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PROLOGUE

Spring in the Mountains of Morravik was about as predictable as atired two-years child in ahouse
of wonders, or so it seemed to Gralith as he picked hisway between patches of half-melted snow.
Today the sun was warm and bright, and he could hear birds singing and water rushing over rock;
tomorrow might bring asky as gray asthe stone benesth him, and snow on abitter wind. He paused to
look around, then turned toward a clump of firs on the mountain's shoulder.

Ashe climbed, his steps grew dower. Not because of the dope; after two yearsin the mountains,
he had become used to long walks and steep ascents. The duty waiting at the end of hisjourney wasthe
burden that held him back.

He had never met the Salven family, but he had seen other Cilhar receive smilar news, and he
could predict their reaction. No tears, no horrified denids, no wails of grief; only ashort slenceand a
white look about the lips of the husband or wife or child who offered de and perhaps alittle fruit to the
bearer of the unwelcome message. Gralith found that look harder to bear than weeping.

Onthefar Sde of thefirs, he stopped again, peering about for the next landmark and hoping he
would recognizeit for what it was when he saw it. He ought to be glad the Cilhar findly trusted him
enough to tell him the locations of their homes and the hidden routesto their doors, but he wished they
could be persuaded to write things down. A map would make visits such as this one so much easier! But
the only mapsthe Cilhar kept were large-scale ones, fine for tracing aroute from Kith Alunel to Ciaron
or locating Morlang Ide, but usdlessfor short locd trips. He saw aboulder that fit the description he had
been given, and started toward it with along-suffering sigh.

Ten minutes and two landmarks later, he came on the house at last. He saw it suddenly, almost asif
it had materiaized by magic out of the mountainside while he was not attending. The dliff that sheltered it
curved around two sides, blending smoothly into the weathered gray boards. The Salvens probably had a
storeroom or two carved into the rock, Gralith thought. Then he blinked and looked at the house more



carefully, and hisheart sank. The building stood on astone ledge. Half aflight of wooden stepsled up to
the door; there was no porch. The windows were narrow dlits, and from where he stood to the foot of
the steps he could see no stone nor tree nor shrub large enough to provide shelter for aman. Thisfamily
kept to the old ways; histask was going to be worse than he had thought.

Graith sghed. Therewas no point in putting it off. His boots made solid thudding noises against the
weathered boards of the steps as he climbed up to the door, and his knock echoed them.

To hissurprise, the door opened amost at once. ™Y ou came! | didn't think you'd get here until
tomorrow or the day after, at the earliest—" The speaker, abeautiful red-haired woman of perhaps
twenty, broke off when she saw Gralith. An eyeblink later a thick-bladed, sharp-looking knife appeared
in her hand. "Who are you?'

"My nameis Grdith. I'm from the Idand of the Moon, now acting as a representative for the
Emperor of Ciaron," Grdith said, carefully kegping his hands motionlessand in view.

The woman nodded, and the knife vanished. The worried expression on her face remained, and
Grdith wondered whether she had some premonition of the reason for hiscoming. "I've seenyou in
Cdmarten atimeor two," she said, motioning him to comeinsde. "Sorry for the fuss; | thought you were
someonedse”

"| gathered,” Grdith said, entering. Theinterior of the house was cool and smelled of sogp and lamp
ail. A row of unstrung bows hung on thewall next to the door, with two empty quivers beneath them; the
only furnishings were atable and two wooden stools, a copper pot hanging beside the hearth, and abed
inthefar corner. A girl of around fourteen sat at the table, helping aboy afew years younger than herself
fletch arrows.

"1 have amessage for the head of the Sdven family,” Grdith said, remembering belatedly that
among Cilhar it was the guest's privilege to speak first. "Would that be you?!

Thewoman'sface went siff. "A message?’
Grdith looked away from the fear in her eyes. "I'm afraid so. Are you the head of the family?"

"I'm Eleret Salven." The woman glanced toward the bed in the corner, her worried expression
deegpening. "But I'm not the head of the family—"

"Not by abowshot and ahaf!" said aweak voice from the bed. "I'm not dead yet."

"1 know, | know, but you will beif you don't keep quiet long enough for Orimern to get here, Pa,"
Eleret said.

"What'swrong?' Gralith asked, glad of the excuseto put oil his errand for an extramoment or two.

"Nothing catching,” Eleret assured him. "He got mixed up in arock dide two days ago and broke a
leg”

llArd?l

Eleret looked at him. Grdith smiled dightly. "Orimern'sthe best hedler around Camarten village.
Y ou wouldn't have sent for her if theleg were the only problem.”

"Youreright," Eleret said with asigh. "He was unconscious for along time, even after we brought
him home. Now every time he triesto move or Sit up he gets sick to his scomach. | sent Jiv down to the



next claming yesterday to tell them we needed Orimern, but | expect it will be two or three days before
she comes. Were not closeto any of her usud circuits.”

"l might be ableto help,” Grdlith offered, glad that for once he could do something positive to offset
the news he brought. "The Idand of the Moon—"

"Trains people ashederd" Eleret's face brightened.

"Among other things. And we al know the basics, whatever we end up doing. Soif you'rewilling to
let me look—"

"l don't hold with takin' charity," the man in the corner grumbled.

"It isn't charity, Freeman Sdven,” Grdith said truthfully. "I would welcome an opportunity to put my
knowledgeto use.

"Getting out of practice, areyou?' the man said, but he let Gralith come nearer.
Gralith checked the leg first, because it was Smplest.

The splint looked well done; rather than unwrap it to examinetheleg physicaly, he muttered the
key phrase of aseeing spdll and pointed. A cold blue light sprang up around the leg, and behind him the
children gasped. Hetried to ignore them while he concentrated. Thelight held steady dl dong theleg,
which meant that the bone had been properly set. Good. Now for the head injury.

He pointed again, and the light swirled upward and settled around Freeman Sdven'shead. Again it
held steady, and Gralith suppressed asigh of relief. Helet the light die and went on to more ordinary
tests feding the pulse, checking the pupils of the eyes, watching the man's movements as he looked right
and left or tried to touch the fingers of opposite hands together a arm'slength. Findly, he straightened
and turned to the hovering red-haired girl.

"His brain's been badly shaken, but he should recover in afew more daysif he rests quietly in bed.
If his stomach bothers him again, give him someis-bark tea."

"That'sal?' Eleret said, while behind her the two children exchanged relieved grins.

"Somethings are best |eft to nature to hedl,” Graith said apologeticaly. "Bones and brains are two
of them, unless one's an adept-class heder, and I'm not.”

"l wasn't complaining,” Eleret said hastily. "Redlly. It'sjust— | was so worried—"
"Lot of fuss over nothin'," her father said, but he, too, looked more relaxed.

Eleret glowered a her father. "It'sagood thing you broke your leg in the bargain, or we'd never
keep you there long enough to hedl right.”

"Don try to get up too soon,” Gralith warned. "1t'll dow down your brain's recovery, and if you
should have adizzy spdll and fall on that leg again, you could cripple yourself."

The man snorted. "1'm not fool enough to chance that.”

"Not now you've been told.” Eleret looked at Grdith. "I'm glad you came; he wouldn't have listened
tome." She hesitated, then raised her chin defiantly and said in aresolutely steady tone, "What brought
you up here?'



"Bad news, I'm afraid.” Therewas no way to say it gently. "Tamm Saven died in the service of the
Emperor three weeks ago. The word came to me from Ciaron thismorning. I'm sorry."

The man on the bed turned his face toward the wall. No one el se moved or spoke, not even the
children. The silence was every hit as bad as Graith had expected it to be. After amoment he could not
gtand it, and to bresk it he said, "The Imperia Guard will send her wages on to you in amonth or two,
when the passes are clear enough for caravans.”

"What happened?’ Eleret'sfather said in agruff voice.

"There was a skirmish on the western border near Kesandir,” Gralith said. "Fredlady Salven was
wounded in the battle, and died afew dayslater. I'm sorry | don't have any more details.”

"Damniit, | told her to duck!" He turned his head away once more, and Graith heard him whisper,
"Ah, mihaya," to the shadows besidethewall.

Gralith looked away, pretending not to hear. On the other side of the room, the younger girl laid a
half-feathered arrow on the table with unnatural precision. Then, with the same dow carefulness, she
reached over and took her brother's hand tightly in her own. Beside them, Eleret shook her head asif to
Clear it.

"Now what?" she asked in aquiet voice that was not quite steady. "I mean, what happens next with
the Guards and— and everything."

"They'll ddiver Fredady Salven's pay toyou, as| sad,”

Grdithtold her. "That'sdl." He paused. "If you'd like, | can send amessage to our school in
Ciaron, and they'll see that the Guards bring you her persond bel ongings dong with the money.”

"No," Eleret said. "I— No. Mawouldn't have liked strangers going through her things, more than
was needed. I'll go and get them.”

"That ought to be for meto do," Eleret'sfather said.

"Well, you cantt, not with your leg and your heed and dl," Eleret replied, her voice strengthening as
she spoke. "I can handleit, Pa."

"Tamm couldn't.”
Thegirl at the table raised her head. "Eleret won't be in the army, Pa. And somebody should go.”

"The Imperia Guard will send you your mother'sthings” Graith said, alittle taken aback by this
unexpected development. "There's no need for any of you to go to Ciaron to get them.”

"Maybe you don't think so," Eleret said, "but we do."

"If this Guard of yoursis so willing to help, why didn't they send Tamm'sthingsaong with the
news?" her father added.

"Climerd could only send abrief message,” Graith said. "It would teke acircle of Adeptsto
actually trangport an object.” Then, seeing their blank expressions, he asked, "I'm sorry; did you think the
news came by messenger?'

"Oh," Eleret said. "But you told us Madied three weeks ago."



"It took that long for word to get back to the capitd,” Grdith said, understanding in turn. "Climera
sent it to me this morning, as soon ashewas certain.”

Eleret shrugged. "It doesn't matter. One of us hasto go, and Pacan't. That leaves me.”

"It'snot an easy trip," Grdith warned. "Y ou'll haveto go overland, so it will take at least amonth.
And even in Ciaron you may runinto peoplewho . . . didike Cilhar intensdly.”

"Syaski, who'd rather see a Cilhar dead than not, you mean,” Eleret said, nodding. “"We have
trouble with them now and again, in spite of the Emperor'streaty. They're alittle more careful about
when and how they raid, that'sall.”

"It'd be harder for them to pull their tricksin Ciaron,” Eleret'sfather put in. "Right there under the
Emperor's nose, so to speak. But you pack afull kit anyway, Eleret. Weapons don't do you no good
unlessyou're carrying them."

"Yes, Pa" Eleret looked over at the two children. "Better get those arrows finished tonight, Nilly;
I'll take afull quiver with mewhen | leave, and you'll want replacements.”

"Y ou're determined to do this?' Grdith said.
"Any reason | shouldn't be?"

Grdith made a hdpless gesture, unable to put his misgivingsinto words. "Thereé's some wild country
between here and the city. Y ou should at least wait for the spring caravans.”

"I've traveled wild country before, and | want to see thisfinished soon.”

"Very wdl," Graith said, giving up at last. He sighed. "'If you have amap, I'll show you the best
route. It'stheleast | can do."

"I'd be grateful for your help,” Eleret replied, and gestured him toward one of the stools beside the
table.

ONE

Ciaron smdlled strange. It wasn't the saltwater smell of the sea, or the fishy tang of the docks,
though both permeated the air even at the farthest inland edge of the city. No, Eleret thought, the odor
that made her nose twitch came from the mingling of cod smoke with frying onions, stale beer, and attar
of roses, and from the reek of hot metal, warm horse dung, and sweaty clothes—and al the other smells
of too many people living in the same place. She wondered how the folk passing by her managed not to
notice, and whether she, too, would adjust if she stayed long enough in Ciaron.

The noise was amost as bad as the smell. Wagons rumbled past, whedls clattering against the gray
stone pavement while their loads of jars and barrels clattered against each other. Men and women called
out in Sngsong voices, praising aconfusing array of waresfor sde. Shouting children ran through the
crowd on mysterious errands, dodging people and horses and carts. If she did not listen too closely, the



sounds blended into a continuous hum of activity.

A maninagray cloak pushed by her and Eleret gave hersdf amental dap. Sunset was only afew
hours away, and if she didn't get moving she'd have nowhere to spend the night. After three weeks of
traveling, she had learned the importance of finding lodging early. She stepped forward, and the fabric of
her 1oose brown skirt wrapped around her calves as shetried to take too long a stride.

Eleret shoved her unbraided hair out of her face and grimaced. She had bought the garment the day
before, inasmall village some thirty miles east, and she was not yet used to the way it hampered her
movements. She was not used to hair in her face, either. But Gralith had inssted that, if shemust go to
Ciaron done, she should at least dressin amanner that did not instantly proclaim her Cilhar origins. The
idea had sounded reasonable at the time, but she was beginning to wish she had not listened.

After amoment, the skirt unwound. Eleret dipped her left hand into her pocket, groping for the dit
she had made in the materid. She found it and reached through, to the knife she wore strapped to her
thigh. Touching the smooth horn handle reminded her of home and made her fedl better. She couldn't
gand in the dreet dl day holding aknife under her skirt, though. The thought made her smiledightly as
shewithdrew her hand. Shrugging the strap of her kit bag into a more comfortable position, she started
dowly up the broad avenue insde Ciaron's east gate.

The avenuewas at least three times the width of the widest street in Camarten. Gralith had said
there were eight such avenuesin Ciaron, radiating out from Castle Hill at the center of the city. Eleret
wondered whether they were dl as crowded asthis one. A bearded man on horseback rode by, passing
awagon filled with water jars coming in and another going out that carried crateswith afew wilted
vegetablesin

the bottoms. A dark-haired woman in abrown wool cloak argued with amerchant over the price
of asmall wooden box, glancing up from time to time to watch the traffic coming through the gate. An
elderly porter shuffled from one shop to the next, hoping for work. And al around them, people walked,
some briskly, others dowly, jostling each other with acheerful unconcern that set Eleret's teeth on edge.

The buildings were as oversized as the street. Near the gate most of them were of wood or brick;
farther along stood towering structures built of the same dark gray stone asthe Street. Painted ships and
carts decorated afew of the walls, but most were plain. At the far end of the street, the steep sides of
Cadtle Hill rose above the heads of the crowd, with the Emperor's palace perched on top.

A cart rattled by, piled with chairs carefully roped together and padded with coarse cloth. Its
driver, amiddle-aged woman in afaded green dress, glanced curioudy in Eleret's direction and gave a
little sniff as she passed. Eleret |ooked after her, more amused than annoyed. She had done nothing that
she knew of to deserve the woman's contempt, and if she had overlooked someloca custom, she would
find it out soon enough and correct it.

At the next corner, Eleret |eft the avenue and headed south. " See Adept Climerd at the schooal fir,
before you do anything else,”" Grdith had said. "H€ll know the best place for you to stay, and who you'll
need to see." Then, Eleret had been skeptica of the need for such guidance, but five minutesinside
Ciaron's outer wall had convinced her that it would be more ussful than she had thought. Ciaron was
enormous, she could waste hours or daystrying to find an inn that suited her dender means.

Grdith'singtructions were easier to follow than she had expected. Accustomed to choosing a path
based on landmarks, evenin villages, she had assumed that Graith was unused to giving directionswhen
he had said only "two streets, then right; three streets, then left.” Now she understood. Ciaron had been
carefully planned; the streetsran in straight lines at fixed distances from each other. The narrow dleys at



the rear of the buildings were straight, too. It made Eleret even more uncomfortable than the throng of
people.

Asshe drew farther awvay from the avenue, the crowd thinned. There were still more people on the
street than she was used to—a couple wearing matching bright blue capes and hats, a dark-haired
woman in abrown cloak, agroup of youths swaggering dowly in no particular direction, apair of
muscular men carrying fishnets—but at least now she could walk without bumping into them. She
wondered how her mother had felt about the people and the Straight streets and square buildings, and
whether she had missed the clean quiet of the mountains. But Tamm Salven had been in the army, Eleret
reminded hersdlf, stationed out on the western border. She probably had not spent much timein Ciaron.

Preoccupied with her thoughts, Eleret aimost walked right past her destination. The Idand of the
Moon had set up its schoal in yet another large, plain, square stone building. Eleret had an unexpected
attack of nervousness when she saw it. Shetold hersalf not to be foolish; a house was ahouse. Putting
her shoulders back, shelaid one hand lightly on the hilt of her dagger and went up to the door.

No one answered her repeated knocks. Eleret frowned. Thiswasthe official home of the Idanders
in Ciaron; someone must bein. She stepped back a pace and studied the door. She saw no knocker or
bellpull, but at the left Sde of the door, set in anichein the stone, was asmall brass knob. Feding foolish,
Eleret pulled at it.

A faint chime sounded somewhere insde the building. Eleret smiled. A moment later, adark-haired
girl inaplain gray robe opened the door. Shelooked asif she might be only ayear or two older than
Nilly, but she held hersdf with the tiff correctness of someone much older. "Welcome to our House.
What service may | do you?"

"I'm hereto see Adept Climera," Eleret answered, dl her uncertainty returning with arush a the
girl'sformdity.

The girl's eyes widened, and suddenly she looked younger and considerably less dignified.
"Climerd? But he's head of the school; he doesn't do things for anyone, he just directs everyone else. Are
you sure you want to see Climeral ?"

Eleret repressed a strong desire to deny that she wanted any such thing. "Y es. | have amessage for
him, from Grdith in the Mountains of Morravik."

"Oh!" The girl gave her abright, relieved amile. "Then you must be Eleret Salven. HEs been
expecting you for severa days, even though Nijole said you couldn't possibly get here before the end of
the week. He said Nijole hadn't ever met any Cilhar and didn't know what they could do. Lookslike he
was right again. Oh, I'm keeping you waiting. Comein; I'm Prill, and | talk too much.”

To agree would have been unmannerly, so Eleret stepped inside without speaking. As she crossed
the threshold, her uneasiness vanished like smoke in a sudden breeze. The stone walls seemed to radiate
peace and solid comfort despite—or perhaps because of—their plain, uncarved surfaces. A bar of
sunlight fell through along, narrow window dit above the door, turning athin stripe of stoneto gold and
making the high arch of the celling seem to vanish among quiet shadows.

"It issomething of amausoleum, isnt it?" Prill said cheerfully, misreading Eleret's expression.
"Blameit on the Ciaronese. It'sfour hundred years since Imach Thyssdl fdll, or nearly, and they still won't
alow decent windows in any building insde the city walls. Even the Emperor's pa ace has nothing but
arrow ditson thefirst two floors. It's been hundreds of years since anyone attacked Ciaron; you'd think
that by thistime they'd fed safe enough to alow afew windows. But | wasforgetting, you're Cilhar. You
probably approve of buildingsthat are easy to defend.”



"They have certain advantages,” Eleret replied. She wondered what it would beliketo liveina
place that no one had attacked for a hundred years.

"Yes, | supposethey do. I'm sorry. | tend to forget that every place isn't as peaceful asthe Idand.
Still, acity doesn't have to be completely peaceful to alow big windows. Look at Kith Alunel.”

"Urn," said Eleret. Kith Alund wasjust anameto her, acity rich in history which she did not expect
shewould ever see.

"Exactly,” Prill said. Shethrew open adoor and announced, "Eleret Saven's come, Adept. And
Nijole owes me atenth piece.”

"I'll remind her when | see her, Prill," an amused tenor voice said from theinterior of the room. "I'll
aso remind her about making wagers with the juniors. Comein, Fredady Sdven. | am Climerd of the
Idand of the Moon, as Prill here has neglected to mention.”

Eleret stopped dead in the doorway, staring at the white-robed man behind the table at the far sde
of the room. His hair was silver-white and swept back above an unlined forehead; his eyeswere adark
gray-green and tilted upward at the corners. He was unmistakably one of the non-Human,
semi-legendary Shee, and al Eleret could think was that Gralith might have warned her. It was one thing
to know that all four of Lyrasraceslived and worked on the Idand of the Moon; meeting a Shee
meagician in person was something else entirely.

"Go on, Climera won't eat you," Prill said.

"I may, however, mark you down for some classesin proper conduct,” the Shee Adept said to
Prill. ™Y ou appear to be badly in need of them."

"I'm taking two next season.”

"If Nijoleisgoing to put you on door-duty, you had better start sooner than that,” Climerd told her.
"Get dong with you, child.”

Prill made aface a him, gave Eleret agamin grin, and disappeared down the corridor. Eleret
looked at Climera uncertainly, half expecting him to scowl. Ingtead, he smiled. "Welcome, Fredady.”

"| thank you for your courtesy,” Eleret responded automatically. "May your welcome bring strength
to usboth.”

"And defegt to our enemies, yours and mine,” the Sheefinished. "Though mostly yours, | expect;
Cilhar seem to collect them the way Traders collect money. Comein and it down.”

Eleret hesitated, wishing she had thought to question the young doorkeeper before she had gotten
into this. However logica shetried to be, however much shetold hersdf that Gralith wouldn't have sent
her hereif it weren't acceptable, it just didn't seem right to ask a Shee, one of the race of wizards who
had raised up the Mountains of Morravik in order to hold back the Melyranne Sea, to give her directions
to achegpinn.

Climerd saw her glance back the way she had come, and misunderstood. "Don't mind Prill. Were
very informa among ourselves, and she hasn't been herelong enough to redlize that some people find it
disconcerting.”

"It'snot that," Eleret said quickly, and then wondered what she would say if he asked her what the
problem was. She didn't think she could bring hersdlf to explain that she did not know how to treat a



being who had stepped straight out of the oldest and most bel oved tales she knew.

Fortunately, Climera didn't ask. He waited until she had settled hersdf into the chair, then said,
"Grdith told us you were on your way, but the method he used does not dlow long messages. You've
cometo collect your mother's effects?"

"I'm to pick up Masthings, yes," Eleret answered, relieved by the Shee'sbusinessike tone. "Where
do | goto get them?"

Climerad shuffled through severd sheets of paper, then pulled one out and looked at it. "The office
of the Imperid Guard. Ask for Commander Wezirdl. If anyonetriesto make difficulties, tell them | sent
you." He looked up with asmile. "And don't et anyonetalk you into sgning up.”

"l won't." Tentatively, Eleret returned the smile. "How do | get to the office of the Imperid Guard?!

"I'll giveyou directions, but it'stoo late for you to go today. By the time you got there, everyone
would be gone.”

Eleret stared, her awe of the Shee swept away by astonishment. "Gone? What do you mean? How
can you run an army if no one can get hold of the commanders?"

