have an end to it. But as far as Delin's
parents go, I'm afraid we'll have to insist that the subject not be brought up. Lord Ossim did unspeakable
things to Delin as a child, and if anyone makes any accusations... Well, let's justsay it's possible to get the
names of those who joined Lord Ossim in his... pas times."

"I'm told that those particular people—if there really were any to begin with—are almost all dead," Noll
coun tered blandly, his expression showing nothing of the agita tion in his mind. "Trying to threaten me
won't get you anywhere, boy, not when you and your friends haven't beenpubliclySeatedyet. There are
still two days before that hap pens, and unless we come to a firm agreement right now, it just may not
happen at all. Does that state it clearly enough to gain your full attention?"

""You may take it as a fact that you've had my full at tention all along," Kambil said, pleased that they
were fi nally getting down to the meat of the meeting. "And please believe that I never threaten, it's too
much of a waste of time. What sort of agreement did you have in mind?"

"The sort you and the others should already be bound by," Noll told him bluntly, having settled into a
more com fortable frame of mind. "Those who are permitted to call themselves the Seated Five have
certain responsibilities to ward those they spring from, notably the support of their people against rebels
and troublemakers. Should some dis trict of the empire decide to flex independence we don't want it to
have, bringing them back into line will fall to you."
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"Oh, I see now," Kambil said with an amiable smile and nod. "Anytime one of you decides to tighten
your grip around the peasants you control, you worry about whether or not it will be the final straw in
their minds. We can appreciate that, most especially since revolution would be bad for the empire.I'm
certain we can come to terms with those of you in such a position—once we discuss the de tails."

"If you're referring to being paid, you'll have to make a certain accommodation," Noll said, loosening up
even more because of the satisfaction flowing through him. "Some of us have already paid in gold, in
advance, to Adriari and her group. Since we can't reasonably be expected to pay twice, you'll simply
have to uphold those agreements without fur ther compensation."

"Furthercompensation?"Kambil echoed with brows raised, not about to let the man get away with that.
"