"There aren't many emergencies of that sort in Ciaron,” Climerd said gently. "If something should
happen, there are ways of sending messages to the people who need them. Important asit isto you,
though, | don't think giving you your mother's things would be considered a good reason to summon the
Commander during his off-duty time."

"Then I'll go tomorrow," Eleret said. The Shee magician might be right, but the arrangement till
seemed peculiar. An army couldn't do much if it only fought for afew hours every day, and the people
who ran it had to work aslong and hard asthe soldiers or everything was likely to come to pieces. Of
course, Climera was awizard, not awarrior, so perhaps he didn't understand. " Can you suggest aplace
where| can stay tonight?"

"Try the Broken Harp. It'salittle farther from the palace and the sights of Ciaron than most people
like, soit's not expensive, but it's clean and reasonably comfortable. I'll have someone escort you there, if
youdlike."

"No, thank you."

"Ciaron can be abit overwheming if you're not used to cities," Climerd warned. "And | wouldn't
liketo think that anything . . . unpleasant might happen to you. Y ou may not be wearing Cilhar styles, but
someone may ill guess where you've come from. And you're an attractive young woman; that can bea
danger initsdf.”

For amoment, Eleret was tempted; then she shook her head. She didn't think Climeral could assign
someone to be her guide and bodyguard for the whole time she wasin Ciaron, so sooner or later she
would have to survive the city on her own. It might aswell be sooner.

Climerd shrugged. "All right. I'll write you out directionsto theinn, then." He reached for the inkpot
in the corner of thetable.

"No need to waste the paper,” Eleret told him quickly, alittle shocked by the very idea. "Just say
them over; itll be fagter."

"Y ou're sure you'l remember them?"



"Quitesure." Eleret smiled, thinking of the straight, evenly spaced Streets outside. The problem
wouldn't be remembering the turns; it would be keeping count of them as she walked. Sheld have to,
though, if shewanted to find theinn. Everything in Ciaron looked like everything € se; from what sheldd
seen, there were hardly any useful landmarks.

Climerd 4ill looked dubious, but he told her. He seemed surprised when she did not ask him to
repest the directions, and even more surprised when, to reassure him, she faultlessly recited what he had
sid."

"What aremarkable memory,” Climeral said when shefinished.

"Me?' Eleret said. ™Y ou mean because | can say over that little bit? That's nothing. Y ou should hear
Sff or Bilet do atelling; they can go on for hours and never missaword.”

"Thisability iscommon among Cilhar?'
"Most people can doiit alittle, if that's what you mean.”

Climerd gave her along, thoughtful look. "I can seethat thereisagreat deal moreto your people
than their skill with wespons. Since you have o little difficulty, | may aswell tell you now how to get to
the offices of the Imperid Guard.”

Eleret listened closdly to the instructions, and repeated them at Climerd's request. It al seemed
smple enough. In another day, or at most two, she should be ready to leave Ciaron. Climeral raised an
eyebrow when she mentioned this, but did not comment, and afew minuteslater asmall boy solemnly
escorted her to the door of the school.

TWO

The sounds and smdlls outside were a shock after the cool quiet of the Iander's school, and Eleret
paused for amoment to get her bearings. A wrinkled, sour-looking man passed by, pushing a
two-whedled cart with long handles. On the far Side of the street, a dark-haired woman in a brown wool
cloak stood tapping her foot impatiently and peering east a the shapes of people waking toward her.
She seemed vagudly familiar, but that wasimpossible. Eleret didn't know anyonein Ciaron except the
people at the school, whom she had just met. She frowned and shifted uncomfortably. Something felt
wrong.

She looked around once more. The man with the cart turned onto aside sireet. Three young
women, hardly more than girls, came toward the school from one direction, talking and giggling, whilea
short fat man going the other way glared at them. The dark-haired woman showed increasing signs of
irritation. None of them seemed particularly interested in Eleret.

Eleret shook herself and started down the street. 1t was only the strangeness of the city that was
making her uncomfortable, shetold hersdf. It was dl the smooth, unwesathered stone, dl thetal buildings
and straight lines, dl the people. Still, she kept her hand near the hilt of the dagger she had strapped to
her leg under her skirt. Cilhar did not make old bones by ignoring awarning hunch, no matter how



unlikely it might seem.

Despite her worries, Eleret reached the inn without incident. She saw the splintered harp hanging
from the bar above the door when she was till two blocks away. The inn itself was wood, not stone, and
comfortably shabby, asif it had stood in its place through years of sun and storms. As she set her hand
againg the faded blue paint on the door, Eleret felt dmost at home.

The middle-aged couple who kept the Broken Harp took half acopper coin as an earnest, then
showed Eleret to asunny chamber on the south sde of the building. Eleret thanked them and promised to
take dinner in the public room. As soon as they had |€eft, she set down her kit bag and examined her new
quarters.

The windows were the same long, narrow ditsthat Prill had been complaining about at the schooal,
but these were set in groups of three, lessthan a hand's span apart. Built that way, they let in morelight
and gave the impression of alarger opening, but only avery smdl child would be ableto get into the
room through one of them. The door was made of wide pine boards and had two iron hooks on the
inside, though Eleret did not see a bar anywhere around. Perhaps the innkeegper could supply one. In the
corner next to the door, awooden frame with rope woven acrossit supported a straw-stuffed pallet and
acouple of blankets. The rest of the furnishings consisted of aglazed clay chamber pot, asmall oak table
with a pitcher and washbasin on it, and ashort, three-legged stool.

The sight of the washbasin made Eleret suddenly conscious that she had been traveling al day and
was covered with dust. Upon investigation, however, the pitcher proved to be empty. Eleret picked it up
and went out in search of apump.

As she reached the door to the public room, she heard voices on the other side. The room had
been empty when she arrived, and the innkeeper'swifewas at the far end of the hdll, just going into the
kitchen. A customer must have come in while Eleret was looking around. Not wanting to interrupt, Eleret
went past the door, toward the kitchen.

The door swung open."—on the second floor,” the innkeeper said. "Will that do?"
"It will be suitable," awoman's voice answered.

Eleret glanced back over her shoulder and froze. The speaker was the dark-haired woman in the
brown wool cloak who had been waiting for someone outside the Idanders schoal.

Leaning into the shadows, Eleret waited until the innkeeper and his new guest had gone on up the
gtairs. Then she walked softly back to her room and sat down on the bed to think.

The woman had followed her from Climerd's school. Why? Not to stedl; Eleret had nothing worth
taking except her knife, and that was hidden among the folds of her skirt. Could it be because Eleret was
aCilhar? It was not so long ago that any Cilhar who left the mountains risked hislife againgt the assassins
of Syaskor. The Emperor of Ciaron was supposed to have put an end to that, but could he have
succeeded completely in only eight years? But how could the woman have known where Eleret came
from? Her knife and her pouch of finely balanced iron raven's-feet were the only things Eleret could think
of that might betray her origin, and neither was obviousto acasua observer.

Perhaps the woman was one of Climerd's people. Eleret considered thisideafor amoment, then
shook her head. She did not think Climera would send someone to follow her after she turned down his
offer of aguide, and if the woman had come from the school without Climerd's knowledge it was not
likely that she meant well.



Frowning, Eleret sood up and checked her wegpons. She readjusted her skirt dightly, until she
was completely satisfied that she could reach through the dit and draw her knife as quickly aspossible.
Then she picked up the pitcher in her right hand and |eft the room once more, moving aswarily asif she
were hunting squirrelsin the mountains around her home.

She saw no one but the innkeeper's wife, who filled the pitcher with water and Eleret's earswith a
stream of apologiesfor having left it empty. Eleret seized the opportunity to ask about abar for the door.

The woman gave her asharp look, then nodded approvingly. "That's right, you're a pretty one and
there's no sense taking chances. We're arespectable inn, we are, but even o, it's better. Here, take your
pick." She gestured at a stack of smooth wooden bars, each asthick as Eleret's forearm, which stood
againgt the wal behind the kitchen door.

Eleret examined the bars with care and chose one without knots or cracks that might weaken it.
She thanked the innkeeper's wife, picked up the pitcher in one hand and the bar in the other, and
returned to her room, keeping a cautious eye on the stairs where the dark-haired woman had gone.

* * *

The public room of the Broken Harp was as agreeably shabby as the rest of the inn. The wooden
floor was smooth with years of wear, and the passage of countless feet had ground gray-black paths
from the door to the trestle tables. At one end of the room, an open hearth took up most of thewall.
Someone had tried to scrub the ancient accumulation of smoke stains from the stone shelf aboveit, and
had given up less than hafway through the job. A row of mismatched smal jugs with harps and pipes
painted on the side stood on the shelf. Even from the doorway at the opposite end of the room, Eleret
could see cracksin two of them.

"Soup and ale, one and ahaf bits, since you have theroom," the innkeeper told her. "There's meat
aswadll, for two bitsextra, if you want it. Beer'sahaf-bit for thefirst draw, abit for every one after that.
Wine depends on what you're drinking; we don't have many fancy ones, but there are one or two that
aren't bad."

The prices seemed high, but sheld been warned that everything would be more expensive in Ciaron.
It was agood thing she wasn't planning to stay long. "Soup and ale arefine,” she said.

"Sit down and I'll bring it for you," theinnkeeper said, smiling. Heturned and vanished in the
direction of the kitchen.

Eleret seated hersdlf at atable near the inner door, where she could watch the room with her back
to awall. The other two patrons had plainly come for refreshment rather than amed. From al
gppearances, they had been refreshing themsdves for sometime. Eleret smiled dightly to hersdlf.

The kitchen door siwvung open. "—quite sure you can carry it, Dame Nirandol?' said the innkeeper
over hisshoulder.

"It isno trouble," awoman's voice answered, and Eleret stiffened. Aninstant later, the dark-haired
woman entered the room, holding awooden bowl in one hand and a cup in the other. The innkeeper
followed, still looking distressed at the thought of one of his guests carrying her own medl. In one hand,
he bore three mugs; in the other, ahaf-loaf of bread, hollowed out and filled with Eleret's soup.

The innkeeper brushed by the dark-haired woman, muttering gpologies, and set two of the mugsin
front of the drinkers. Then he crossed to Eleret's table and | eft the soup and the third mug in front of her.
"If theré's anything €l se you want—"



"I'll let you know," Eleret said, only hdf attending. Most of her mind was concentrated on the
dark-haired woman making her way dowly across the public room toward them.

"Asyou wish," theinnkeeper said, and | eft. Eleret picked up her mug and sipped at the black, bitter
brew. The dark-haired woman drew nearer, moving with studied grace. She was at least twenty-eight,
Eleret guessed, but no more than thirty-two, and she had the look of someone used to getting her own
way. Under the table, Eleret'sleft hand crept into her pocket and closed around the hilt of her dagger.

The woman reached the bench on the other side of the table and paused. Her eyes studied Eleret
with unconcealed interest. "May | join you?' she said just before the silence became acutely
uncomfortable.

"There's no dagger in the door to stop you," Eleret replied, shrugging one shoulder.

"A curious expression.” Thewoman seated herself sdeways and sivung her legs awkwardly over
the top of the bench. Her green skirt trailed behind and caught on something; she had to squirm for a
moment before she could settle into a comfortable position.

"It's something my grandmother used to say." Eleret made her tone asflat and unencouraging as she
could. She lowered her eyesto her med, hoping the other woman would take the hint. 1t was not entirely
pretense; edting right-handed took considerable concentration. The comforting fed of the dagger'shilt in
her |eft hand was worth the inconvenience.

"l see" Thewoman hesitated. "1 was wondering whether you would be willing to help me.”
"Help you dowhat?' Eleret asked, ill wary.

"lama. .. collector of ancient relics; my nameis JonystraNirandol. | am on my way to Kith
Alund, and have only afew daysto spend in Ciaron. | will not be able to look through most of the shops.
| washoping . . . that is. . . would you tell meif you see anything | might find interesting?”

Eleret tore off apiece of bread and dipped it into the steaming soup. Deliberately, she swirled it to
collect the anonymous hits of vegetables that floated in the thick brown liquid. "1 have business of my
own to attend to," she said, and bit into the sop.

"I do not wish to keep you fromiit,” Jonystrasaid earnestly. "But | am sure that, wherever your
busi ness takes you, you will seethingsthat | will not. All | ask isthat you tell me of them, or leavea

message.
"What kinds of things?'

"Old ones, preferably small enough to carry easily,” Jonystra said. " Scent bottles, brooches, sedls,
rings—that sort of thing. For the right merchandise, | will pay well. Very well."

Her voice was eager. Too eager. Eleret kept her expression neutrd. "'l can't promise I'll notice
anything you'd like, but I'll keep you in mind.”

"Thank you." Jonydtrals smile held anticipation and atouch of relief. "Anything smdl and old,
remember—rings, buckles, gloves, anything.”

"I'll remember. How long will you bein Ciaron? | wouldn't want to make you miss something just
because | waited too long to leave you amessage.”

"Three or four days. The caravan master isn't sure how long it will take to find the cloth he wants,



soit could be longer.” Jonystraraised her cup and sipped at it. "How long will you be here?’
Warning-horn cdls echoed through Eleret's mind. "Two weeks, at least,” shelied.
Jonydtras eyebrows rose. "Y ou are young to have so much businessin thiscity."

"Oh, | should finish my businessin three or four days," Eleret said, forcing asmile. "But I've never
been in the city before, and | intend to make the most of it."

"Ah. Then you must let me recommend afew placesfor you to see. | have been here many times,
and | know Ciaronwell."

Eleret let Jonystraturn the conversation. For the rest of the meal, the other woman described
various Sghts, streets, shops, and amusements that she felt no visitor to Ciaron should miss. Eleret
listened carefully, noting each name and occasionally asking for directions so that she could be certain of
avoiding the places that moved Jonystrato the greatest heights of enthusasm. The dark-haired woman
might be entirely honest and sincere; the sun might shine someday in the Alimar Caves, too. Eleret
wouldn't wager a broken arrow on either one. She escaped as soon as she finished her soup and
returned to her room, where she barred the door and went to bed early. She had a great deal to do the
next day, and she had the fedling that the sooner she was done with her business and away from Ciaron,
the better.

Sherose early and breskfasted without seeing any sign of Jonystra, then left, heading for the offices
of the Imperia Guard. The Streets were just as crowded as they had been the previous afternoon, and
they made Eleret just as uncomfortable. Twice, she nearly tripped hersef with the folds of the unfamiliar
skirt. It was ardief when shefinally reached the block of square stone buildings that housed the Guard.

Following Climera's directions, Eleret went straight to the centra building. A middle-aged woman
inuniform gave her aquestioning look at the main door, but when Eleret explained what she wanted, the
woman summoned aboy to escort her to the Commander's staff rooms. They passed severd
bored-looking guards posted at intervals aong the hall before the boy threw open a door and announced
importantly, "Freelady Salven for Commander Wezird."

Eleret stepped through the door into a high-ceilinged room, automatically noting a second door in
thefar wall. The bare floor and stone walls magnified the smallest sound, and she stopped walking as
soon as shewasingde. As she entered, three men looked up from alitter of paper that al but covered
thetop of alarge square table. The onein the center, atal man with afacelike chisded rock, said, "To
see the Commander? Why?'

"I have businesswith him,” Eleret replied.

"l canimagine," the man on the right muttered, eyeing Eleret. He was the youngest of the three men,
and the only one not in uniform. His hair was agreasy brown, and hiseyeswere smal and narrow.

"The Commander cannot see everyone,” the tall man said, with aglance at the previous speaker
that should have frozen him where he sat. "We are members of his staff; I'm sure we can handle your
businessfor you."

"Sure," the man on theright said, leering. "WEell be happy to .. . . handleyou."

"Maggen!" Thetall man turned hishead. "Y our connections obliged meto give you this position;
they do not oblige meto put up with insubordination, interruptions, or insinuations. If you wish to continue
drawing your outrageoudy lavish pay, you will confine your remarks to the business of the Guard. Havel



made myself clear?’

"Abundantly,” Maggen said. Heleaned back againgt the wall, smiling dightly, hiseyesfixed
insolently on Eleret.

Eleret kept her own eyesfixed on thetall man. "Adept Climerd at the school of the Idand of the
Third Moon runs said | wasto see Commander Wezird," shetold him. "He didn't mention anything about
gaff."

"l see. Inthat case, | will let him know you are here. What was the name again?”
"Eleret Salven."

Maggen's sneer vanished, and he straightened abruptly. Thetall man gave him awarning glance,
then nodded to Eleret and went to the inner door. He knocked, waited a moment, and entered, leaving
Eleret facing Maggen and his remaining companion.

"Y ou know I, uh, didn't mean anything persond,” Maggen said, looking nervoudy at Eleret.
"Then perhaps you should have been more formal,” Eleret said.
"Look, | don't want—"

The third man cleared histhroat and glanced meaningfully from Maggen to the inner door. Maggen
broke off in mid-sentence. Eleret suppressed both arelieved smile and astrong desire to pace,
wondering how much longer thetall man would take.

Theinner door opened. "The Commander will seeyou, Fredady Saven,” thetal man said. He
gestured her inside and closed the door behind her.

THREE

Commander Wezird wasasmdl, gray-haired man who radiated a cheerful energy that Eleret found
immensely appedling. He sat behind a barricade of shelves, books, boxes, and crates that seemed to be
taking over the entire office. Dusty sunlight fell through ahigh, narrow window dit behind him,
accompanied by the unmistakable sounds of someone directing an exercise drill outside.

"You're Eleret Sven?' the Commander said as the door closed. "'Sit down, sit down, youll give
meacrick inmy neck if | haveto keep looking up at you."

"Thank you, Commander," Eleret said. She sdlected the only one of the plain wooden chairsthat
did not have books and papers stacked on it and seated herself. Shelooked up to find herself gazing into
the shrewdest pair of eyes she had seen since her grandfather had been killed in a Syaski raid.

"Tdl mewhy you're here," the Commander said.

"To pick up my mother'sthings. Shewasin the Imperia Guard; her name was Tamm Saven. She
died a—" What



wasit Grdith had said?"—at Kesandir, about six weeks ago. Adept Climera said | wasto speak
toyou."

"l know dl that," Wezird said impatiently. "I mean, why did you, yoursdlf, cometo Ciaron?"
"Pawas hurt, and Nilly and Jv aretoo young," Eleret said, surprised by the question.

The Commander made an irritated noise. "It'salong, hard trip. We could have sent your mother's
things. So why did you come?"

Eleret shrugged. "It wouldn't have been right to et someone e se bring them home, once we knew.
Mawouldnt . . . wouldn't haveliked it." Her eyes prickled, remembering.

Therewasabrief slence, then Wezird said gently, "Y ou'revery like her."
"Thank you," Eleret managed. She took a deep, shaky breath. "May | have her things now?"

"In amoment. There are some facts you should know first; frankly, | thought you'd gotten wind of
them somehow, and that was why you'd come.”

Eleret tensed. "What are you talking about?!

"Y our mother's death. I'm not satisfied with the reports I've gotten. Tamm Salven was serioudy
wounded, but she shouldn't have died of it." Wezird's face hardened briefly. "I don't like losing good
officers. | especialy don' like it when there's no reason for it to happen.”

"No reason?' Eleret blinked. "What do you mean? Grdith didn't know the details, but we
thought—we. thought that she died of her wounds, or perhapsthat one of them went bad. Even little
onesdo, sometimes.” All theway to Ciaron, she had been trying not to examine that last possibility too
closely. When she was eleven, she had worked with the hedlers after the Battle of Kilimar Pass, and she
had vivid memories of the puffy, 00zing wounds, the smothered moans, and the stench. She didn't want
to have to picture her mother in the place of those she had helped tend.

"It wasn't wound-fever," Weziral said. "And the hederstell me she was beginning to mend.”
"Then how did shedie?'

"If | knew that, | wouldn't be tacking across the harbor likethis" Wezirai said dryly. "All | know is
that Salven died unexpectedly in the night, four days after the fight at Kesandir, under the care of one of
the best heders| havein thefidd, of clean woundsthat had begun to close.”

"Y ou think someone murdered her."

"I think the whole thing smellsworse than haddock that's been three daysin the sun, but | don't
have any factsthat can tell me why or how. When | find some, I'll seethat you'retold.”

Eleret nodded.

"It's not only your mother's death,”" Wezirai went on. He bent and picked up a plain wooden box
from somewhere beside hisfeet. He set the box on the table in front of him and gazed at Eleret acrossthe
lid. "Someone tried to ambush the messenger team who brought me the news of Kesandir. They were
amateurs, and unsuccessful ones at that, but that kind of thing isn't supposed to happen in the middie of
Ciaronese territory. And since this'—he tapped the box— "arrived three weeks ago, there have been
two attempts to bresk into my office. Draw your own conclusions.”



"Mafound something that someone wants very badly,” Eleret said without hesitation.
"Exactly.”
"Do you know what it is?"

"No. | haven't even opened the box; you can seethat the sedlsare il intact,” Wezirai replied. "l
admit to an enormous curiosity, quite gpart from my professona interest,

and | would takeit asapersona favor if you could see your way to opening it up here.

"Of course." The wooden box was nearly afoot and ahaf on aside, but from theway the
Commander had lifted it there was not much inside. It would be smpler to unload it here, and she would
attract less attention carrying asmall bundle back to theinn.

Wezird beckoned, and Eleret came forward. She examined the seals briefly, then pulled out her
knife and began removing them. Wezird's eyeswidened. "Isthat a Sadorthan dagger?

"Yes," Eleret said, working the point carefully under thewax. "Magaveit to me when | started
hunting regularly, so I'd have agood one when | needed to skin something. It cost more than we could
redly afford, but Masaid it would be worth it in thelong run.”

"1 should think so. Do you have any ideahow many peoplein Ciaron would cheerfully dit your
throat to get their hands on that dagger?”

"Onmy knife?" Eleret said increduloudy.

"I didn't think you did. Y ou'd do well to keep it out of sight, unless you intend to go looking for
trouble

"Cilhar don't hunt trouble." Eleret kept her face and voice neutrd to avoid showing how much the
conversation unsettled her.

"Trouble seemsto find quite afew of them neverthdess" Wezird replied. "Under the
circumstances—"

"I'll be careful.”

Thelast of the seals came loose as she spoke. Eleret wiped the film of wax from the end of her
dagger and did it through her pocket and into its sheath. Then she reached out with both hands and
opened the box.

There was not much ingde: aworn leather pouch for

raven's-feet, adagger in an embroidered sheath, and awaterproof kit bag that covered the bottom
of the box. Eleret lifted the things out one at atime and set them on the table. Suddenly she tiffened.
Under the kit bag, lying crosswise in the bottom of the box, was athick braid of chestnut hair. A strand
of ydlow wool wound through the cails, and both ends were bound with red cord. Y ellow for honor; red
for death in battle. How had the Qaronese known? Eleret tore her gaze away and looked up,
quedtioning.

"Saven waan't the only Cilhar at Kesandir,” Wezird said. "There aren't many of your peoplein the
army, but they keep track of one another. According to the report, one of them showed up at the
medical tent shortly after Salven died and inssted on doing things hisway. That was part of it." He



gestured at the braid.
"Part?" Eleret said unsteadily around afist-sized knot in her throat.
"He aso demanded that the body be burned.” Weziral looked at her sharply. "It was."

Eleret nodded, beyond speech. She was too numb even to fed gratitude for the nameless man who
had seen that the death rites were properly performed for Tamm Salven. Sowly she picked up the braid
and st it on the table beside her mother's possessions. Her hand brushed the leather pouch. It wasflat
and empty; her mother must have used dl her raven's-feet in the battle. Perhaps that was how she had
earned the yellow strand in her braid.

Without thinking, Eleret picked up the pouch and fingered the smooth surface of the lesther.
Something shifted under her hand, ahard lump in the bottom. The pouch was not completely empty after
al. Eleret loosened the strings and tilted it over her right hand.

Siver flashed in the sunlight asaring rolled out of the pouch. Eleret recognized it a once, and a
wave of anger swept over her. That ring was an heirloom, practicaly the only one the family had! Tamm
should never have taken it with her. What if something had happened, and the ring had been lost? Eleret's
mind froze suddenly. Something had happened, and it was not the ring that had been lost. Her fingers
tightened around the hard, sharp metdl.

"What isit?' Wezird asked.

Eleret looked up with agtart. Still struggling to control her unruly emotions, shesaid, "A ring. It's
been handed down in the family for generations. | was. . . surprised to seeit. | thought Ma had stored it
with therest of thethings sheleft a home."

"May | seeit?"

Silently, Eleret peeled her fingers away from the ring and handed it to the Commander. Then she
turned away and busied hersalf with the kit bag. She knew what the Commander was seeing: a band of
twisted slver, worn thin and nearly smooth, set with aflat black stone. Etched into the stone, inthe
manner of ased, wasthetiny, meticuloudy detalled figure of aravenrisnginto flight. Eleret remembered
reaching out as a child to touch a carved wingtip, while her mother explained that the raven was a symbol
of protection for the Cilhar. She scowled fiercely at the ties of the kit bag to hold back her tears.

"Interesting." Wezird's voice drew Eleret's thoughts back to the dusty, paper-strewn office. "It
amogt lookslike Kith Alund work. Y ou say it's been in your family for along time? | suppose you don't
know how long."

Eleret forced aamile. "Not precisay. Gderaise Vinlarrian, my multi-great-grandmother, brought it
with her when she settled in the mountains, right after the Neira sank the Idand of Varna. That would be
alittle over saven hundred

years ago. It doesn't go dl the way back to the migration, if that'swhat you're asking."
"Pity." Wezird gestured toward the kit bag. "Did you find anything ese of interest”?’
"Not unless someone wants Mas whetstone and comb,” Eleret replied.

"Doesn't seem likely, doesit? It must be elther the ring or the knife they're after, then.” The
Commander turned thering over in hisfingers once more, then handed it to Eleret.



Eleret thought for amoment, then dipped the ring on her right index finger. If anyone was after it,
they'd have more trouble taking it from her hand than picking it out of her pocket. It was alittle tight, but
not uncomfortably so. She studied it, then turned the stone toward her palm, where it would be less
noticeable.

Next, she examined the knife, testing the edge againgt her thumb and tossing it in the air to check
the balance. It was a good weapon, perhaps the equal of her own. She reached through her pocket and
pulled out her dagger, then set Tamm'siniits place. It fit the sheath reasonably well, but she made sure
she could draw it quickly before she packed her own dagger in the kit bag.

"One morething," Wezird said as Eleret picked up the bag. He rummaged under the table once
more and came up with two pouches made of heavy canvas. They clinked when he dropped them on the
table. "Y our mother's regular wages, combat pay, bonuses for specia work, and death fee. Fed freeto
count it, and you're welcome to inspect the registersif you like. We like our people to be certain they've
hed fair dedling.”

"Y ou wouldn't make the offer if thiswasn't fair,” Eleret said. The bags were heavier than she
expected; she was probably holding more money than the whole village of

Camarten would normally seein ayear, unlessthe Imperia Guard paid in copper bitsinstead of
slver. She frowned, then unwrapped her sash and knotted it around the bags. They made an avkward
lump when she rewrapped the sash, but it was better than leaving the money in her pockets or the kit
bag. Shewould find a better way of carrying it when she got back to theinn.

"I'll detail someone to escort you back to your rooms, if you'd like," Wezird offered. "It'salot of
money, evenin Ciaron."

"No, don't do that," Eleret said as he reached for asmall bell on the corner of the table. "It would
only draw attention to me, and you can't very well give me an escort dl the way back to the Mountains of
Morravik."

"True." Wezird's brows contracted, then relaxed. "Very well, haveit your way. But if you change
your mind, or if you think of anything else you need, come back and seeme."

"1 will. Thank you very much for your hep."
"It'smy job; theré's nothing to thank mefor. Y ou're sure you don't want someone with you?"
"Quite sure." Eleret picked up the kit bag and dung it over her right shoulder.

"Stubborn Cilhar. At least tell me where you're staying and for how long, so | can send you a
messageif | need to.”

"Send it to the school the Idand of the Moon runs," Eleret replied, suddenly wary. "Adept Climera
knows how to find me. | only expect to be in Ciaron another few days.” She expected to leave as soon
as she collected her belongings from the Broken Harp, and certainly no later than the following morning,
but she wasn't going to admit that to anyone. Not after what the Commander had said about the ambush
and the attempted break-ins.

"Cautious aswdll as stubborn." Wezira shook his head.

"Under the circumstances, | can hardly fault you for that, can 1? Very well, very well. Good luck to
you, Fredlady Salven."



"It'sunder the raven'swings," Eleret said with a shrug as she opened the door to leave. "But thank
you for your good wishes."

The Commander nodded, and Eleret left. To her relief, only one man remained in the outer room,
the sillent one, and he did not even ook up as she crossed to the other door and let hersalf out into the
hallway. The boy who had brought her to the office had disappeared, but Eleret was not concerned. The
building might be amaze to a Ciaronese used to straight lines and right angles, but the route had not
seemed difficult to her.

She sarted down the hall and turned right a the second intersection, dmost without thinking. The
strap of the kit bag felt heavy and strange on her shoulder; the raven sedl-ring was an awkward,
congtricting lump againgt her fingers, the knifelay large and unfamiliar againgt her thigh. Carrying Tamm's
things somehow made her absence, her death, seem lessred instead of more.

"Lady Sdven'"

Startled, Eleret whirled and stepped back a pace while her hand went automatically to the
raven's-feet in her pocket. The door to one of the side rooms was open, and the man called Maggen
stood just insde, beckoning.

Eleret took hold of one of her throwing weapons but did not bring it out into view. "What do you
want?'

"Just achat,” Maggen said. "Comein, please; you'll be more comfortable.”
"I'm comfortablewherel am.”

"Look, | said | was sorry about that business earlier.” Maggen smiled. "But | understand. If you
want to stay there where anyone can overhear, go ahead.”

"Why should | worry about someone overhearing?' El-Eleret asked. "Just what isit you want,
anyway?"

"] thought that since, ah, made abad impression at the beginning, | ought to do something to make
up for it," Maggen said.

"Such as?' Eleret doubted that she would be interested in anything Maggen was likely to suggest,
but his odd behavior made her curious.

"You, ah, came along way to get that,” Maggen said, gesturing at the kit bag. "It'll be awkward and
heavy to carry dl the way back, maybe dangerous, even.”

Eleret dmost laughed. Awkward and heavy? The kit weighed barely as much as abrace of
pheasants. "So?"

"So I'll buy it fromyou." Maggen leaned forward. "The wholething. I'vegot a. . . friend who needs
outfitting; thisway | can get him fixed up and do you afavor at the same time. Money's easy to carry.”

"All that'sin thisisawhetstone and comb.”
Maggen'singratiating smilereturned. "Well, I'll pay you three stars. That's more thanit'sworth.”
"It belonged to my mother. It has sentimentd vaue.”

"All right, four stars. Y ou can buy alot of sentiment for four stars.”



Y ou could buy alot of other things, too, even at Ciaron's prices, thought Eleret. Maggen was a
fool, and whatever he wanted must be vauable indeed. "'I'm il not interested.”

"Hve, then!"

"Not for five stars nor for twenty-five stars,”" Eleret replied. "I'm not selling Masthings. In three
quick steps she was past the door; by the time Maggen stepped out into the hallway she waswell out of
reach. Hewasn't likely to try anything in the heart of the headquarters of the Imperia

Guard, especidly in ahal where someone might come by at the wrong time.
"You'l be sorry you didn't sdll it to me!l" Maggen caled after her. "Wait and see. You'll be sorry.”

"l doubt it," Eleret said over her shoulder, and kept walking. Maggen did not try to follow, and a
few minutes later Eleret reached the building's entrance. She nodded to the woman on guard, glanced
back one last time to make certain Maggen was nowherein sight, and stepped out to join the flow of
traffic on the Street.

FOUR

Three gtreets down and two over from the offices of the Imperid Guard, Eleret stepped into a
doorway and paused to consider. If she kept to the main streets, shewasin little danger of direct attack,
but among dl these people it wasimpossible to tell whether she was being followed. Having dipped up
once dready, Eleret did not want to lead any more people back to theinn where she was saying. She
might, however, lead them somewhere neutral, somewhere less crowded, where she would have a better
chance of spotting them. Eleret smiled and stepped back into the street. At the next corner, she made the
turn that would take her to the Idanders school.

The press of people and wagons |lessened as Eleret drew away from the main thoroughfares, and
she quickened her step. Each time she turned a corner she managed to glance back along the street, and
on her fourth turn she spotted atall, narrow-faced man whom she was sure she had seen before. He was
gtill behind her when she turned again. Eleret was considering whether or not to let him know she had
seen him when avoice behind her cdled loudly, "That's her! Stop, thief!"

Startled, Eleret looked back. The narrow-faced man had been joined by awoman in the
indigo-and-maroon uniform of the City Guard, and the two were heading purposefully in Eleret's
direction. Eleret glanced around, unable to quite believe she was the person they wanted. A young manin
ascarlet cloak had paused, frowning, on the opposite side of the street; everyone el se seemed to have
melted into alleys and doorways.

"Stop, thief!" the narrow-faced man called again, and thistimeit was plain even to Eleret that she
was the one he meant.

Mildly puzzled by the man's behavior, Eleret stopped. A flash of irritation crossed the man'sface,
asif he had neither expected nor wanted her to wait for him. Eleret's puzzlement increased. Theft wasa
grave charge in the mountains, but Tamm had said once that the Ciaronese did not treet it as severely as



Cilhar. She had also said that afase accusation was an even more serious matter in Ciaron than among
the Cilhar. Why would the man risk an honor-challenge when he must know that Eleret had stolen

nothing?
"Isthere some problem?’ Eleret asked the guard as the two reached her.

"Thisman clamsyou stole that bag from him," the guard answered, gesturing at the kit hanging from
Eleret's shoulder.

"It'smine, dl right," the man said. He made a snatching motion, and Eleret sdestepped to avoid it.
"Watch out! She'strying to get away."

"You've made amistake," Eleret said to the narrow-faced man, her temper beginning torise. "This
ismy bag, and I've never seen you beforein my life."

"Hal Y ou snatched it from me not half an hour ago on the Northwest Castle Road.” The man's eyes
blazed with excitement. "Itsmine, | tell you!"

"Please, Grand Master Gorchastrin, control yourself," the guardswoman said. "Thisismy job, not
yours."

"Thendoit!" the narrow-faced man retorted. " Surely it's not difficult, even for you. There's the bag;
takeit from her and giveit tome."

The guardswoman stiffened. " Sheisasubject of the Emperor, and there are certain procedures—"

"And asa Grand Magter of the Order of Tsantilar of Rathane, | have certain privileges!”
Gorchastrin snapped back. "Privileges, may | remind you, that hold even in Ciaron. Now, | want my

beg”

Eleret frowned. Gorchastrin's Strategy was clear now; he expected the guardswoman to seize
Eleret'skit and giveit to him, on hisword aone. The guard didn't look strong enough or quick enough to
take the kit without Eleret's cooperation, but Eleret didn't want to start afight in the middle of the stre<t,
particularly not with an official. Fortunatdly, it wasn't amatter of her word against Gorchastrin's,
Commander Wezird could confirm that the bag was hers. Provided, of course, that she could convince
the guard and the privileged foreigner to walk back acrossthe city to Wezird's office.

"Perhaps | can be of some assistance, my lady guard?' said anew voice. Eleret turned her head.
The young man in the scarlet cloak had come up unnoticed during the discussion. As everyone looked at
him, he doffed ablack cap with a plume dyed to match his cloak and swept abow. "Lord Daner
Valaniri, a your service and the Emperor's.”

"It isaminor matter only, my lord," the guard said, bowing deeply in return. "Grand Master
Gorchastrin's bag was stolen, and he says thiswoman wasthe thief.”

"Unlikely," the newcomer said in adismissvetone, adjusting his cap carefully over hiswavy blond
hair. He smiled warmly at Eleret. " So lovely awoman would never be athief. Her face istoo memorable
for such aprofesson.”

"Exactly!" Gorchastrin said, but Eleret thought he did not seem as sure of himself ashe had a
moment previoudy. "l remember her perfectly.”

"I regret that | cannot return the compliment,” Eleret said politdy. She shifted the kit unobtrusively
asfar away from him as she could manage, and dipped her left hand into her dit skirt pocket, justin



case. "But as| have said, | have never seen the Grand Master before. The bag ismine; it was given to
me this morning by Commander Wezird of the Imperiad Guard. I'm surethat he will tel you so himsdif,
should you ask."

"Well, then," the guardswoman said, clearly relieved. "That settlesthe matter, doesn't it?!

"| believeit should,” the young lord, Daner, said. Eleret barely kept herself from an irritated frown
at the smug undertone in his voice. He hadn't done anything to warrant such sdf-satisfaction. Then she
did frown. Why had Daner come shoving his dagger in where it wasn't wanted? Was he after Tamm's
kit, too? Or was she seeing shadows on noon snow?

"Not so fast!" Gorchastrin said. "How do you know she'stelling the truth? How do you know she
hasn't bribed this Commander Wezird to say whatever she wants?'

Eleret stiffened at the implied insult, then saw that the guardswoman looked just as horrified as she
felt. Before either of them could speak, Daner's eyebrows rose in haughty

disdain. "Bribe a Commander of the Imperial Guard of Ciaron? Y ou forget yoursdf, Rathani."

Gorchadtrin'slipstightened. "I meant no insult to your people," he said with effort. "1 intended only
to express my doubts about thiswoman.” He gestured at Eleret.

So Gorchastrin would apologize for insulting the Ciaronese, but not for the affront to a Cilhar,
would he? Eleret wished she could pull her knife and challenge him a once, but that would be poor
tactics. Without proof, oneway or another, the two Ciaronese might not support her. More important, it
would be foolish to start afight while she was wearing the Ciaronese-style skirt. The wretched thing was
hard enough to walk in. "If itisaquestion of my word, perhaps Adept Climerd of the Idand of the Third
Moon will spesk for me," she said instead. "1 wasjust on my way to the school to seehim, and it'sonly
another block or two."

Even Daner looked startled by this announcement. The guard's eyes narrowed. "In that case, | think
this can be settled quickly. Unless Grand Master Gorchastrin chooses to question the integrity of the
Idandersaswell asthat of Ciaron's Imperid Guard.” Her tone made it clear that if he did he would lose
what little cooperation shewas il willing to give him.

"1, ah, wouldn't dream of it." Gorchastrin's voice was full of smothered fury.

"Then we will proceed to the School of the Third Moon and accept the judgment of Adept
Climerd," the guard declared. She turned and bowed to Daner in respectful dismissal. "Thank you for
your assistance, my lord."

"l believe I'll accompany you to the school," Daner said with asidelong glance a Eleret. 'l was
heading in that direction anyway."

"Of course, my lord." The guard bowed again, stiffly.

The young nobleman returned the bow with casua grace, apparently unaware of her disapproval,
and stepped to Eleret'sside.

Eleret frowned and opened her mouth. Then she saw Gorchastrin's expression, and closed it again
without saying anything. Lord Daner Vdlaniri might or might not be after the kit bag, but Grand Master
Gorchastrin certainly was. Of the two, Daner was clearly the safer companion, however short the walk.

"How isit that you are acquainted with Adept Climerd?' Daner asked Eleret asthelittle group



started down the street.
"We met shortly after | arrived in Ciaron,” Eleret answered. "'I'm sure hell confirm what I've said.”

"Ah," Daner said in asatisfied tone. Y ou aren't from Ciaron. | was sure | couldn't have
overlooked such ajewd among women for long." He gave Eleret an admiring amile.

"Ciaon'sabig city," Eleret said uncomfortably.
"Not thet big."

Eleret raised her eyebrows and said nothing. Fortunately, they had nearly reached the school, so
Daner had no timefor further pleasantries. The guardsvoman pulled the knob while Gorchastrin shifted
from onefoot to another and eyed Eleret's bag possessively.

The door opened. "Welcome to our House," said Prill. "What service may |— Fredlady Salven!
Welcome back. Do you want to see Climerd again?'

"She does," Daner said before Eleret could reply. "Asdo wedl. Unless of coursethisis
confirmation enough for the Grand Master?'

"It isenough," Gorchastrin said, glaring at Prill. "1 . . . must have been mistaken.”
"Perhaps you should apologize for the inconvenience

you have caused Fredady Sadlven," Daner said inavoice like silk just as Gorchastrin began to turn
away. "And of coursetheresthe matter of afdse charge.”

"Migtakes happen,” the guardswoman said doubtfully.

"And when they are discovered, they must be remedied." Daner stepped back and bowed to
Eleret, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of hissword. "My bladeisat your disposd, Fredlady.”

Eleret stared at him, her temper rising as she redlized he meant to take her fight on himsdf. Shewas
neither wounded nor ill nor pregnant, o why was he insulting her with the implication that she could not
fight? Her left hand dropped to where her knife should have been, and brushed the heavy wool of her
skirt. She paused. Perhaps the man had not intended any insult. Anyone with eyes could see that she was
not dressed for fighting; perhapsin Ciaron that was asimportant as actua fitnessfor battle.

"Takehisoffer,” Prill whispered in Eleret's ear. "Daner's good.”

So it wasn't aninsult. Eleret looked at Daner and hesitated. Shed rather fight her own battles, no
matter what Ciaronese custom was, but she didn't want to return insult for an offer that had been kindly
meant. She looked at Gorchastrin.

"| gpologizefor theinconvenience,” Gorchastrin said in astrangled voice. "It wasamigtake.”
"Even so—" Daner began.

"My lord, please consider,” the guard broke in. "The Grand Master isaforeigner, and unused to
our ways."

"Well ... if thelady issatisfied . . . 7' Daner gave Eleret an inquiring look.



"Since the Grand Master has admitted his mistake, | see no reason for you to fight him,” Eleret said
caefully. And if he turns up a second time I'll handle him myself, skirts or no skirts. He'll never cry
thief at a Cilhar again, once I've done with him.

Daner lifted his hand from his sivord-hilt. "Then | am content.”

"1f you wish to cometo the corner guard post, Grand Master, | can continue investigating the theft
of your bag," the guard said.

Gorchastrin transferred hisglare to the guard. "1 have no more time to spend on this petty matter.
Y ou may be sure, however, that your superiorswill hear about the bungling treatment | have received.”
Heturned and swegpt off.

"What wasthat about?' Prill said inquigtively. "And what are you doing with Fredlady Salven, Lord
Daner? Aren't you supposed to be helping Nijole trandate and classfy those scrollsthismorning? 1 don't
blame you for dodging her. Last time | saw her, she wasin the room just off thelibrary, swearing likea
Kulseth fisherman with aknot in hisline”

Daner clapped ahand to hisforehead. "I forgot.”

"That's not going to chip any stone where Nijole's concerned,” Prill said. "Now that youre here. .

"Yes, | understand.” Daner gave Eleret asgnificant glance. "But | had hoped—"
"l would liketo see Adept Climerd," Eleret said. "Privady, if possble.”

"l don't think he has any gppointments,” Prill said. "He was going over the reports from Napaura,
and he hatesthat. Hell be glad to be interrupted. Come on, I'll take you. And you'd better get going,
Lord Daner, or Nijolewill redly have something to say to you."

With awry smile, Daner swept his hat off and bowed to Eleret. "I shal hope to have the pleasure of
meseting you again, Fredady.”

Eleret controlled theimpulseto reply, Not if | can help it, and nodded awkwardly. Daner smiled,
adjusted his hat, and strode off down the corridor, his scarlet cloak billowing behind him. Eleret rolled
her eyes and turned to Prill, who was|ooking after Daner and shaking her head.

"He'sredly something, isnt he?' Prill said, catching Eleret'seye. "Climerd sayshe'sjust alitile
spoiled and too sure of himsalf, and needs to be taken down a peg or two. How'd you meet him,
ayway?'

"It'salong story."

"Oh? That'sunusud. Lord Daner's got areputation for moving fast.” Prill giggled. "On somethings,
anyway. Come on, you can tell me while we walk. Unlessyou'd rather not.”

"He pushed into an argument that had nothing to do with him and then wouldn't go away again,”
Eleret said, faling into step beside Prill. She didn't want to go into detail; she would have to explain too
much. At least Prill's reaction meant that Daner was probably not after Tamm'skit.

"Well, that doesn't surprise me. Once he makes up hismind, he'sawfully persistent. Y ou should



have heard him pestering Nijole to teach him sorcery last year! She said someredly terrible thingsto him,
but he wouldn't go away and he wouldn't go away and findly she gavein.”

"Thank you for letting me know," Eleret said.
Prill gave her apuzzled |ook.

Suppressing asmile, Eleret explained solemnly, "If Lord Daner decidesto pester me, | won't try
saying terrible things to him to make him go away, sinceyou tell methat it won't work. It will save alot of
time"

Prill laughed. "I hadn't thought of it that way." She stopped and knocked at a door, then opened it
and stuck her head inside before there was time for aresponse. "Adept? Eleret Salven's back and wants
to seeyou. | thought you'd want to know."

"Y ou are an undisciplined minx, but unfortunately for discipline you are dso quiteright.” The
amusement in Climerd's voice was clear despite the muffling effect of the partly closed door. "Bring her

n.

Eleret nodded her thanksto Prill and went in. Climeral was sitting behind a paper-strewn table that
reminded Eleret of the onein Commander Wezird's office. "Welcome, Free-lady Sdven,” he said asshe
sat down across from him. "' had not expected to see you again so soon.”

"Didn't you?' Eleret said.

Climera amiled. "Should | have?' Then the amile vanished and his eyes narrowed to danted dits.
"Y ou think so. What isit that you believe | should have known and told you of on your first visit here?"

""Someone has been trying to steal my mother'sthings," Eleret answered. "Didn't Commander
Wezird tdl you?"

"No," Climerd sad, frowning. "Is he certain?'

"He may not be certain, but | am,” Eleret said. "I had some trouble on my way here." Swiftly, she
described Gorchastrin's accusation and his attempt to have the kit bag turned over to him.

"Y ou seem to have handled the matter well," Climerd said when shefinished.

"Thank you," Eleret said. "But I'm not sure | would be so lucky another time. | don't know enough
about theway you do thingsin Ciaron."

"If you are wise enough to admit that, you will probably manage better than mog.”

"Probably doesn't suit me. Especidly if theré's achance troubleis going to follow me al the way
home."

"What isit you want, then?"
"Y ou said when | arrived that you could supply aguide

for me, someone who knew hisway around Ciaron. Could you find someone who hastraveled a
little between here and the Mountains of Morravik? Someone who'd be handy in afight, and who can
leave the city with me tonight or tomorrow? I'll pay whatever isreasonable,” Eleret added, thinking of the
money tied up in her sash.



"Anexcdlentidea" Climerd thought for amoment, then began to smile. "Payment won't be
necessary. | know just whom to send, and if he agrees, paying him afee would be like giving beer to a
brewmaster. Tonight or tomorrow? I'll send someone to the Broken Harp this evening, then. Isthere
anything esel can do for you?'

"Yes," Eleret said. "I'm worried about my family. If someone's after Masthings, he might be smart
enough to light out for home ahead of me. Gralith said you'd gotten him word of Mas death without
waiting for amessenger. Could you do that again, for amessage from me? Just to tell them what's
happened, and that there might be trouble. I'd feed more comfortableif | knew that nobody waslikely to
catch Paand Nilly and Jv by surprise.”

"Of coursel can,” Climerd said. "I'll ask Grdith to keep an eye on them, too, if you'd like. He has
certan ills—"

"Magic, you mean? No, | don't think so. Padoesn't hold with mixing up magic in afight."
"What if his opponents do not fed the same?' Climerd asked skepticaly.

"Oh, I'll back Paagaing awizard any day," Eleret said, smiling at the thought. "Aslong ashe
knows what he's up againgt, anyway, which iswhy | asked about sending him amessage. Besides, |
wouldn't want your folk to get mixed up in our trouble.”

Climerd's eyebrowsrose. "'l gppreciate the consderation, but | hope you are not expecting too
much of your family. Forgive me for asking, but have you or your father ever faced magic?

"Paran up againg wizards atime or two during the Syaski wars," Eleret replied. "He saysthey
cause abit more damage than ordinary people, tossng spells around, but an arrow in the right placekills
them as dead as anyone dse. Hell manage.”

Climeral shook hishead in amazement. "Y ou have aunique viewpoint. | wish I could in conscience
persuade you to stay in Ciaron for afew more days so we could talk, but under the circumstances—"

"I'd rather start back as soon as| can,” Eleret told him with real regret as sheroseto leave. "But
perhaps | can vigit your idand someday.”

"I'll hope so," Climerd said. "Good fortune to you, and may the Third Moon light your path.”

"My thanks," Eleret said, wondering briefly how anonexistent moon could light anything at al. She
nodded and went out. She found Prill waiting to escort her back to the main door, and persuaded her to
take her to adifferent exit, in case Gorchastrin was still watching the front entrance. In afew moments
shewas on the street once more. She kept a sharp watch al the way back to the inn, but this time no one
followed her or attempted to stop her, and she reached her room without incident.

HVE

No one occupied the front room at the Broken Harp when Eleret came through it on her way to her
quarters. Indgde, she ingpected the chamber quickly but thoroughly, then barred the door. As she



dropped the kit bag on the bed, she breathed asigh of relief. After al that had happened, she had been
haf afraid she would find someone waiting in her room.

Eleret shook her head. She had thought that once she collected her mother's things everything
would be smple; instead, matters seemed to grow more complicated by the minute. Who was
Gorchastrin? Was he working with the unpleasant and overeager Maggen, or did they each havea
different reason for wanting Tamm's kit? Was ether of them behind the attemptsto break into
Commander Wezird's office, or was that the work of yet another person? And what, exactly, were dl of
them after?

Frowning, she opened the kit and dumped its contents on the straw-stuffed pallet. Perhapsif she
took acloser ook, she would find some clue. She had not had time at Wezird's office to examine
everything as carefully as she would have liked.

She began with the kit itsdlf. It was the same one Tamm aways carried whenever she left the
mountains. The lesther was alittle more faded and one of the thongs had been replaced, but that was dll.
It even had the same smell, ablend of trail dust and old leather and the dightly rancid oil Tamm had
ingsted on using to keep it supple.

The outline of the bag blurred, and Eleret had to pause and blink the tears from her eyes. Sop
that, shetold hersdlf fiercdly. You have a task to finish. Sheraised her eyesto the corner of the ceiling
and kept them there, forcing hersdlf to think about Maggen and Gorchastrin, until the burning ache of
unshed tears subsided. Then she took a deep bresth, swallowed hard, and returned doggedly to her
work.

An oblong whetstone seemed a safe enough item to examine next; one couldn't get too sentimental
over astone. It looked perfectly ordinary, and Eleret began to fed more composed. Therewasa
depression down the center, where years of meta stroking along it had worn the stone avay. Years. . .
Eleret remembered her mother sitting before the fire, knives and arrowheads laid ready to hand, telling
the story of the dud between Morravik and the Varnan wizard Ilarnadel Bifromar, with the hiss of stedl
againgt stone as a steady accompaniment. She dropped the stone asiif it had turned red-hot in her hand,
and reached blindly for something e se.

Her hand closed on awad of wool stockings knotted around something hard. Slowly, she unwound
them and found awooden spoon, short and thick and square, made for esting from rather than for stirring
the pot. Her father had carved it to replace the last one Tamm had broken, just before she | eft. Eleret
remembered the two of them laughing about it, and her father's warning to Tamm to take better care of
this one. Apparently, Tamm had tried. Eleret stared at the spoon, and suddenly her tearswelled up and
soilled over.

Thistime, control was impossible. Wrenching sobs shook her until she could breathe only in harsh
gasps. Tears burned her eyes and cheeks. Her mind seemed to split in two, haf of it swept away by the
unexpected wave of grief, the other haf coldly caculating how loudly she could cry without being heard
outside the room. She stuffed afist into her mouth to muffle the sound and rocked back and forth where
she sat, while the grieving haf of her mind chanted, Never again, you'll never laugh with her again,
she'll never tell stories again, never give you advice you don't want, never, never again . . .

A long time later, Eleret stopped crying. Her eyes were sore, and the room seemed too bright and
sharp to look on comfortably. Her lipstasted of salt, her nose was too stuffed up to breathe through, and
her face felt hot and prickly. She wiped her cheeks with the backs of her hands, wondering with akind of



desperation how much time was | eft before the mid-afternoon meal. If shelooked as ravaged as shefdlt,
it might be hours before she could be sure that her face no longer reveaed too much.

Eleret swalowed, blinked, and looked down. She caught aglimpse of the scattered belongings on
the bed and in an ingtant was halfway to tears once more. Hastily, she averted her eyes, risng as she
turned away. She had to find something else to do, something to occupy her mind for afew minuteswhile
sheregained her composure. She reached for the pitcher and washbasin on the table beside the window.

Weater doshed over the lip of the pitcher as Eleret began to pour; the innkeeper'swife had filled it
too full. Eleret ignored the puddle on the tabletop and the dampness dribbling down the front of her skirt.
When the washbasin was hdf-full, she set the pitcher down, shut her eyes, and plunged her faceinto the
tepid water. She held her position until her lungs ached for air, then straightened, gasping and spraying
water in al directions. In her haste she inhaled adrop of water and began to cough.

When she could breathe freely again, Eleret looked at the soggy mess on and around the table and
gave awavery chuckle. She couldn't have done any worse if she'd dropped the pitcher or tipped the
basin over. She brushed dripping tendrils of hair away from her face with one hand and reached for the
towd with the other.

Cleaning up the spill did not take long, but by the time she finished, Eleret's kirt was nearly aswet
asthe towel. Shetook it off and spread it over the end of the bed, then frowned. The only other clothes
she had were the ones she had brought from the mountains. Anyone familiar with Cilhar garb would
recognize her full green leggings and soft knee-high boots, even if she pulled her shirt down into asort of
tunic that would cover the top. Eleret shrugged. She had no real choice. She would just have to stay
ingde, out of sght, until the skirt wasdry.

Eleret pulled her own kit out from benegath the bed and started to untie it, then stopped short. The
knot was the same one she had used, but it was tied backward. The |eft-hand thong should have been
looped, with the right crossing over and around; instead, the right thong was looped, with the left crossing
over and around. Someone had opened the kit while she was out.

Sowly, Eleret untied the thongs and unlaced the flgp. Thethingsinsidelay just as she had |eft them,
neetly folded and placed to fill the bag as efficiently as possible. One by one, shelifted them out, then
shook the empty kit to make certain nothing had been hidden in the bottom. Nothing had. She packed
everything up again, wondering whether she wasimagining things, then reached for the thongs. No, she
would never have tied them that way; it felt awkward and unnatural, and she had to think about every
move. Someone el se had tied that knot.

Eleret sat back on her heds, fingering the hilt of her knife. Who could it have been? She considered
briefly and then dismissed the possibility that the innkeeper or hiswife had been snooping; the careful
repacking of her kit was unlikely to be the result of casud curiogty. Climerd and Prill werethe only
peoplein Ciaron who knew where shewas . . . except for the woman who had followed her from the
school. What had she called hersdlf? Jonystra, that was the name. And she had asked about smdll, old
things, likesedlsandrings. . . .

With amuffled exclamation, Eleret opened her right hand and peered at the raven ring. Sheturned it
on her finger so that the stone was outward, as it should be; then she sat staring. The silver gleamed,
untarnished, but the black stone seemed to drink up whatever light fell on it, no matter how sheturnedit.
Shefdt likeafool for taking so long to connect it with Jonystra's cryptic remarks. She stroked the
carved raven gently with her fingertip, asif by doing so she could learn what made the ring so important
to Jonystraand perhaps others.



What had Tamm told her about the ring? The raven wasfor protection, she remembered that much,
and the black stone wasfor night and shadow. The silver setting meant something, too, but try as she
would she could not remember what. It had been handed down from mother to daughter or
granddaughter ever since Geleraise Vinlarrian had come to the Mountains of Morravik seven hundred
and some-odd years ago, to settle among the Cilhar. "Our good-luck charm,” Tamm had caled it, though
the luck it had brought her seemed to Eleret to have been of the other variety.

Once more, Eleret turned her hand to catch light on the raven ring; then she shrugged and twisted
the ring so that the sedl rested againgt her pam. She wasn't learning anything by looking &t it, and she
doubted that Jonystrawould be willing to explain her interest. Perhaps Climera would know something
about it—no, she was being foolish. She couldn't expect Climerd to have all the answers she needed just
becauise he was a Shee and amagician. Eleret Sghed. Her curiosity would smply have to go unsatisfied.

Feding asif she had settled something, however temporarily, Eleret put on her leggings and boots.
Shewas surprised a how much better shefdtin her norma dress. She thought for amoment, then went
over to the bed and picked up Tamm's embroidered knife-sheath. With alittle work, she could adapt it
to wear on her right leg, and she was beginning to think that the more weapons she had handy, the better.

Eleret was tying her second spare thong around the lower part of the sheath when someone
knocked at the door. Eleret hesitated, wondering whether to pretend she was not there. But anyone who
tried the door would redlize that it was barred from the insde, and the visitor was as likely to be someone
from Climerd's school asit wasto bethe innkeeper or hiswife. "Who'sthere?' Eleret caled.

The knock was repeated and someone mumbled a sentence that did not carry through the door.
Eleret frowned and did the knife out of the sheath she was working on. Holding the weapon so that the
opening door would hideit, she eased back the bar and swung the door a handsbreadth out.

From the hall outside, Jonystra Nirandol smiled through the crack. "I'm so glad you're here. | was
just passing by, and | thought I'd stop and see how your day went."

"Aswell as| expected," Eleret replied, staring in undisguised fascination. Jonystra's dark hair was
piled on top of her head in a series of elaborate and precarious-looking waves. Her eyes were heavily
outlined in kohl, and two brass meda lions dangled from her ears. She wore aloose, floor-length tunic
made of adark blue cotton embroidered in brightly colored slk, and her belt was a chain of medalions
that matched her earrings. She looked like some sort of dall.

"Have you finished your businessin Ciaron?' Jonystra asked, her smile widening.
"No," Eleret lied. "I'll have to go back tomorrow. Something about procedures, they said.”

"Ciaronislikethat," Jonystrasaid. "Perhaps| could be of some assistance? I've dedt with the
authorities here before.”

"I don't think that will be necessary,” Eleret said firmly. "And it might confusethemif | brought an
extraperson aong.”

"True." Jonystrashrugged, then lowered her head. Light dithered across her waves of hair. "Would
you join mefor dinner instead? There's a place near herethat's very entertaining; | wasjust on my way
there. I'm sure | could loan you something to wear, and with your looks you'd create quite a sensation.”

Eleret had amomentary picture of herself dressed as Jonystrawas, and nearly laughed aoud.
"Thank you, but I'm afraid | cant. I've dready made arrangements for dinner."”



"Theinnkeeper will understand,” Jonystrapersisted. "And if you're only going to bein Ciaron for a
week, you ought to see as much asyou can.”

"I'm meeting someone," Eleret said. One inadvertent med with Jonystra had been enough, to her
way of thinking; she was not Stting down to ancther if she had to invent legions of relatives, friends, and
admirers unexpectedly encountered in the town.

Jonystrals smile dipped. "I thought you didn't know anyonein Ciaron.”

"| thought 0, t0o," Eleret said. "But asit turnsout, | do. Another night, perhaps. Tomorrow, or the
day after?" If Jonystrathought she had arranged to meet Eleret, she wouldn't suspect that Eleret was
planning to leave Ciaron before then. She might even stop pestering Eleret, though that was probably too
much to hopefor.

"Tomorrow, then." Jonystradid not appear dtogether happy, but aslong as sheleft, Eleret didn't
care much about the woman's mood. "In the meantime, perhaps—"

"Excuseme," said afamiliar voice from the door at the end of the hdl. "But could you tell us— Oh,
thereyou are, Eleret! | was going to ask the innkeeper where to find you, only he wasn't around, and his
wife said you were just down the hall.”

"Hedlo, Prill," Eleret said, opening her door alittle wider and blessing Prill'stiming. Aslong as Pxill
didn't say the wrong thing, Jonystrawould assume that she was Eleret's intended dinner companion. "l
waswaiting for you. Comeinwhilel finish getting ready.”

Prill glanced over her shoulder. A tal figure moved out of the shadows and resolved into Lord
Daner Vdlaniri. Prill shook her head a him and said uncertainly, "1 don't know if—"

"So long asthewait isnot along one, | will be content to Stay here," Daner said. "'l am surethe
resultswill bewdl worth it, and the company is charming.” He gave Jonystraan admiring glance and
swept her abow.

"All right, then," Prill said. "But don't go complaining about it later.”

Eleret stepped back and swung the door open. "Excuse us,”" she said to Jonystra as Prill walked
past her and did into the room. As she closed the door, she heard Daner say coaxingly, ™Y ou will keep
me company, won't you?'

"Why did you bring him?" Eleret asked Prill, who was|ooking around the room with interest.
"Lord Daner? Oh, he'sgoing to be your guide, if you'll have him," Prill said.
"What?" Eleret stopped short in the middle of sheething her dagger to Stare at Pill.

" told Climerd that would be your reaction,” Prill said with some satisfaction. "But honestly,
Daner's not so bad. And he does know just about every road east of Ciaron; he's been traveling to Kith
Alund or Brydden or Mindariaor somewhere every year snce he wasfifteen.”

"Maybe, but isheany good in afight?"

"Don' let hismannerismsfool you,” Prill replied serioudy. "The last generation of Vdlanirislost a
couple of sonsin dudls and stupid brawls, and ever since they've been determined to see that it wouldn't
happen again. They're among the best swordsmen in the city, and Lord Daner isthe best in the family.
And don't forget that he'samagician, too; that could come in handy."



"For what?' Eleret turned away and began stripping off her leggings. She could hear the murmur of
voices outside the door, and she wondered just what Daner and Jonystrawere saying to each other. It
was not acomforting idea.

"How should | know?" Prill said. "It depends on what you run into. Starting fires, maybe. And even
if hesnot an Adept, he can tell whether anyone is using magic to look for you. If you're worried about
being followed . . ."

"Youreright," Eleret said, frowning. "1 hadn't thought of that." And Climera had chosen Daner;
presumably the Shee Adept had good reasons for regarding him as suitable. "I suppose | ought to give
him achance

Prill giggled. "I'm beginning to see why Climera said thiswould be agood idea. And Daner thinks
Nijoleisbad! | wish | could come with you, just to watch.”

"Watch what?" Eleret asked absently as she strapped on her knife. She glanced longingly at the
second dagger-and-sheath, but |eft them lying where they were. Slitting the other skirt pocket would take
too much time to do right, and there was no sense in wearing awespon she could not get a. She pulled
on the skirt, which was now only alittle damp, and quickly bundled the litter on the bed into her mother's
kit bag. "Let'sgo."

SIX

When Eleret opened the door, she found Daner dlonein the hall, gazing toward the sairswith a
thoughtful expression. Thefirst thing he said was, "Fredady Sdven, how well do you know the woman
who was here just now?"

"Better than I'd like," Eleret replied. "Which isto say, not very well. Comein; we can't discussit in
thehdl."

"Watch out for her," Daner said, throwing alast glance at the stairs before he turned to enter
Eleret'sroom. ™Y ou and your plans were the only things she cared about, the whole time she wastalking
to me. She didn't want to chat about anything eseat al." He sounded faintly indignant, and Eleret could
not kegp from smiling.

"I'm not surprised,” she said as she closed the door behind Daner. "1 think Jonystrawas the one
who searched my room this morning, while | was out."

"Searched your room?' Prill said. "How did you know? Did she take anything? What was she
looking for?'

"I'm not sure what she was looking for," Eleret replied.

"I'm not even sure that she went through my things, but someone did. | don't think it wasthe
innkeeper or hiswife, and she'sthe only other person outside the school who knew where | was staying.”

"A very unsttling experience, I'm sure," Daner said sympatheticaly.



"No, it'sannoying, that'sall. What sort of information was she hunting for?'

Daner blinked, evidently startled by her matter-of-fact reaction to Jonystra's prying, but he made a
quick recovery. "Where had | met you, how long were you planning to stay in Ciaron, where were we
going for dinner, how long would we be gone. That sort of thing."

So Jonystra hadn't entirely believed Eleret's comments about her stay in Ciaron. "What did you tell
her?'

"Nothing, of course. I'm not afool, and Climeral said it was important to keep your plans quiet. |
told her we hadn't had a chance to talk much yet." Daner gave Eleret along, speculative look. "What are
your plans? Or would you rather talk after dinner?”

"After dinner," Eleret said. She picked up her mother's kit bag, then bent and retrieved her own
from under the bed. "Preferably after dinner and severd miles outside Ciaron.”

"But—" Daner looked at Prill and then back to Eleret. "I thought you didn't intend to leave until
tomorrow. And it'saready late; we won't get very far.”

"1f we leave behind the person who searched my room, it'll be far enough.” Without thinking about
it, Eleret checked her weapons—throwing-knife in easy reach through the dit skirt pocket on the lft,
raven's-feet poking sharply through the fabric of the pocket on the right—then shouldered the bags. "
want ahead start on everyone, if | can get it. Didn't Climera tell you | might want to go tonight?"

"Yes but. . ." Daner'svoicetraled off and he sghed. "All right, if youing<t."

Prill giggled. "I'll bet you didn't believe Climerd. I'll bet you thought she didn't mean it. Honestly,
Dane—"

"l said dl right,” Daner snapped. Thetips of hisearswere turning red.

"Y ou don't have to come with me," Eleret said. After hiswarning about Jonystra, she was willing to
admit that Daner had some intelligence, but she was still not convinced that she wanted him for a
companion on the trip home. If he backed out, she wouldn't even haveto fed guilty about not taking
Climerd's suggestion.

"Not come?' Daner's expression went blank in shocked surprise; then his eyebrows rosein insulted
indignation. "And let agirl likeyou travel al aone, with who knows how many villainswaiting for you?
Don't be absurd!™

"Inthat case, let's get started,” Eleret said, and turned toward the door.
"What about your bags?'

Eleret gave Daner apuzzled look. "What about them?' she asked, indicating the two kits hanging
over her shoulder.

"1 mean the rest of your things," Daner said gently. ™Y ou don't have to leave them behind just
because you'rein ahurry, you know."

"I'm not leaving anything,”" Eleret said, dtill puzzled. "What are you talking about?"

Prill giggled again. "He'staking about his ssters, that'swhat he's talking about. They can't go
anywhere without at least Six trunks worth of dresses and cloaks and veils and things. Fredady Sdven's



aCilhar, Lord Daner, not acourt lady."

"I'm beginning to think | don't have the dightest ideawhat that means,” Daner said, looking at
Eleret's bags with patent disbelief. Eleret thought of Jonystrals dress and amost smiled. Perhaps she
wouldn't have to worry about the woman as much as she had thought. Traveling with trunksfull of clothes
would certainly dow her down.

"He's right about one thing, though,” Prill said. ™Y ou shouldn't carry your kitsout in plain Sight like
that. Anyone who seesyou will know you're leaving.”

"Not if they share Lord Daner's opinions,” Eleret said. "But | can't be sure they will." She frowned,
thinking. She had her dagger and her raven's-feet, and she had the raven ring. The bags of money
Commander Wezird had given her were till tied in uncomfortable lumpsinsde her sash. She wouldn't
liketo lose the thingsin the bags, but she could get dong without them if she had to. But if she didn't have
to . .. Sheturned to Daner. "Will you carry them? If you drape your cloak abit more toward the front,
you can keep them out of sight alot better than | can.”

"Drapemy cloak . . ." Daner sounded asif he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "It ruin the
ling"

Prill dissolved in laughter. Eleret looked from her to Daner. "Theline?"

"Theway it hangs," Daner said uncomfortably. "It's cut to fal back acrossthe shoulder, likethis.
Pulling it forward doesn't look right.”

Heflipped theright side of hiscloak down across hisarm. It didn't look particularly odd to Eleret,
but it wasn't worth arguing about. She shrugged. "I'll have to take the chance, then. Let'sgo.”

"Y ou— |— Oh, givethem here." Daner dl but snatched the two kits from Eleret's hand. They
disappeared under his cloak, and after afew shrugs and agreat ded of muttering Daner pronounced
himsdlf ready. Eleret sudied him criticaly to make sure the bagsrealy were not reedily visible,

then nodded. Daner gave her adark look, which Eleret ignored, and they |eft the room.

Before departing from the inn, Eleret hunted down the innkeeper and explained that she had found
some friends and would not be returning until very late. She dso paid him in advance for three days
lodging, hoping that thiswould convince him and anyone to whom he might mention it that shewas
gayingin Ciaron.

Outsdetheinn, Eleret turned to Daner. "Which isthe best way out of the city from here?!

"If you want to head directly for the mountains, we should use one of the gates on the east Sde,”
Daner said, pointing. "But it'l be quicker if we leave from the north and swing around the outside of the

aty.’
"Why?" Eleret asked. "It doesn't |ook far."

"Because to get to the east sde of Ciaron from here, we'd have to swing north anyway to avoid the
tenements. And because | want some travel supplies of my own. There's atrade station by the north city
wal where| can pick up the necessary gear. Y ou can't serioudy expect me to leave town without money
or spare clothes.™

It was areasonable request, but Eleret hesitated, thinking of the Sisters and the six trunks.
Ciaronese seemed to have more extensive ideas of what congtituted "necessary gear" than shewas



accustomed to. On the other hand, Daner's current attire was not exactly inconspicuous, and with any
luck at al hewould not consider the scarlet cloak and plumed hat suitable for travel. She nodded. Daner
smiled warmly and gestured adong the Street. "Thisway, Fredlady.”

Four blocks from theinn, Prill stopped. "Hereswhere | turn. Good-bye, Eleret.”

"Y ou're not coming with us?' Eleret was not redly surprised, but she found that she was
disappointed nonetheless.

The smdl, cheerful young Idander would have been good company, and Nilly and Jv would
certainly have enjoyed meeting her.

"If you have thetime, you could join usfor dinner,” Daner put in persuasively. "1 know anicelittle
place by the Larkirst Trade Station that would—"

"No," Eleret interrupted, though the mention of dinner had reminded her how long it had been since
she had eaten. "That'swhat | told Jonystrawe were going to do."

"Jonystra?' Daner gave her apuzzled frown.
"Jonystra Nirandol, thewoman at theinn.”
"Oh, her."

"So I'd rather wait for dinner until we're out of the city," Eleret said. Sheturned to Prill. "Tell Adept
Climerd goodbye for me. I'm sorry | can't tell him mysdif, but—"

"Hell understand.” Prill smiled, then said serioudly, "Be careful, both of you. And good luck!™

With afina wave, she turned down anarrow side street. Eleret looked after her for amoment, then
shook herself. She should not be wasting time. She glanced at Daner, who was studying her with an
unfathomable expression, and said, "How far isthis place where you're going to pick up your gear?'

"About another eight blocks. Up two to the northeast avenue, along it for three, then up two more
and over one. It won't take uslong.”

"Good."

Daner flashed her a surprised look and they started walking once more. Eleret paid him no attention
at dl; ingtead, she studied the people they passed, watching for too-familiar faces that might be following
them. Daner made two attempts to engage her in conversation, but by the time they reached the northeast
avenue he had given up and was waking beside her in sulky silence.

The avenue made Eleret nervous. It was as crowded as every other avenue she had seen in Ciaron,
and the press of people made it impossibleto get agood look at al of them. Carts and carriages rumbled
by, ralsing acrid dust from between the paving stones and adding to the difficulty of keeping watch. It
was areief when Daner stopped and said, "We cross here. It's not much farther.”

Asthey crossed the avenue and started down the side street Daner had indicated, Eleret saw a
small maninadark hat and cloak coming quickly toward them. His head was down, asif studying the
paving required dl his concentration; it looked as though only aminor miracle or amgor work of magic
was keeping him from colliding with everyone he passed.

Eleret nudged Daner and stepped to one side, well out of the man'sway. Daner smiledin



amusement and stepped to the other side. Like amind reader or adancer, the smal man made the same
move a exactly the same instant and cannoned into Daner head-on.

There was amoment of confusion while the two men struggled for balance and murmured
excuse-me. Eleret moved closer, intending to help, and saw the small man's hand dide sdeways and curl
around Daner's belt-pouch. Forgetting her intentions, Eleret grabbed with her right hand and pulled her
dagger with her left. The small man yelped, saw the dagger, and froze.

"Eleret, what are you doing?' said Daner, brushing at his cloak.

"Hewastrying to sted your pouch,” Eleret said. She made asmall gesture with thetip of her
dagger, which was resting at the base of the thief'sthroat. A thin red line followed the dagger's path.
"Weren't you?'

Thethief winced. "Ah, yes, of course, dl right, anything you say. Couldn't you move that knife
back, just alittle? Say, two or three feet? Y ou might dip, you see, and then wherewould | be?"

"l won't dip," Eleret said, but she lifted the dagger half aninch.

"Thank you," thethief said in tones of heartfelt Sncerity.

"Cdl aguard and turn him over," Daner said. "We're attracting attention.”
"No," Eleret said.

Daner diffened. "Eleret—"

"I knew you were a person of taste and discrimination,” the thief said to Eleret. "And you can't think
how much | appreciaeit. City guardsare 0. . . inflexible about little misunderstandings like this."

"Bequiet." Eleret glanced around and spotted an aley between two solid-looking stone buildings. It
was not much in the way of cover, but it would be better than the Street. "Over there, thief. Sowly, and
no tricks"

"l wouldn't dream of it," the thief said, rolling his eyes down toward her knife hand.

"Wedon't havetimefor this" Daner said as he followed Eleret and her prisoner into the relative
shelter of thedley. "And what are you going to do with him, anyway?"

"Yes, what are you going to do with me?' thethief said. His hat had did to one side, revealing an
unruly mop of hair the color of awet fox. "I have agreat persond interest in the answer, you understand.”

"I'm going to ask questions,”" Eleret said. She amiled dightly and moved her dagger hand afraction
of aninch, her eyesfixed on thethief. "And you're going to answer them. After that, well see”

"Naturdly." Thethief kept his attention on the dagger. "What wasit you wanted to know?"
"Hell only lie"" Daner said.

Thethief looked indignant. "Theré's no need to be insulting! What do you think | am, stupid or
something? Besdes, | have alow tolerance for pain. Particularly my own."

"Prill saysyoureawizard," Eleret said to Daner. "Can you put atruth spell on him?'

"A wizard?' Thethief looked appalled. "1 wastrying to rob awizard? Sweet snakes, I'll never hear



the end of thisone.
"If you're going to babble, at least tell us something useful," Daner said. "Who are you?"

"Karvonen Aurelico, sometime thief, at your service," the man replied promptly. *1'd bow, but I'd
hate for the gentle lady to misinterpret the gesture.” He smiled at Eleret over the knife blade, and Eleret
amost smiled back in spite of hersdlf.

"You're not avery good thief, from the look of things,” Eleret commented. "Why'd you pick usto
rob?'

"l don't suppose you'd believethat it was your beauty? The chalenge? Something in his attitude?’
Eleret shook her head and wiggled her knife. Karvonen sighed. "I didn't think s0."

"Thisian't getting us anywhere," Daner muitered.

"It might if you'd stop interfering,” Eleret said, annoyed.

Daner dtiffened. "Fredlady Salven, | am supposed to—"

"Fredlady?' Karvonen interrupted, his eyeswidening. "Y ou're not—do, please, tell me you're
not—from the Mountains of Morravik, are you?'

"Don't tel him!" Daner said quickly.

"That meansyou are." Karvonen dumped, ignoring Eleret's dagger completely. "Y ou're Cilhar. Oh,
shit. I'm going to get kicked out of the family for sure. No, they'll probably kill mefirst and then kick me
out. Wizards and Cilhar! Why do these things always happen to me?"

"What are you babbling about now?" Daner demanded.
"He'snot Cilhar," Eleret said. "'l am.”

"Oh. Wéll, that's something.” Karvonen's gloomy expression did not improve noticeably. He
frowned, then glanced searchingly up at Eleret'sface. "1 don't suppose—" Hiseyesdid past her and
widened. "Uh-oh."

"Don't take your eyes off him, Eleret," Daner warned. "He'strying some kind of trick."

Without bothering to answer, Eleret took atight hold on the thief's tunic and threw herself to one
sde, pulling Karvonen dong with her. They fdl againgt Daner'slegs, knocking him out of the way asthey
went down. An ingtant later, something whizzed through the space where they had been standing and
gruck thewdl of the building with ametalic clang.

Eleret twisted her shoulders to face the unexpected attack. Three hard-faced men blocked the
entrance to the dley. One had a bow; the other two held drawn swords. The bowman had a second
arrow aready nocked. Eleret let go of Karvonen and rolled, making herself amoving target that would
be more difficult to hit. The unaccustomed folds of the skirt tangled her legs and made her clumsy, and in
theingtant of hesitation, the bowman let fly.

The arrow whispered past Eleret's shoulder. " Stay down, Eleret!” Daner shouted, flinging his cloak
back and throwing both kit bags aside as he reached for his sword.

Eleret ignored him. Behind her, she heard a scuffling noise; Karvonen was probably escaping. She



finished her roll and came awkwardly to her knees. The bowman was reaching for another shaft, but he
wastoo dow. Eleret flipped her dagger end for end, aimed, and threw.

The bowman dropped his bow and staggered, clutching at his chest. Daner ran forward, sword in
hand, to meet the other two, and Eleret cursed mentally as she scrabbled in her pocket for her
raven's-feet. The noble Ciaronese idiot was blocking her throwing lines. As she stumbled to her fedt,
curaing the skirt and Daner impartidly, the bowman fell, twitched once, and lay motionless.

Swords rang, scraped apart, and rang again. Daner was every bit as good as Prill had promised,
but hewas il blocking Eleret's sight lines. She moved | eft, searching for an opening, and saw Karvonen
gliding to the right under the cover of acouple of barrdls. At least he was out of the way.

A movement at the end of the dley, beyond the sword-fight, caught her eye. She glimpsed alean,
angular face, half-hidden by the hood of acloak, and saw a hand rise to point at the combatants.
Simultaneoudy, something pricked sharply at her right index finger, where she wore the raven ring.

Daner sumbled, leaving himsdlf wide open to histwo opponents and clearing Eleret's throwing
lines. With two quick flicks of her wrigt, Eleret threw araven's-foot at each of the hard-faced
swordsmen. The missiles struck badly, leaving a shalow dash across one man's cheek and rebounding
off the other'sleather shoulder strap, but they distracted the men long enough for Daner to recover.
Almost too fast for the eyeto follow, his sword flicked up, left, and out, and one of the men was down.
The other turned to flee, and Daner ran him through the shoulder. His weapon clattered to the pavement,
but the only sound he made was asmdl grunt of pain.

"Now, srrah," said Daner asthe lone survivor turned and held out hisgood hand, paAm up, ina
gesture of surrender, "explain the meaning of this attack."

"Kovinsuy Cilbar," the man said, glaring, and spat.

Someone shouted outside the alley, and Eleret glanced toward the entrance. The cloaked man was
gone, but she could see people running in the street beyond. "Let's get out of here," she said to Daner.
"Weve attracted too much attention aready."

"My sentiments exactly,” said Karvonen's voice from behind them.

Eleret and Daner turned. Thethief grinned at their Startled expressions and bowed extravagantly,
gesturing down the dley. "Thisway, my lord and lady, if it please you. Shdl we go?’

SEVEN

Giving Karvonen aglance of mingled contempt and distrust, Daner turned back to his prisoner. The
man had had sense enough to stay where he was, though his eyeswerefull of hate. El-Eleret did not
bother to return hisglare. Shewas dl but certain, now, that he was a Syask, and probably histwo
companions aswell. Hatred was the best a Cilhar could expect from the people who had tried time and
again over thelast two centuriesto forcibly occupy the Mountains of Morravik. But how had they known
she was Cilhar? Frowning, she fingered her skirt. She had thought she was being careful.



The shouts in the street sounded closer. Eleret shook off her preoccupation and ran forward to jerk
her knife from the dead bowman's chest. She gave the blade a quick but thorough wipe with a corner of
the man's cloak, then thrust it into her pocket. A proper cleaning would have to wait for later, when they
were safe. "Come on, Daner,” she said over her shoulder.

"Not before | find out the truth about this attack,” Daner said without taking his eyes off the
wounded man.

"Then | wish good luck to you." Eleret scooped up the two kit bags, hers and her mother's, from the
pavement where Daner had dropped them, and started toward the far end of the dley. If the stubborn
Ciaronese nobleman couldn't see that they'd be better off e sewhere, he could stay and welcome.

She had not gotten three steps when anew voice said, " Stand and lower your weapons, in the
name of the Emperor!”

With agrimace, Eleret turned. A brown-haired woman and a stocky, long-faced man, both dressed
in maroon-and-indigo uniforms, stood at the entrance to the dley, their swords ready and their eyes
moving constantly up and down and across the open space, checking for more trouble. Eleret cursed
under her breath, but did not try to continue her retreat.

"Your arriva ismost timely, guardsmen,” Daner said, lowering the point of his sword perhgpsan
inch. "l am Lord Daner Valaniri, at your service and the Emperor's, and | wish to lodge acomplaint
againg these three men.”

The man glanced down at the pavement and raised athin black eyebrow, making hislong face
appear even longer. "Looksto melike it ought to be the other way around.”

"What sort of complaint, my lord?' the woman guard asked Daner. She nodded toward the two
bodies and added, "Bearing in mind that by the ook of thingsthere's only one of them left to answer it."

"This offa attacked me, three to one, without reason or provocation,” Daner replied. Eleret stared
at him. Threeto one? Hadn't he noticed her dagger in the first man's chest, or the raven's-feet that had
distracted his opponentsfor acrucia ingtant when he sumbled?

"No reason," the stocky guard said. "Sure. Happens al the time. People wander the Streets every
day whipping up fightsfor no reason.”

Thewoman guard cleared her throat and frowned at her companion, but he took no notice. Daner's
face stiffened. "They had no reason that | know of," he said with cold politeness. " And they meant to kill."

"That'swhat they all say." The man walked over to Daner's Side as he spoke. He inspected Daner
and the injured attacker with the same air of mild skepticism, then took hold of the prisoner's good arm.
With his own sword, the guard nudged Daner's wegpon. "Now, you just put that—"

"Sunnar." Thewoman's voice held awarning note. "He's tdlling the truth. Don't put your foot init, or
| swear I'll get another workingmate before the day is over.”

Sunnar paused. "How do you know?'

"That it's Lord Daner?1 saw him in an exhibition match with Reva Dario a couple of months ago.
Sword and dagger. He won, too.”

"Agang Reva?' Sunnar pursed hislipsin asilent whistle. "No wonder you remember him. Y our
pardon, my lord. We hear alot of tall stories, and most of ‘em are no more red than a Rathani whore's



jewery."
"Sunnar!" The other guard rolled her eyesin exasperation.

Daner's angry look vanished and hislipstwitched. He bent forward, hiding his face from thetwo
guards, and wiped his blade on the shirt of the nearest dead man. When he straightened, his expression
was under control once more.

Both guards watched him narrowly until he sheathed his sword. Then, apparently satisfied that no
one would make any more trouble, they put their own weaponsin their scabbards.

"So what do you want done with this catch?' Sunnar asked Daner casudly, obliviousto his
companion'sglare. "Two beached and dried, one hooked aive for the pot, and— What about the girl,
there?' He gestured at Eleret.

"She'swith me," Daner said. "Y ou'd better bring the other man dong, though. I'll have acomplaint
againg him, too; he'sathief."

"What other man?' the femal e guard asked.

Eleret glanced back over her shoulder. The dley was empty. Involuntarily, she looked at Daner,
and saw hismouth twist in arueful reponse. She gave him afaint smilein return, feding obscurely
pleased. She had almost liked Karvonen, even if hewas athief, and while sheld till had some questions
for him, she could not help being glad that they would not have to turn him over to the City Guard.

"He seemsto have gone," she said to the guards.

"That's one less to worry about, anyway," Sunnar muttered, barely loud enough for Eleret to hear.
He gave Eleret a speculative look that she did not quite like, then turned to Daner and raised hisvoice.
"Y ou'd better come along to the duty hut, my lord, and make your complaint there. It won't takelong, |
promiseyou.”

Daner scowled. "1 have wasted enough time on these scum aready. | do not intend—"
"Let'sgo, Daner," Eleret interrupted.

"What? But | thought you— Oh." Daner followed Eleret's glance and broke off in mid-sentence. A
crowd of curious passershy had formed in the mouth of the dley. The throng kept arespectful distance
behind the two City

Guards, but Eleret could dmost fed theintensity of the gazes focused on her and her companions.
There was no hope now of staying out of sight, and no telling who might be concealed among the
inquisitive people jostling each other in search of a better view. The safest course would be to go with the
guards, and dip away once they had left the crowd behind.

"If you'll come adong then, my lord?" Sumner said. "Charis, you take alook around here, and get
some of these carp-faced loafersto clear up when you're finished.”

"Worry about your own job, and stop telling me how to do mine," the woman guard told him
without rancor. "Go aong.”

Sunnar motioned for Daner and Eleret to precede him. As Eleret moved forward, the prisoner, who
had been standing in sullen sllence, sprang toward her. The unexpected move broke Sunnar's hold, and
the prisoner swung an open hand at Eleret's head. The crowd gasped. Without thought, Eleret took a



half-step backward and brought her hands up, catching hiswrist and arm. She pulled, using the force of
his own lunge to send him stumbling on past her. As he went by, she got one glimpse of the man'sface,
twisted with hatred, and saw the glint of metal between hisfingers; then shereleased her hold and kicked
at the back of hisknee,

The man'slegs buckled and he went down, landing clumsily on one knee and hisinjured arm. As
Eleret stepped forward and pivoted, bringing her leg around for another kick, hisweakened arm gave
way. Instead of sending him sprawling onto his back, her foot hit high and awkwardly, knocking him
forward onto his face with both hands hidden under his body.

Eleret bounced away from the fallen man and skipped back two paces. Her handswere dready in
her pockets, feding for her dagger and her raven's-feet, but it was not necessary. Daner and the guards
had their swords out, and their expressions madeit clear that the prisoner would not have another chance
to attack or escape.

"Eleret! Areyou dl right?' Daner said.
"Yes" Eleret replied, dightly puzzled by the evident concernin hisvoice.
"Nestly done," Charissaid to Eleret. "Whered you take your training?’

"At home," Eleret answered. Fedling that something more was cdled for, she added, "Inthe
mountains”

Charis shot her agtartled glance, but returned her gaze dmost immediately to the prisoner lying
facedown on the pavement. Daner aso looked her way, but his expression was more bemused than
surprised.

"Now, you," Sunnar said. "On your feet, and no moretricks."

The man did not move. Sunnar exchanged looks with his partner, then stepped closer and nudged
the man with hisfoot. When he ill did not respond, the guard motioned to Daner to keep close watch
and bent forward. As he seized the man's shoulder, his expression changed.

"The blasted cod's-head's gone and died on us, Charis," he said in tones of deep disgust.

"How? Shetook him down nicely, but it didn't look to me asif she hit hard enough to bresk his

"l didn't," Eleret said. "'l got a clean strike on the back of his knee and abad kick on the same side,
but neither one would have done more than bruise. | wasn't aming to kill."

"l see" Charis gave Eleret along, measuring look.

Sunnar, who was examining the dead man, gave asudden exclamation. A moment later, he pulled a
small meta implement gingerly out of the dead man's hand. Eleret leaned closer to get a better view. It
was anarrow band of metd, just long enough to span the width of two fingers. The ends curved up and
around the fingers, holding the strip in place. From the outer surface projected two needlelike prongs an
inch long, coated with something black and shiny.

"Stupid of him to wear it on the pdm sde," Sunnar said, grimacing. "Got abag for this, Charis?'

Daner gared in fascination. "What isthat thing?'



"An assassin's wegpon called aviper'stooth,” Sunnar said, sitting back on hishedls. "They wear it
like s0." He held the wicked-looking object up so that the prongs stood out from the backs of hisfingers.
"The teeth are poisoned; it only takes ascratch to kill."

Daner stiffened and stepped protectively between Eleret and the dead man. For once, Eleret did
not mind. No Cilhar would ever use aviper'stooth, but in the Mountains of Morravik even the youngest
children had heard of them. There had been atime when haf the Syaski raiderswho invaded the lower
passes had carried the deadly little tools. She turned away, feding aneed to put more distance between
hersdf and the body of any man who would employ such aweapon.

"This one was apretty inept assassin," Charis said, handing her partner aleather pouch. "I takeit he
fdl onthething?'

Sunnar shook his head. "Closed his hand around it when he went down, I'd say. It comesto the
samething. | said he was stupid to wear it on the pam side." He turned to Daner. "Who wants you dead,
my lord?"

"Noonel know of," Daner replied. "And anyway, | don't think he was aiming for—"

"Not now, my lord," Charisbrokein loudly. "WEell go over the details at the duty hut, when you
make your complaint. Until then it'sbest not to discussit.”

Daner frowned. "But—"

"Don't bother objecting, my lord. Y our father'd have our swords, and rightly o, if we let you leave
without looking into this™

"He'd have more than that, now that you mentionit,” Daner said. "He'd have my hideto patch his
mainsal." Hisfrown faded and he shrugged. "Very well. Let's get thisover with."

"Come dong, then,” Sunnar said. He turned toward the crowd and raised his voice. "Clear away,
there. Officid business, City Guard. Clear away."

Slowly, a path opened as the people jammed themsel ves together in response to Sunnar's wave.
Sunnar strode toward it, motioning to Daner and Eleret to follow. Feding alittle nervous, Eleret did so,
and Daner fdl into step beside her.

"Therésno need to look so grim,” he said softly asthey left thedley. "Thisredly won't takelong.
WEIl have plenty of timeto get out of the city before nightfall, if that's fill what you want.”

"Not now, Daner." Watching the crowd on both sdeswhile following Sunnar kept Eleret fully
occupied; she had no attention to spare for conversation.

"| thought you'd change your mind," Daner said, misunderstanding her completely. "Inaday or two,
the guards will have found out the reason for this attack, and then—"

"Later, Daner’."

Her tone must have gotten through to him at last, for hefell silent. Eleret gave aquiet Sgh of relief
and concentrated on the crowd. Once they got away from the dley, the traffic returned to its normal
density, but there were gill too many people. Anyone could hide among them, anywhere.

Half ablock from the dley, Sunnar turned down a side street. Two blocks farther on he stopped in
front of asmall wooden building with shuttered windows, huddled between two tall stone structures. As



he unlocked the door, Charis came hurrying up the street after them.
Sunnar reached for his sword. "Now what?' he asked as his partner reached them.

"Now we take Lord Daner's complaint,” Charis answered blandly. She pushed the door open and
motioned them forward.

"Sink it in awhirling storm, Charisl Why aren't you seeing to the cleanup, the way you're supposed
(/g

"| thought you'd need me here. Don't fuss, Sunnar; Troke and Audellen saw the crowd and
stopped. They'll handlethingsthere.”

"And well owe them another favor,” Sunnar muttered, shoving his haf-drawn sword back into
place. "Why do you aways push the messy jobsinto someone else's boat 7"

"Becauseif | didn't, weld never do any other kind," Charis said with unruffled cam. "Inside, Sunnar.
We're keeping Lord Daner waiting."

Sunnar looked at Daner and turned the corners of his mouth down expressvely. With afina glare
at his partner, he marched through the open door. Relieved at the chance to get off the street, Eleret
followed. Daner shrugged and did likewise.

Theinterior of the duty hut was dim and smelled of smoke and stale beer. Aniron lantern, flecked
with rust, hung on awooden peg beside the door, just above anarrow horizontal dot inthewall. A
willow basket sat on the floor underneath the dot to catch whatever might be put through it. Along one
wall, opposite the hearth, stood atable littered with paper and assorted odds and ends—a bunch of
keys, an apple core, a coiled bowstring.

Sunnar flung himsdf onto alarge barrdl sitting beside the table. Folding hisarms, he leaned back
and glared at his partner. "All right, Charis, what—"

"Y ou've gotten hold of the wrong end of the oar, Sunnar, that'swhat." Charis shut the door behind
her and leaned back againg it. "Those three weren't after Lord Daner. They weretrying to kill thisgirl. At
leadt, that last onewas."

"Thegirl?" Sunnar'slong face grew thoughtful, then he nodded. " Sure. I'd have seen it mysdif if I'd
had more time to think about it. So?"

"So | wanted to hear for mysalf what these two haveto say. Y our summariestend to lack detail "
Charisturned her head to look at Daner and Eleret. She gave Daner arespectful nod and added, "Now,
will you tell uswhat happened, my lord, so we can start looking into this properly?"

EIGHT

Daner seated himsdf on the nearest of two sturdy wooden boxes, throwing the right Side of his
cloak back over hisshoulder. "Of courseI'll tdll you," he said, smiling. "Although | don't have much more



to say. They came up behind us and started shooting arrows; it's sheer luck that one of uswasn't hit. And
before you ask, no, | don't know why they did it."

"They were ns." Sunnar pread his handswide asif to demonstrate how obviousthis
deduction was.

"No," said Eleret. "They were Syaski. At least, thelast onewas."
All three of the othersturned to look at her. "How do you know?* Charis asked.

"He used a Syaski expression right after Daner disarmed him. And nsarent the only ones
who use the viper'stooth; the Syaski do, too."

"So they're Syaski assassins," Sunnar said with evident impatience. " The important thing iswho
hired ‘em to kill you, not where they came from."

"I'm afraid you're wrong again, Sunnar." Charis directed her level gaze at Eleret, and smiled dightly.
"You'reaCilhar, aren't you?"

Eleret nodded.
Sunnar looked from her to Chariswith a baffled expression. " So she's Cilhar. So what?'

"The Syaski and the Cilhar are mortal enemies,” Daner said. Helooked at Charis. "I think you've
got hold of theright line, madam."

"Oh, comeon. You're not saying that that's the reason those clam-heads started in on the two of
you," Sunnar said to Daner. "It isn't enough.”

"It's been enough for two hundred years,”" Eleret said.
"Two hundred years?"

"That's how long the Syaski and the Cilhar have been fighting," Daner said. "The only reason
they'vefindly stopped isthat eight years ago the Emperor took the Mountains of Morravik under his
protection and then pulled hislinesin, hard. Thereés till trouble aong the border now and then.”

The surprise Eleret felt must have shown on her face, for Daner gave her one of hischarming smiles
and added, "My family is somewhat involved in the eastern trade, o of course we keep track of politics
inthearea”

"All right, maybe that shark-bait would have jumped you in the mountains,™ Sunnar conceded. "But
thisis Ciaron." He frowned suddenly. "How'd they spot you, anyway? Did either of you recognize any of
Iarl?'

"No." Eleret would have fdt better if she had known one of the men; it would have explained how
they had found her. But her one skirmish with Syaski raiders had been an archery battle, and none of the
enemy survivors had gotten close enough to see her face. She wished suddenly and passionately for her
bow and quiver and the clean, uncrowded mountain forest where she knew the dangers and how to face
them.

Daner, too, shook his head. Sunnar's frown deepened. "Wdll, if they didn't know you, why inthe
name of the Emperor's backside did they jump you?'

"Sunnar!" Charts sounded thoroughly exasperated. "Beg pardon, my lord. We don't dedl with



nobility ofteninthissection.”
" take no offense," Daner said. A hint of dry amusement sounded through the formdity of histone.

A fleeting expression of relief crossed Charissface. Then she smiled and gestured Eleret toward
the second box. "Sit down, Fredady ... 7

"Saven," Eleret said, taking the seet. "Eleret Sdlven.”

"Thank you, Fredady Sdven," Charissaid. Sheturned to Daner. | think it would be best if we
heard the whole story from the beginning now, my lord." She glanced sternly a her workingmate. " So
well know what questionsto ask."

"Asyou wish," Daner said. "We had just turned off the northeast avenue, when—"
"What were you doing on the northeast avenue?' Sunnar brokeiin.

"We were on our way to the Larkirst Trade Station,” Daner said, raising his eyebrows.
Sunnar nodded, unimpressed. "Go on."

In quick, well-chosen words, Daner summarized their encounter with the fast-talking thief, their
withdrawal to the dley, the attack, and the fight that followed. From his description, Eleret could tell that
he did not know whether her deadly knife-throw had been the result of luck or skill, and he had not even
noticed her raven's-feet or the cloaked and hooded figure at the end of the alley. She concluded that, for
al hisskill, the young Ciaronese had little experience with redl battles. No Cilhar would have been so
sublimely unaware of what might be happening around him, nor so obliviousto acompanion'shelp. No
wonder Daner had kept getting in the way of her throwing lines.

"Very good, my lord," Charis said when Daner finished. "WEell keep an eye out for the thief, |
promiseyou, but | can't say we've much hope of catching him.”

"He's probably hafway to the tenement section by now," Sunnar agreed glumly. "Well need more
than adescription to catch up with him there.”

Daner heditated. "He said his name was Karvonen Aurelico.”
"Aurelico?' Sunnar straightened up so quickly that he dmost fell off hisbarrd. "Are you sure?'
"That was the name he gave us," Daner said cautioudy. "I can't tell you whether hewaslying.”

"Hewasnt," Charis said with certainty. "Nobody who knows enough to use that name would lie
about it." Shefrowned, fingering the hilt of her sword. "But look here, Sunnar, he can't have been the
Aurdlico. Not picking pockets on the open street.”

"Doesn't matter," Sunnar replied. "1'd settle for afourth cousin twice removed, if | could catch one.
Rot it, my lord, why couldn't you have held on to him until we got there?*

"1 had other things on my mind just then, if you recal,” Daner said. "Who isthis person we ssumbled
across?'

"'Somebody worth catching,” Charissaid. "The Aurdico family arethe best thieveson Lyraand
have been for generations. No one knows how many of them there are, or where they're based. They're
atight-knit group, with their own code of honor, such asit is, and they're very particular about certain
things. One of which isthe use of their name.”



Sunnar nodded emphaticaly. "A fellow down in Drinn stole aruby from one of thetemplesa
couple of years ago and left anote claiming the Aurelico had doneit. He probably hoped to throw the
pursuit off histrail, but he didn't count on the Aurelicos. Two days after the theft he turned up tied to the
high dtar like agoat ready to sacrifice, with the ruby lying in the middie of his chest and anote from the
Aurdlicos undernegth it. They didn't like taking credit for things they hadn't done, they said, so they were
returning the missing jewd and the man who'd stolen it. They apologized for the irreverence of their
method, but said they fdlt it was appropriate.”

"Y ou keep talking about the Aurdico,” Eleret said. "Who isthat?'

"The Aurdicoisthe head of thefamily," Charissad. "The Magter Thief, if you like. More than that,
| can'ttell you. I wish | could.”

"Y ou know, if one of the Aurelicosisworking Ciaron, we'd better send word to the palace,”
Sunnar put in thoughtfully. "And to some of the noble houses, too. Lady TrewishaPovarrelahasa
diamond necklet that's enough to tempt the Aurdico himsdf."

Charis shook her head. "Sunnar, were talking about an Aurelico, and we don't even know what
he's after. Y ou can't expect everyone in the city with something worth stedling to triple their security.”

"No, but when whatever-he's-after turns up missing, it'll be the fault of the paace sentries or the
lord's watchmen, not the City Guard.”

"True." Charis crossed to the table and began rummaging through the litter. "Where's the clean
paper? I'll write aquick note to the head of the Palace Watch now, and we can send the details when—"

With amuffled rettle, awhite square poked through the dot beside the door and fell into the willow
basket below. The two guards turned as oneto look at it.

"Now what?" Sunnar grumbled as he stood up. He plucked the note from the basket, flipped it
over, and groaned. Charisturned and glanced at the dark blob of wax, then rolled her eyes.

"Theofficid sed of the Imperid Guard," she said with disgust. "What do they want thistime? And
why in hell can't those lazy oafs use proper channelsfor it?'

Sunnar thumbed his ear at the letter, then did the same thumb under the sedl, bresking it. He
unfolded the paper and squinted at it. A moment later, hisface settled into an officid, expressionless
mask. "Seefor yoursdf, Charis" he said, passing her the note.

As she read the message, Chariss eyebrowsrose. "Well, look at this. Another timely warning from
the Emperor's high-nosed and most excellent Imperia Guardsto uslowly folks who patrol the streets
every day. It seemstheré's ayoung, red-haired Cilhar woman, name of Eleret Saven, whom they expect
will get into some kind of trouble on her way out of the city, maybe today, maybe tomorrow, maybe
three or four days from now. We're to keep aweather eye out for her and send her along as soon aswe
find her. Signed and sedled, et cetera. Idiots. I'll wager they've known about thisfor aweek."

"l don't think s0," Eleret said. "l saw Commander Wezira this morning. I'm sure held have warned
methen, if hed known anything." Had it only been that morning? It seemed more like days.

The two guards looked at her. "Y ou know the Commander?' Sunnar said at |ast.

"Not redly. It wasbusiness." Eleret did not fed like explaining about her mother and the kit bag and
the Commander's misgivings. These people were friendly enough, but she had known none of them until
today. "It'salong tale.



"I'll bet,” Sunnar commented sourly.

Charisrefolded the note and tucked it under her belt. "It doesn't matter. Unless you have something
to add, my lord, we'd best be going. Idiots or not, the Imperial Guard doesn't like to be kept waiting."

"What?' Daner said, sartled.

"Got sdt in your ears?' Sunnar said. "That note said to bring her along to the Guard as soon aswe
found her. That meansnow."

"But if the note was awarning, surely theré's no need for usto go all theway back to the Imperia
Guard offices," Daner said, plainly taken aback.

"If dl the Guard wanted was to warn her, and if the warning had to do with the three Syaski who
attacked you, you might beright,” Charis said. "But we don't know that."

"And it's possible the Commander remembered something he didn't tell methismorning,” Eleret put
in. Or that he's learned something more about Mother's death, or discovered why so many people
areinterested in her kit, she added sllently. "I'd like to find out."

Daner looked at her with an air of mild irritation. "I thought you werein hurry to leave."

"l am. But information is dways good to have. The more you know of danger, the better you can
preparefor it."

"I'd rather avoid it, mysdf,” Daner said, smiling ashe stood up. "Very wdll, if you'rewilling, well
go."

"Thank you, my lord, Fredady," Charis said, and waved them out the door asif she were afraid
they might change their mindsiif she gave them an opportunity.

By the time they reached the headquarters of the Imperid Guard, it was late in the afternoon. Eleret
led thelittle group straight to Commander Wezird's office, which caused Sunnar to remark caudtically on
her obvious familiarity with the building. As she did not want to become involved in a comparison of
Ciaronese streets and buildings to mountain byways, Eleret et the remark go by without comment. She
was alittle surprised that no one stopped them to ask their business, but after some consideration
decided that the presence of the two City Guardsmen made their party suitably officia looking.

Thetdl officer with the face like chisdled rock was done in the outer room when they arrived. He
remembered Eleret, and went in at once to notify the Commander. A few minutes later, he returned and
ushered theminsde.

"Good afternoon, Fredady Sdven,” Wezira said asthey entered. "What can | do for you? Y ou
haven't run afoul of our city compatriots here, have you?'

"Not exactly."

"Then what brings you back so soon?" The Commander leaned back in hischair, hisexpression
oneof politeinquiry.

"] thought you wanted to see me," Eleret said, puzzled by hisreaction.

Wezird frowned. "I'm certainly happy to meet you again, but | get the impression you have
something more specificin mind. Why?'



Suddenly at alossfor words, Eleret looked over at the two City Guards. Charis stepped forward
and bowed. Pulling the note from her belt, she handed it to Wezird and said, "Because of this,
Commander.”

Thelines at the corners of Wezirad's mouth deepened as he read the note. "Have alook at this,
Hara" he said, tossing it to the rock-faced officer.

"If weve misunderstood—" Charis said in aformal, gpologetic tone, but the Commander cut her off
with awave.

"No, | don't think you did," he said. "Well, Hara? What do you make of it?"

To Eleret's surprise, the officer'slips set in ahard, tight smile. "It's got the right seal and the right
wording, sir. Someone here sent it. And | know it wasn't authorized, unless you ordered it yourself,
ar—"

"Which | didn't."

"Then there's only one person who could have sent it." Hara's expression grew even more grimly
amused. "Birok Maggen, the City Liaison'saide. He's abused his position in small ways many times, but
he's been careful not to go too far. Until now."

"By thetime I'm through with him, helll wish he had stayed careful.” Wezird drummed hisfingers
againg the tabletop. "Why do you suppose he did this?*

"l expect he wanted to cause afew difficulties for Free-lady Sdven," Harasad. "He waswith
Sergeant Giancarma and me when she arrived this morning, and made himsdlf rather disagreeable. | gave
him penalty duty afterward, and he'sthe sort that would blame her for it. Forcing her to make an
unnecessary trip back hereisjust the kind of petty reprisa he would think of "

"It gtill doesn't explain why he took such achance.”

"Actudly, it wasn't much of arisk. Look." Haraheld out the note, pointing to the last few lines.
"From the way thisiswritten, most guards would assume she was to be taken to the Liaison's officein
the east wing. Aslong as he was the one on desk duty there for the next few days, no one else would
know athing abouit it."

"Redlly.” The Commander's voice was dry. "WEll have to do something abouit that, Hara. | can't
have minor officials abusing the authority of the Imperid Guard. Especidly not civilians." Heturned to
Eleret. "I'm sorry about the inconvenience, Fredady. It won't happen again.”

Eleret hesitated. "I can't be positive, Commander Wezird, but | think it was meant to be more than
aninconvenience."

"How could it have been?' Daner said. "There's nothing to show thet this person—"
"Birok Maggen,” Haraput in.

"—had anything to do with the Syaski who attacked us."

"What attack?' Weziral demanded.

"Three Syaski jumped usin an dley,” Eleret said, wishing Daner had not brought it up. "1t doesn't
matter, and it's not what | meant anyway. | think Maggen was after Mother's kit."



The Commander bit back acomment and sat very still for amoment, watching them with an
expression that prevented anyone from adding anything more. At last he shook his head. "Sit down, al of
you. That includesyou, Hara; | may want a second opinion on thislater. Once you're settled, | want an
intelligible story out of each of you, with asfew interruptions as possible, and none of you are leaving until
| get one”

NINE

In the moment's silence that followed Wezirad's pronouncement, Sunnar and Charts exchanged a
sour look. Then Daner bowed, smiled, and sat down in the chair in front of the Commander's desk.
Eleret sghed and gave in. She presented Daner and the two guardsto Weziral while Harawent out for
more chairs, and in afew minutes everyone was settled.

Wezird smiled at the motley group and leaned back in hischair. “Thank you, Fredlady Salven.
Now, | would like to hear what has happened to bring you back here so soon and in such interesting
company. | would aso like to know why you have such decided opinions about Birok Maggen, aman
you have met only once."

"Twice," Eleret said. "Hewaswaiting in the hall as| Ieft, and he offered me five sarsfor Mother's
kit and everything init. That'swhy—"

An exclamation from Sunnar interrupted her. "Five stars? For akit bag? What haveyou got init,
rubies?’

Daner shook his head. "Eleret, five starsisa price for awar horse or awizard's sword, not atravel
p&k_"

"That'swhat | thought.”

"Areyou sure about this, Fredady?' the Commander asked, leaning forward once more. "Can you
remember what he said?’

"l haven't had timeto forget. It only happened thismorning." Eleret thought for aminute, deciding
whereto pick up the conversation. "He stopped mein the hall as| left and said, Y ou came along way to
get that. 1t'l be awkward and heavy to carry dl the way back, maybe dangerous, even. So I'll buy it from
you. Thewholething. I've got a cousin who needs ouitfitting; thisway | can get him fixed up and do you a
favor at the sametime. Money's easy to carry.' | told him | wasn't interested, and he said, 'I'll pay three
gars. That's more than it'sworth." When | said it had belonged to my mother, he said, 'All right, four
gars. You can buy alot of sentiment for four stars.’ | said | was till not interested, and he said, 'Five,
then!" | told him again that | wouldn't sall and started walking away, and he said, 'Y ou'll be sorry you
didn't sdll it to me. Wait and see’ That'sdl."

"By the Harp-sung Firesl" Harasaid, staring &t her. "Y ou can give his very wordds"

"That's what the Commander asked for, wasn't it?" Eleret responded with mild puzzlement. She
was beginning to get used to the Ciaronese regarding perfectly ordinary things as remarkable, but she il



didn't understand why they made such afuss about it.

"It was, and | thank you for it, Fredlady Salven,” Wezird said. "Therest of your story need not be
so detailed. If | want morethan you tel me, I'll ask.”

Eleret nodded and gave him aquick summary of the day's events. Sheleft nothing out, from her
encounter with Grand Master Gorchastrin to the arrival of the supposedly officia note at Sunnar and
Charissduty hut. At Wezird's request, she explained how she had known that her bags had been
searched and the reasoning behind her decision to leave the city as quickly and quietly as possible. She
mentioned her suspicions of JonystraNirandol, and her worry that someone might have followed her and
Daner dong the crowded avenue. And she described as clearly as she could their meeting with Karvonen
Aurdlico and the fight that followed.

"You're surethisthief didn't set you up for the bowmen?' Hara asked when she finished.

"I he had been working with the Syaski, he wouldn't have given us any sign that they were about to
attack."

"A good point,” Wezird said. "And if heisan Aurdico, he can't be the person who tried to break
into my office twice last week."

"Why areyou so sure of that?* Daner said, frowning. "He's athief; he said as much himsdlf."

"Weren't you listening back at the hut?" Sunnar demanded before Wezird or Hara could reply.
"The Aurdicosare good. If one of them wanted to snoop the Commander's office, it wouldn't take him
two triesto get in, and except you noticed something missing, you'd never know he'd been there.”

"Unless he wanted it that way," Charts added.

The slence that followed was |ong and thoughtful.

"Maggen's<till themorelikely culprit,” Harasaid findly, shaking hishead in regret.
"For abreak-in?' Sunnar said. "'l thought you said he worked here.”

"Inthe building, yes, but not near this office," Harareplied. "Normaly, hisduties don't bring him
around more than once amonth, and that's just to deliver areport to the Commander or me. Come to
think of it, he's been hanging about for the past two weeks like a seagull waiting for the cook to dump

dops”

"I think we'd better have, atalk with Birok Maggen,” the Commander said. He picked up the
folded note and tapped it gently againgt the pile of paper that lay on thetablein front of him. "Fetch him
in, will you, Hara, and let's seeif we can find out what he's after.”

Hara bowed and | eft the room, and Wezird turned back to Eleret. "Now, you said something about
aperson weatching your fight in the aley. Did you recognize him?"

"No," Eleret said. "l don't even know for certain that it wasaman. All | redly saw was the cloak
and hood, and ahand pointing, and only for an ingtant.”

"l didn't see anyone," Daner put in.

"I know," Eleret said, nodding. "If hed had abow or athrowing knife, you'd be dead. Y our right
Sde was wide open from that angle.”



Daner sat back, disconcerted. "1 was busy. Those two swordsmen weren't exactly amateurs.”

"They Hill weren't anywhere near asgood asyou are,” Eleret pointed out calmly. "They only lasted
aslong asthey did because there were two of them. And because you were blocking my throwing lines.”

"What? Look, no matter how much you think you—"

"Ahem." The Commander's cough was not loud, but the sound penetrated the conversation easly.
Daner glanced at Wezird and fdll silent, though Eleret thought the Commander |ooked more amused than
impatient. Still, it was not the right time for astroke-by-stroke review of the fight, and she should not
have begun one while other, more important questions were unresolved. She was alittle surprised that
she had let herself be drawn so far off the track.

"Thank you, Lord Daner," Wezird said. "Now, did either of you'—heindicated the two City
Guards—"notice this person in the hooded cloak when you arrived?'

Charis and Sunnar looked at each other and shook their heads.

"Pity, but not redly surprising. If he was working with the Syaski, hed have been afool to stay
onceit was clear they'd logt. Fredlady Salven, you said he was pointing. At what?"

"Let methink." Eleret closed her eyes, rdiving the brief moments of thefight in her mind. Aningtant
later, her eyesflew open. "Daner. He was pointing at Daner.”

"Directing the swordsmen?’ Wezird asked.

"Inthe middle of afight?' Daner snorted. "Hardly. Things changetoo fast for outside adviceto do
any good."

"That wasn't quite what | meant,” Wezird said mildly. "He could have been sgnding them to pull
back, for instance. What happened next, Fredady?’

"Daner sumbled,” Eleret said. "I threw araven's-foot at each of the Syaski, but I'm afraid they
didn't do much damage.

"Mmmm." Wezird looked at Daner. "Y ou sumbled?' he said in aneutral tone.

"It happensto the best of us, Commander,” Daner said. "And it wasn't magic, if that's what you're
thinking. I'm no master magician, but I've had enough training to tell when someone throws aspdll a me.”

"I'm sure you do. Since we seem to have come around to you now, my lord, would you oblige me
with your verson of thefight?'

Halfway through Daner's description, Harareturned. He was aone. Daner stopped talking in
mid-sentence, and Weziral raised an eyebrow.

"He'sgone," Hara said disgustedly in answer to the question no one had asked aoud.
"Y ou mean this cod's-head Maggen's run?' Sunnar said.

Harashook hishead. "He'sjust |eft for the day. Stelinn's office boy says he nearly aways goes
home early.”

"How'd adead fish like him get ajob with the Imperials?* Sunnar asked the air in front of Wezird's
desk.



"I was about to ask that mysdlf,” Weziral said, looking at Hara. " Although I'd have phrased it allittle
differently.”

"Connections," Harasaid in tones of deep disgust. "Maggen's one of Lord Ovrundli'srelations. His
many reaions”

Daner dtiffened. Sunnar pursed hislipsthoughtfully, and Chariss eyes widened. Commander
Wezird nodded in evident understanding.

"Who?"' said Eleret.

"Lord Ovrundli isone of HisImperid Mgesty's chief advisers" Wezird explained. "One of the
privileges of that position isthe ability to provide one'sfamily and friendswith suitably lucrative posts.”

"| see. Eleret tried to concea her shock. If the Ciaronese wanted to let their city be run by people
whose only qualifications were greed and ablood tie to aman in power, it wastheir battle, not hers. As
long asthey treated the Cilhar fairly and competently, of course.

Her face must have shown some of what she was thinking, for the Commander smiled and said, "It
isn't as bad asit sounds. The important positions have to be earned, and even most of the lesser ones
require that the holder have certain skills. Since Maggen isonly—"

"Aidetothe City Liaison." Harasupplied smoothly.
"—I assume heis neither cgpable nor closaly connected to Lord Ovrundli.”

"Third cousin, once removed,” Harasad. "And asincompetent asthey come. He trims his sailsto
auit the wind, though, and | haven't had an excuse good enough to get rid of him until now."

"Y ou think that will be enough?' Daner asked, gesturing & the note that till lay on Wezird's desk.
"What if hedid it a Lord Ovrundli's request?’

"Then Lord Ovrundli will no doubt find him some other, equaly profitable position when heis
sacked out of thisone," Wezird replied. "Imperid adviser or not, Lord Ovrunelli cannot force usto keep
aman who has abused his post so flagrantly.”

Well enough for you, Eleret thought, but what about me? If Birok Maggen wasin lesgue with his
powerful cousin, she wasin even more trouble than she had thought. She should get out of Ciaron soon,
before Maggen discovered that histrap had been sprung and decided to try something else.

Asif he had overheard her thoughts, the Commander said, "True, Hara, but there's Fredady Saven
to consider." He hesitated. "1 suppose this makes you eager to leave Ciaron, Fredady?'

"It certainly sounds like agood idea. Why do you ask?"'

"l hoped to persuade you to Stay, at least until we've managed to bring Maggen in for atalk. It
might be useful to have you there to help sort out what he's up to; in return, | can provide some
protection for you while you'rein the city.

"Eleret will be under the protection of the Valaniris" Daner said with rigid politeness.
"| see. Well, Fredlady?'

Eleret |ooked from the Commander's carefully blank expression to Daner'sworried one. They were
both thinking more about her safety than about the doubtful help she could give them with Maggen, but it



didn't redly maiter.

Tamm'sthings were a the bottom of this mess, and since some of it had spilled over onto the
Commander, Eleret owed him her aid if he asked for it, no matter what his reasons. Besides, she couldn't
see heading for home with an unmeasured string of trouble trailing behind her. She needed information,
and questioning Maggen would be agtart at getting it. The time would be well spent, especidly since
leaving the city now would hardly be worth the effort. She couldn't get far from Ciaron in what was | eft of
the day'slight, and somehow she didn't think Daner would like the idea of traveling after dark.

"I'll stay the night, at least,” Eleret said. Both Wezira and Daner looked relieved. Eleret thought of
the Syaski, and Jonystra Nirandol, and Grand Master Gorchastrin, none of whom seemed likely aliesfor
Maggen and his cousin, and al of whom were somewherein the city, probably hunting for her. She
looked down at the kit bags dung over her arm, and anger swept through her. Ma, how could you do
thisto me?

"Thank you," Wezird said. "Now, Lord Daner, | believe Harainterrupted you. If you would finish
your story ... 7'

Judging from the look on Daner'sface, he would have preferred not to, but courtesy compelled him
to resume histale. The Commander inssted on afar more detailed account than he had asked of Eleret.
Hewas especidly interested in the Syaski style of swordplay, and made Daner give a blow-by-blow
description of each thrust and countermove.

After afew minutes, Eleret stopped listening. The sword was not her best weapon, and normally
shewould have paid close attention in hopes of learning, but the terms the Ciaronese used were
unfamiliar. She found it impossible to follow the conversation without interrupting congtantly for
explanations—what was the Pirate's Parry?>—and she did not want to bresk Wezird's chain of thought.
So shelet the Ciaronese talk, and considered what she should do next.

Returning to the Broken Harp seemed like abad idea, even if Jonystrawas the only one of Eleret's
pursuers who knew of her presence there. With Tamm's wages and death fee under her belt, she could
afford aroom somewhere else, but she didn't like that idea much, ether. Innswere abad placefor a
defenseif it cameto red trouble, and if someone had told other Syaski about her, real trouble was sure
to come. Perhaps she could spend the night at Adept Climerd's school. Safety was more important than
acomfortable bed; she could deep on thefloor in the hallway if there was no other room.

Wezird finished with Daner and went on to Charts and Sunnar. Their story took lesstime than
Daner's, and Weziral seemed lessinterested in quizzing them about the details. When they were done, he
smiled and said, "Thank you both. | won't keep you from your duties any longer. I'm sure| don't need to
tell you not to mention what you've learned here.”

"Thenwhy did you?" Sunnar asked.

Charts jabbed an elbow at hisribs. "Sunnar! Don't be difficult. We understand, Commander. Well
have to put some of it in our report, of course, but I'll seethat it goes through the, um, longest possible
officid channds”

"Right," Sunnar said, nodding. "It'll be weeks before anyone bothersto look at it."

There was a choking sound from the corner as Haratried to swallow alaugh. Wezird'slips
twitched.

"Very good,” he said. "Hara, see them to the gate, would you? And make sure you mark them



down for aspecial commendation and bonus.”

Hara paused. "Y es, Commander. Ah, Imperia bonusesfor City Guards are normally handled
through the City Liaison's office."

"Not thistime." Wezird gave hisaide along look. "Handleit yoursdf.”
"Y es, Commander. Thisway, please."

Asthethreeleft the room, Wezira turned to Eleret. "Fredady Salven, after what has happened
today, it seems unwise for you to go back to whatever inn you have been living in, but I'll be happy to
help you make other arrangements. | wish | could offer you a cot in the barracks, but they're full right
now. Recruits, just before heading out to reinforce the western border.”

"l understand,” Eleret assured him. "I'll stay at Adept Climera's schoal, if they'll let me."
"Nonsense," Daner brokein with greet firmness. "Y ou're coming home with me."
Wezird's eyebrows rose dmost to hishairline. "Is she now, Lord Daner?"

Daner's cheeksreddened dightly. To my family's home. My mother and sisterswill be happy to
have her, and it's one of the safest placesin Ciaron if Lord Ovrundli has his nets out.

"Ah, yes" Wezird looked suddenly pensive. "That hadn't occurred to me. Y ou're quite right.
But—forgive mefor asking, Lord Dane—why are you willing to do this?"

To Eleret's surprise, Daner glanced at her and hesitated. "1 promised Climeral 1'd do my best to see
that El—that Free-lady Salven stayed safe”

"l see. Well leaveit there" Wezira looked at Eleret and smiled asif histhoughts amused him. "I'll
send word tomorrow morning when weve gotten hold of Maggen. Would

you care for an escort asfar asthe west castle road, my lord? No, | thought not. Well, you
shouldn't have any more difficultiesif you stick to the main sireets. Give you good day, my lord,

Fredady.”

TEN

Once they were on the street again, Daner shook off his preoccupation and led her west, toward
Cadtle Hill. The Emperor's paace was a blurry patch of black againgt the shifting glow of the setting sun,
and the people who filled the streets moved less briskly but with more purpose than they had earlier in
the day. The salt-scented breeze off the Meyranne Sea had diminished, alowing the strong odors of
cooking fish and warm horse dung to take over the city air. Eleret wrinkled her nose, wondering once
again how the Ciaronese stood it.

"You get used to it after awhile," Daner said, and for amoment Eleret was afraid she had spoken
aoud without redlizing it. Then Daner smiled and added, "1 dways notice the smell when | come back



from atrip, but after aday or two I'm not even aware of it anymore.”
"It would take me more time than that, and | don't plan to stay so long.”

"After the way things have been going today, | can't blame you.” He gave her asidelong glance that
she could not interpret. "I wasn't lying to Commander Wezird, you know. My mother redlly does enjoy
having vistors."

Daner seemed to expect some sort of reply, but Eleret had no ideawhat. She nodded without
speaking, hoping he would interpret the gesture as the right response.

"No, redly,” Daner said. "And I'm sure my sigterswill likeyou.”

Still confused, Eleret nodded again. Daner sighed. "L ook, it won't be that bad! Father doesn't like
formality, so you won't have court mannersto dedl with. Toricar and Uncle Panasci are with the
Emperor's delegation to Brydden, so you won't even meet them. And my mother and my sisterswill be
happy to haveyou.”

Eleret looked away to hide her smile. Daner thought she was worried about meeting hisfamily! She
could not resist saying in amournful tone, "I'm sure they will."

"It'sonly for onenight!"
"l know."

"Maybe you'd fed more comfortable if you went back to that inn you were staying at," Daner said
in tones that made it clear how much he doubted it, "but it isn't safe. Y ou must seethat.”

"Of course | seethat,” Eleret said, frowning. "What | don't seeiswhy you're sure your family's
home will be so much safer than the Imperiad Guard barracks or the school of the Idand of the Third
Moon."

"It'spalitics,” Daner said, asif that was al the explanation she would want or need.
"That's plain enough,” Eleret told him. "What | want isadetail or two."
"Oh. Right. Well, it'sbecause of Lord Ovrundli .. ."

Daner's explanation took nearly the whole of the walk, and Eleret had to keep prompting him with
questions whenever his summary became too genera. What it amounted to wasthat Lord Ovrundli
couldn't or wouldn't interfere directly with another noble household unless he went through a complicated
procedure that sounded asif it would take weeks. The Imperid barracks had no such immunity, and,
gnceit wasrun by foreigners, neither did the Idanders school. It dl reminded Eleret of the
sword-sanctuary customs in the mountains, except that those made sense.

Asthey drew nearer to the paace, the street grew wider and less crowded, and Eleret breathed a
little eadier. Litterswent by severa times, dl of them with drawn curtains. Therewere more menin
brightly colored cloaks and hats with long feathers, more women in shin-length silk dresses and finely
tooled leather boots. Twice, Daner paused to make invisible adjustmentsto his cloak, though the few
disapproving looks Eleret noticed seemed directed more at her than him.

Findly Daner stopped in front of an oak door banded with iron. He rapped once, and immediately
asmal pand opened at eyelevel. Eleret caught aglimpse of dark eyes surrounded by deep wrinkles, and
then she heard asharp intake of bresth. The panel snapped shut, something scraped loudly aong the



insde of the door, and then the door swung open.

The weather-worn man holding the door bowed. "Welcome home, my lord. We weren't expecting
you."

"1 know, Bresc," Daner said, stepping into the smal entry room. "It's nothing. Thisis Freelady
Sdven; shell be staying the night. She'sto be given full guest courtesy. Passthe word, will you?!

"Very good, my lord,” the man said. As Eleret entered, he gave her alook that took in not only the
two kit bags but a so the places where her skirt hung oddly over her raven's-feet and her unsheathed
dagger. Eleret'sopinion of himrose.

Then he bowed again and closed the door behind them, and they went on inside.

A narrow, crooked corridor led away from the entry room to another door. Beyond was a stone
flight of spird gairs, dimly lit by the overflow from some stronger light high above. Daner went firdt,
climbing with the unthinking ease of long practice. He did not even scrape his sword against the outer
wall as he moved around and around the tight, steep turns.

They climbed past a short, wide door and went on up. Daner opened the next door they cameto
and went through instead of continuing the ascent. Eleret gave aquiet Sigh of rdief. The shadows and the
closeness of the walls around the stairs made her fed asif shewerelost in acave, with her torch running
out and the mountains pressing down above her. Shetold hersdf not to be silly, and followed Daner out
of the stairwell.

The room beyond was a shocking contrast. Eleret squinted in the sudden light, taking in the
tapestry-draped walls and the high ceiling. Bowls of fresh flowers and ddlicate porcelain statuettes stood
on tables draped with lace and surrounded by thin-legged wooden chairs overflowing with embroidered
slk pillows. Even the lampslooked fragile, with filigree bases and narrow necks. What an awful place
for a fight, Eleret thought.

Asthey stepped into the room, agroup of women rose like startled quail from acluster of chairsin
front of the hearth, scattering pillows and bits of embroidery thread acrossthe floor. Three of them,
ranging in apparent age from seventeen to twenty-five, rushed forward with delighted cries and crowded
around Daner. The remaining two—a short, plump, grim-faced matron and ataller and happier-looking
woman of middle years—approached more dowly. All of the women wore floor-length tunics smilar to
the one Jonystra Nirandol had had on when Eleret had last seen her, but these were of finer materiads
more elaborately embroidered.

"Girls, behave yourselves” thetall woman said as she drew nearer. Her tunic was a soft blue-gray
slk, and the embroidery around the square neckline glittered in the lamplight. "Daner, my love, what a
pleasant surprise. And so unexpected.”

"Hello, Mother," Daner said, shedding eager young women in al directions as he bent to kiss her
hand. "I'm sorry | didn't warn you I'd be home tonight, but | didn't know myself until half an hour ago.”

‘Then you're forgiven." Shelooked past Daner, and her twinkling gray eyes met Eleret's. "I don't
believe weve met, my dear. I'm—"

"The unfortunate mother of an unmannerly lout,” Daner brokein. "Mother, thisis Fredady Eleret
Sdven.”

Morravik's death! Eleret thought, | should have told him not to use that title. It wastoo late



now, though, and from the various startled looks the ladies were giving her it was plain that every last one
of them had identified her asa Cilhar on the strength of it.

"Eleret, thisismy mother, Lady Laurenz tir Vdlaniri," Daner went on. "And my aunt, Lady Kistran
Valaniri; my ssters, Lady Lauring Trantorino, Lady Ragueva, and Lady Metriss."

Eleret nodded in acknowledgment of each name. Lady Kistran was the grim-looking matron; her
expression did not lighten in the least as she swept her eyes up and down Eleret like agroup-captain
looking for abetraying glint of meta before anight foray. As Daner finished hisintroduction, she sniffed
and raised a hand to stroke a necklet of beaten gold that must have cost as much as six workhorses and
asword of Sadorthan stedl.

Lady Laurine—or wasit Lady Trantorino?—was a sweet-faced blonde in her mid-twentieswho
returned asmilefor Eleret's nod, then glanced uncertainly at her aunt.

In contrast, Lady Raqueva eyed Eleret with the same open evaluation as Lady Kistran, but with
less hogtility. Her hair was darker than her elder sister's, and she had amore determined set to her jaw.
"Fredady?Y oure a Cilhar, then?'

"Yes, Lady Ragueva,” Eleret said, hoping she had gotten the designation right. From Daner's
behavior and their own, she could see that there was a hierarchy among these women as dtrict asthe
order of officersin afull assault call-up, but she could not puzzle out exactly how it worked. Why
couldn't Daner have told her something useful on the walk there, instead of jabbering on about how
much they would like her? But that was unjust; after dl, she hadn't thought to ask about forms of address
any more than he had thought to mention them.

"How interesting,” said Lady Metriss, the seventeen-year-old. She carried hersdlf asif someone
had stuck a stedl-clad arrow down her back, and her tone was one of polite boredom. "Is that what
they're wearing in the mountains this spring?’

"Not now, Riss." Lady tir Vdlaniri cast areproving glance at her youngest daughter, then turned to
Eleret. "It'sapleasure to have you with us, Fredlady Salven. Will you be staying for dinner?"

"Shelll be staying the night, Mother," Daner said before Eleret could reply. "I'm sorry to spring it on
you likethis, but it's necessary."

All five women turned their headsto stare at Eleret with varying degrees of astonishment.

"Necessary?' Lady Kistran invested the word with an amazing amount of skepticism. "And just
why isit necessary?

"Palitics, Aunt," Daner said.

Curiogty left dl five faceslike water running out of an overturned bucket. "Very well, Daner,” Lady
tir Valaniri said. "Y ou can discussit with your father after dinner.”

"And with Baroja," Lady Kigtran put in swiftly. "I trust you will be ableto satisfy them.”
"Cousin Barojais going to be here tonight?' Plainly, Daner was not much taken with theidea.

"Y es, he and your aunt are staying to dinner,” his mother said. Eleret thought she heard awarning
note below the casua tone, but she did not know Lady Laurenzi tir Valaniri enough to be sure. Suddenly
shefdt asif she good on rotten spring ice, where asolid-seeming trail might give way underfoot without
warning, and she had no way to find the safe path.



Daner's mother turned her head toward her daughters and went on. "Lauri, will you show Fredlady
Saven to her room? The west corner upgtairs, | think. Shell want afew minutesto refresh herself before
weedt."

Lady Laurind, the eldest and friendliest-looking of the ssters, smiled. "Of course, Maother.
Fredady?'

A bit uncertainly, Eleret followed Lauringl down the length of the room to the far door. She would
have preferred afew moments aone with Daner to get afast report on the things she needed to know
about hisfamily, but that did not look possible. Getting away from thelot of them wasthe next best thing;
she couldn't misstep if she wasn't there.

Asthey reached the door, Lauringl scooped asmal lamp from the table besideit. Holding it high,
sheled Eleret down awide hal to another staircase. This one was made of broad oak boards and rosein
three short, Sraight flightsto the next floor.

"It'sjust around the corner,” Lady Lauringl said as she stepped into the upstairs halway. "I'm sure
youll—"

"Mother!" Hafway down the hal, adoor flew open. Automatically, Eleret reached for her dagger,
then relaxed asa small blue-clad whirlwind rushed toward them. A belated cry of protest followed, and a
moment later atall, gaunt woman appeared in the doorway.

"Drioren, come back here a once!" the woman called. Then she saw Laurinel, and sucked her
breath in so strongly that even from where she stood Eleret could hear the soft hissng sound. "My lady! |
do beg your pardon, my lady. The young lord isarare catch today, and no mistake.”

"She wants meto take anap,” the smal person informed them. "I don't want anap. | want astory.
Will you tell measgtory, Mother?' Heraised wide gray eyes and smiled winningly.

"Not right now, Drioren," Lady Lauring said. "I have aduty. But you may come with me, if you
like"

Drioren tilted his head, plainly suspicious. "What kind of duty?"
"I must show your grandmother's guest to her room, and see that she is comfortable.”

"Oh, that's dl right, then.” Drioren smiled at hismother again. "Y es, please, | would like to come
with you, Mother."

"My lady, you should not encourage him to disobey,” the gaunt woman said stiffly.
"Should | not?' Lady Lauring said in asoft, cool voice.
The gaunt woman's eyes dropped. "Beg pardon, my lady, | m sure.

"Very good," Laurind said in the same soft tone. "Now, be so good as to fetch awashbasin to the
west chamber for our guest. Drioren will be with uswhenyou bring it."

"Yes, my lady.”

Lauring amiled. "You may go." Shetook her son's hand and started down the hdl. Asthe gaunt
woman turned away, aflash of anger, amost hatred, crossed her face. Once again, Eleret had thefeding
of unfamiliar hazards Iurking below athin crust of polite formdity. It was agood thing she was not going



to be herelong.

Asthey waked down the hall, Drioren threw severd curious |ooks over his shoulder at Eleret.
Findly hetugged on his mother's hand and asked in aclear, piercing whisper, "Mother, who's she?'

Laurind paused, then turned. "Forgive me, Drioren, | should have presented you. Fredlady Salven,
thisismy son, the young Lord Drioren Trantorino. Drioren, your gresting.”

Letting go of his mother's hand, Drioren stepped forward and bowed. He kept his solemn dark
eyesfixed on Eleret's face the whol e time, which made the movement awkward, but Eleret managed not
to smile. "Welcome, Fredady,” he said.

"| thank you for your courtesy," Eleret replied, as she would have in the mountains. "May your
welcome bring strength to us both.”

"Asyou will haveit," the boy responded, though he was plainly unsure that thiswas the right thing
to say. Eleret smiled encouragingly, and Drioren relaxed. ™Y ou aren't from Ciaron, are you? Where do
you come from?"

"I'm Cilhar," Eleret told him. Daner's polite introduction had seen to it that the adults al knew her
origins, therewas no point in hiding them from the child. "I come from the Mountains of Morravik."

"Redlly?' The boy's eyes grew wide. "Where they have dragons and Varnan wizards and Wyrds
and everything?'

"I've never seen adragon, and asfar as| know there are no Wyrdsliving in the mountains,” Eleret
sad. "Wedon't have many wizards, ether. It takes time to study magic, and none of us have much to

Soare.”

Drioren'sfacefdl. "No wizards?'

"Not now, and not recently. But one of my great-great-grandmotherswas aVarnan and awizard.”
"Will you tdl me about her?' Drioren asked, tucking his hand confidently into Eleret's.

Eleret glanced at Lady Lauringl, who smiled and shook her head. "Not right now," Eleret said.
"First we must show Fredlady Salven her room," Lauringl added.

"Oh, that'sright. It'saduty.” Drioren did not seem at al upset, and Eleret gave an approving nod.
Whatever else the Ciaronese did or did not do, this child at least was being taught a proper regard for

duty.

Hafway down the hall, Lauring opened adoor and gestured Eleret ingde. "1 hope thiswill do,
Fredady."

"It will befine" Eleret said. The chamber was nearly aslarge asthe front room at home, with a
wide bed piled with pillows, two spindly chairs and amatching round table, along, high table undernesth
awindow, and afireplace set in the outer wall. The air smelled faintly of old smoke and damp stone, like
astorage room that had gone unopened for amonth. A thick rug covered the floor in the center of the
room, and apair of black iron tongs leaned against the stone wall next to the fireplace. She looked more
closdly and saw

that the handle end was shaped like abird's head. She smiled dightly, tightening her right hand



around the raven ring, and suddenly felt more comfortable.
"Good," said Drioren. "Now will you tell measory?"
"If it'sdl right with your mother—"
"Areyou sure you don't mind, Fredlady?' Laurinel said in aworried tone.

"l havetwo youngers at home, asister and abrother,” Eleret said. "I like children." She set her kit
bags on the dainty-looking table where she could see them and gingerly lowered hersdf into one of the
chairs. It was more comfortable than it looked. "What kind of story would you like to hear?" she asked
Drioren.

ELEVEN

Drioren gave Eleret abright smile and plopped down on the rug in front of her. "Tell mean old
gory, please.

"All right," Eleret said. "Long, long ago, when three moons hung in the sky and al the raceswere
onerace, there lived aman—"

"That's not right,” Drioren brokein. "Old stories are supposed to art, ‘A long time past, when the
great gray ships sailed east to harbor

His mother shook her head reprovingly at him, but Eleret smiled. Those are your stories,” shetold
him. "Where | comefrom, the oldest stories begin differently.”

Drioren frowned, congidering this. "But it soundsfunny.”
"That's because you've never heard my story before."”

Thefrown |lasted afew seconds more, then Drioren nodded. "All right, but if | don't like it you have
to tell me another one."

"Oh, no," Eleret said, fighting adesire to laugh. Until he wasten, Jv had tried the sametrick every
night to delay his bedtime. It had never worked, but that hadn't stopped him. "Y ou asked for one story,
and oneisal you get. And al you said wasthat you wanted an old story, so therest ismy choiceto tell.
Takeit or go hungry.”

IIBlJt_II
"One gory, or noneat al. Which do you want?'
"One gtory, please," Drioren said with aresgned sigh. "Y ou're mean."

"Thank you." Eleret suppressed another smile at the boy's startled look, and began again. "Long,
long ago, when threemoonshung inthesky . . ."



Shetold the story of Nirrit, who could change his skin to become like any creature on Lyrabut
who was never satisfied with any of hisforms, and his patient son Surandl, who had to find stranger and
stranger new shapesfor hisfather to change into. While Eleret talked, Lady Laurinel moved about the
room, prodding pillows, looking with disgpprova at the cold hearth, and occasiondly casting an
indecipherable glance a Eleret.

When the story ended, Drioren gave Eleret awide smile. "That was good. Do you know any more
dories?'

"Yes, but | am not going to tell them to you now," Eleret said.
"Fredlady Salven wantsto rest before dinner,” Lady Lauringl added. "And you are—"

The door opened, revealing the gaunt woman. She carried an enormous silver washbasin and jug,
and she had atowd draped over one arm. She marched in and set her burden on the table below the
window, then nodded stiffly to Lady Laurind. "'If theré's nothing more, my lady, the young lord and | will
leave you now."

"When you pass the waiting hall, send someone hereto lay afire" Lauring said, waving at the
empty fireplace. "At once.”

"I'd rather be left to mysdlf,”" Eleret said quickly. The room was cool, but not unpleasantly so, and
she had been looking forward to having some time aoneto think.

"Then that will bedl, Jakella | will come and see you tonight, Drioren, before your bedtime.”

The gaunt woman gave Lady Lauringl asour look, asif she did not approve of giving achild so
much attention. She held out her hand and Drioren rose obediently and went dowly to her sde. Just
before they reached the door, the boy turned. "Thank you, Fredady. Thank you, Mother."

"You're welcome, Drioren," Eleret said, noting that he had not said exactly what he was thanking
her for. He was probably hoping to pry another story out of his grim-faced nurse.

Asthedoor closed, Lady Laurinel turned to Eleret. "My thanks aswell, Fredady Saven. My son
can be overly persagent at times."

"| thought he behaved very well."

"I'll leave you now. Dinner isin an hour; I'll send someoneto show you theway." Lauring smiled.
"Thisold pile has so many levels and cross-corridors that it takes months for new peopleto learn their
way around.”

It hadn't seemed that bad to Eleret, but she nodded. There was nothing to gain by contradicting the
womean.

"How long will you be staying?' Lady Laurind went on.
"I'm not sure.” One night at the most, but there was no reason to tell Laurinel that, either.

Lauringl nodded understandingly. "I suppose Daner hasn't told you yet. It'sjust like aman to drag
you off to astrange place and then forget to mention how long he expects you to stay. Y ou must try and
tiehim down after dinner.”

"|—" Eleret broke off, not knowing what to say. She didn't want to lie outright, but if shetold the



woman Daner had nothing to do with her plans, Lauring was sure to ask again how long Eleret proposed
to stay. Thelast thing Eleret wanted wasto give a specific, truthful answer to that question. It was bad
enough that everyone here knew she was Cilhar; she didn't want the time of her intended departure to be
common knowledge aswell. Gossip traveled swiftly, and the three Syaski who had attacked her and
Daner that afternoon undoubtedly had friends.

"Y ou needn't gpeek to himif it makes you uncomfortable," Lauring said hadtily. "It redly doesn't
matter. | forget sometimesthat he's not just my little brother anymore, and of courseif you're from the
mountains you haven't dedt much with lords.”

True"" And a good thing, too, Eleret added silently. Had the Ciaronese jumped to thismany fase
conclusions about Tamm? And how had she handled it? But no, Tamm had been on the road with the
army, not mingling with the nobility. And the army had gotten her killed. . . . Eleret wrenched her thoughts
forcibly back to the conversation.

"I'll gpeak to Daner mysdlf,” Laurind said. Eleret gave hersalf amental order to catch Daner first
and remind him to be vague. "Isthere anything else you need?" Laurind went on.

"] can't think of anything.”

"Then I'll leave you to your rest.” Lady Laurinel moved gracefully across the room. At the door, she
paused, one hand on the latch. "I can't help seeing that you haven't brought your traveling cases," she said
delicately. "l suppose

Daner was in too much of ahurry to get you here, so | won't ask for more of areason than that.
But if you would like to borrow something to wear tonight . . ."

Eleret barely hesitated. "No, but | thank you for the offer.”
"Youresure?' Lauring said doubtfully. "I'm sure | could find something that would fit you."

"Very sure" Sheld had enough difficulty moving in the wide, calf-length skirt she'd been wearing for
the last two days, she wasn't about to climb into astraight, floor-length garment that clung closaly enough
to reved exactly where she had strapped her knife. Besides, she could hardly dit the pocket of someone
elsg's gown, and after the way things had been going she wanted her wegpons easily available, evenat a
noble family'sdinner table.

"Asyouwill haveit, then." Laurind nodded farewell, and the door closed gently behind her.

Eleret bresthed asigh of relief and began stripping off her clothes. She had plenty of timeto clean
up, and after the fight with the Syaski she needed to do just that. It was a good thing the washbasin was
large.

When she untied her sash, it fdl to the floor with amuffled thud. The money from Commander
Wezrah After afew hours, she had grown used to the lumpy weight at her waist, and in the rush of later
events she had forgotten it entirely. Well, she had remembered it now. She picked up the sash and tossed
it on the bed. As soon as she had finished washing, shewould find a better way of carryingiit.

To her pleased surprise, the water was lukewarm. Perhaps there were more advantagesto living in
the city than she had supposed. Or perhapsit wasliving in anoble household that was the advantage,
athough she wasn't sure that warm wash water would make up for wearing clothes one couldn't movein
and tiptoeing around spindly chairsal day. She finished washing and turned back to the bed.

The knot had tightened around Weziral's two pouches. When she sat on the edge of the bed to



work it free, pillows puffed up around her. She made a face and smoothed them down, then began
patiently pulling at the folds and bunchesin the sash. In afew moments, the knot came loose and the bags
tumbled onto the bed.

Eleret picked up the nearest pouch. Thiswasthe reason Tamm had |eft the mountains. "Onelast
time," she had said, and she had been right, though not in the way they al had hoped. Eleret stared
bitterly at the pouch, fegling a strong urge to open the window and throw it asfar out as she could
manage, asif by casting away the money she could bring her mother back. But Tamm was dead, dead,
and wasting the coin would not bring her back. Eleret's fist clenched around the pouch, and with al her
might shethrew it againgt the sonewall.

Theimpact plit the canvas, and a glittering shower of coinsrang down thewall to roll acrossthe
rug. Eleret stared in dishelief, then dove off the bed and scooped up the nearest. She had not been
mistaken. The coin was gold.

Eleret glanced at the door, wondering whether anyone had heard the noise. Probably not; thewalls
were stone and the door was thick. She stood up and walked back to the bed. With shaking hands, she
reached for the second pouch, loosened theties, and poured its contents onto the pillows. More gold.
Everyone knew the Emperor was generous with his soldiers, but this? It had to be more than ordinary
army pay, even with combat wages and death fees added in. She frowned fiercely, forcing hersdlf to
think. Hadn't Commander Wezird said something about specid assgnments?

Sowly, Eleret raised her head and stared sightlesdy into thefireplace.
"Oh, Ma" shewhispered. "What were you doing?"

Thefireplace did not answer. After atime, Eleret bent and began methodically picking up the
scattered coins. The pouch was beyond repair, but she still had the empty leather bag Tamm had used
for her raven's-feet. She piled the coins on the table next to the washbasin, then went over to the kit bags
to get out the pouch. The practical tasks made her fedl morelike hersdlf.

As she dropped the coins one by one into the pouches, she frowned. She couldn't bring hersalf to
leave this much money lying unguarded in her room while she went off to dinner. Not that she mistrusted
Daner'sfamily particularly, but dl her life she had been trained to keep whatever was truly important with
her. If araiding party broke through or a snowdide threatened, there was seldom time to pack, or even
to snatch up apouch or kit. Certainly no one had timeto go back for things. Of course, at home "truly
important” meant weagpons and tools, mostly, with clothes and water and food next on thelist. Money
was scarce, but not important; other things were harder to replace. This money, however, was different.
Tamm Salven had died to earn it, and Eleret was not returning home without it.

But if she kept it with her, what was she to do with it? Eleret looked at the brown skirt lying on the
bed and frowned. She couldn't put the pouchesin her pockets without making it difficult to get at her
wespons, and knotting them into her sash was awkward, uncomfortable, and obvious. If shewedged
them into the tops of her boots, they would quickly rub her legs raw. On the other hand . . .

Eleret went back to her kit and began pulling clothes out of it. In two minutes she had donned her
green homespun leggings and her good linen shirt. The money pouches went into the deep inner pockets
of her deerskin vest, and two rows of raven's-feet did under thin leather thongs sewed across the front of
each shoulder, making lines of deadly decorations. Her knife hung at her right Sdein Tamm's
embroidered sheath. After amoment's thought, she dipped Tamm's degth-braid into her inner vest
pocket aswell. Pulling on her boots, she felt better than she had in several days. She hadn't redlized just
how irritating that skirt had been.



As sheleaned over to pluck the skirt off the bed, her hair fell forward across her shoulder. She
glanced down and smiled suddenly. Braiding her hair wouldn't take long, and she'd gone thisfar already;
she might aswell continue. She reached for her kit and the colored cord in the bottom.

As shefinished the last knot, someone knocked at the door. When she opened it, the boy outside
had hisfist raised for another knock, and he fell back a pace in embarrassment. "F-Fredady Saven?' he
sammered. "I'm to escort you down to the family."

"Fine," Eleret said. Habit made her glance around the room one last time, but she already had
everything she wanted to take with her. Her weapons were ready, the money was safe in her pockets,
and the raven ring till circled her index finger. She opened the door wider and stepped out.

The boy's eyeswidened as helooked at her, and he hesitated visbly. Findly he said, "Uh—you're
going to dinner, Fredady.”

"l know."
"Urn—youre going like that? Fredady?"
"Unless you refuse to show me how to get there.”

From thelook on hisface, the boy was consdering doing just that. Duty, or perhaps fear of the
consequences, held him to histask. He swallowed hard and said, "Thisway, Fredady.”

The boy led Eleret back to the long cluttered room she and Daner had first entered. Daner, his
mother, and histhree ssters were dready there, dong with atall, bearded man whose wavy gray hair
looked asif it might once have been the same rich blond as Daner's. They dl turned as Eleret entered,
and the women froze, wide-eyed. Daner closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and stepped forward.
"Father, | would like to present Fredlady Eleret Sdven. Fredady, my father, Lord Breann tir Valaniri."

"Welcome, Fredady." Lord tir Valaniri's demeanor was perfectly correct, and the expression on
his face was polite, but Eleret thought she saw atwinklein hiseye.

"] thank you for your courtesy,” Eleret said. "May your welcome bring strength to us both.”

The twinkle grew more pronounced. "And defeat to our enemies, yoursand mine" he said, to
Eleret's surprise. "Daner has been telling me about you, Fredlady. | can see he didn't cover more than half
of it."

"] don't doubt it," Eleret replied. "It was a busy afternoon.”

Lord tir Valaniri'seyebrowsrose. "Was it." He smiled. "Thethree of uswill haveto have along
talk after dinner.”

Daner caught Eleret's eye and rolled his eyes, while his ssters exchanged glances of astonishment.
Besdethem, Lady tir Valaniri gave her husband along look, then shook her head in resgnation.

"I'll be happy to talk to you," Eleret said. "But | don't think | can add much to whatever Daner's
dready told you." Or rather, there are a lot of things | don't want to mention. She had better get to
Daner soon, and make sure he understood.

"Asyouwill haveit,” Lord tir Vdlaniri said, nodding. "I'm till curiousto hear your side of the sory,
however. Until then, Fredady." He turned to Daner, and the women moved forward to surround Eleret.



"What aremarkable. . . costume,” Lady Raquevasaid in alow voice. "And how very daring of you
to weer it."

Her voice was not quite low enough; Lady tir Vdlaniri heard her and frowned. "Raqueval Fredady
Sdvenisour guest.”

"Yes, and it'sagood thing we haven't any otherstonight!" Lady Metrisssaid. "We'd bethetak of
the city. | thought you were going to make sure she had something decent to wear, Lauri."

"Lady Laurind offered metheloan of agown," Eleret said. "I declined.”

"] understand your pride, Fredlady," Daner's mother said, and hesitated asif deciding how best to
phrase what she wanted to say next.

Eleret gave her no opportunity to continue. "Oh, it wasn't that,” she said. "It's because of Lady
Metriss here."

"Me?' Thegirl raised her chin haughtily. "That makes no sense, which | supposeis about what we
can expect from—"

"Metriss" Lady tir Valaniri did not raise her voice a al, but her daughter subsided abruptly.

"But you said you wanted to see what people were wearing in the mountainsthis spring,” Eleret said
to Lady Metrisswith abland amile. "Thisisit."

Lady Metrisss mouth fell open. She looked, Eleret thought, very like ayoung dog that had poked
its nose into aground squirrel’s den, intending to bite the squirrel, and was surprised and hurt when the
ground squirrd bit first. Lady tir Valaniri suppressed achuckle, while Laurind smiled and Raquevagave
Eleret awary look. Before any of them could respond, the door opened once again and Lady Kistran

sweptin.
"Hasn't Barojaarrived yet, Laurenzi? | thought you were going to send someone—" Lady Kistran
stopped short, staring at Eleret with an expression of outraged horror. "What in the Emperor's name—"
"Fredady Sdven isshowing uswhat's fashionablein the mountains” Lady Raguevasaid spitefully.
"Fashionable?"
"It looks very comfortable,” Laurind said suddenly.

"Perhapsit is, for soldiers or guardswomen or womenin trade,” her aunt said with asniff. "For
ladies, however—"

"Hdlo, dl! Sorry I'm late, but | hope youll forgive me," said anew voicein carrying tones.

Eleret turned to look along with everyone else. A young man posed in the far door, head thrown
back, eyes hdf-closed, one arm extended aong the frame of the door above hishead. A bright blue
cloak hung from the arm in graceful folds, displaying agold-colored lining that looked asif it might be
slk. Hissword hung carelesdly at hisleft Sde, and jewe s glittered on the pommel and the guard.
Remembering Prill's description of the Vallaniri sword-skills and Daner's unexpected competence, Eleret
withheld judgment. Jewels could be embedded in Sadorthan stedl aswell asforge-scrapings.

"Bargja" Lady Kistran smiled indulgently and stepped forward, her interest in Eleret forgotten.
"Weve been waiting for you.”



TWELVE

Baroja stepped forward and bowed to his mother with studied grace. "I regret that I've
inconvenienced you, Mather, but when you near my news | hopeto be forgiven.”

"News?' said Raquevain atone just short of skepticism. "I've arranged atreat for usall,” Baroja
said, sweeping one arm up in agesture that made his cape swing dangeroudy closeto avase of flowers
on anearby table. "Now am | forgiven?’

"That depends on what your ‘treat’ is, Cousin,” Daner said dryly.

"Y es, why are you being so mysterious, Baroja?' Metriss said. "What isthistregt of yours?'
A surprise.

"Baroja" Metriss stamped her foot. "Aunt Kistran, make him tell uswhat he means.”

"Don' tease your cousins, Baroja," Lady Kistran said. "Tell uswhat your surpriseis.”
"Butitisn'tawhat," Barojasaid with awide, toothy amile.

"It'swho. I've found a Luck-seer; one of the best in Ciaron! And she's promised to come chart the
cardsfor uslaer ontonight. Now, am | forgiven?'

Daner'sfema e rdations were too busy exclaming with ddight to answer him directly. Even Lady tir
Vallaniri looked pleased. Eleret wondered why they were dl so excited and whether they would expect
her to join them. Probably; Barojas scheme had the sound of something done for amusement after
dinner, like arope-chase or adice game. She sighed quietly, and resigned hersdlf. She'd have preferred
to spend the evening in her room, sharpening her knives and setting her thoughtsin order, but she could
not insult her hosts by retiring early when there was entertainment planned, even if they had not been the
planners.

Daner seemed to agree with Eleret. "My idiot cousn hasdoneit again,” he muttered. "'l wonder
how much this notion will cost him?"

"Morethan he can afford,” Lord tir Valaniri answered in asmilar undertone. Raising hisvoice, he
said, "Bring out your Luck-seer, Baroja, and let'shave alook &t her."

"Sheisn't hereyet, Uncle," Barojareplied. "1 told her to come an hour from now, after dinner, since
she can't chart whilewe eat.”

"I hope you remembered to warn Bresc,” Lord tir Valaniri said. "I doubt that he'd let her in
otherwise."

Barojalooked gartled. "Hewouldn't?1'd better go tdl him, then." He smiled winningly at Raqueva
and Metriss. "It wouldn't do to have her sent away after | promised you atreat.”

With another bow, he turned and swept back into the stairwell. "Be quick,” Lady Kistran called



after him. "Weve spent enough time waiting for you asit is.”

"Yes, Mother." Barojas words, echoing back from the stairwell, had the sound of an automatic,
meaningless response.

"] think wewill gointo dinner now," Lady tir Valaniri said, waving her daughters toward the door.
"Barojawon't belong."

"1 have seldom heard more hopeful words spoken with less reason,” Daner's father said. "But by dl
means let usgo into dinner." He nodded at Lady Kistran, then made a haf-bow and held out hisleft
hand, palm up, to hiswife. Lady tir Valaniri smiled and covered his hand with her own. Together, they
walked dowly down the hal toward the door. Lady Kistran looked after them with a sour expression.

"Eleret!" Daner whispered urgently.

Eleret turned, hating him for one brief, irrationa moment because his mother was here, walking
handfast with her hushand through the rooms of her home. The moment passed, and Eleret redlized that
he was holding hisleft hand out to her in the same gesture hisfather had just used. Surprise kept her
motionlessfor an instant, and Daner's brows contracted.

"Comeon, Eleret," hesaidin alow voice, hislipsbarely moving.

Still wondering, Eleret laid her right hand on his. Asshedid, Lady Kistran gave an audible sniff and
turned. "Daner,” she said in acommanding tone, "1— Oh."

Daner's fingers closed convulsively around Eleret's as his aunt spoke, and suddenly Eleret
understood. Lady Kistran's expression grew even more sour than before, but she made no comment as
Daner led Eleret down the hdl after his parents and sigters.

Asthey drew away, out of hearing, Eleret looked at Daner and raised her eyebrows. "What was
thet about?"

"Family," Daner said. "Aunt Kistranisin one of her moods, and | didn't want to spend dinner
coddling her. Which | won't haveto doiif | takeyou in instead of her. No matter how irritated she's
feding, shed never humiliate aguest by demanding the place you'd dready claimed.”

Maybe not, thought Eleret, but I'll bet she'd have taken it without a second thought if | hadn't
already claimed it. Which explained why Daner had been in such ahurry. Eleret Sghed, wishing she
knew more of Ciaronese ways. Or was it knowledge of noblemen's ways that she needed? Well, it was
only for one evening, and if she annoyed Daner'sfamily out of ignorance, it would not maiter much once
she was back in the mountains.

Dinner began awkwardly. When Eleret and Daner had entered the room, Daner's sisters already
occupied three of the four chairs placed around the center of thelong table. Asthey approached, Lady
Raguevalooked over her shoulder, flushed, and leaned sideways to whisper something to Lady Metriss.
Aningant later, they rose and moved to the lower end of the table. Lady Metriss sniffed audibly as she
passed. Daner, gpparently oblivious to the undercurrents, seeted Eleret in the chair Ragueva had just
vacated and took Metrisss place himsdlf.

On Eleret's|eft, Lady tir Valaniri gave her daughters an approving smile. Asif in answer to asignd,
Lady Kistran swept in, frowning, and took her sest across the table from her hostess. Lady tir Valaniri's
smileflattened dightly; then she turned to her husband and said camly, "We are dl here except Bargja. Is



it your pleasure to begin, my lord?"

"Itismy very greet pleasure,” Lord tir Valaniri replied, and nodded at an unobtrusive man standing
beside a side table heavily laden with covered platters. The man bowed.

Picking up the nearest of the platters, he removed the cover and carried the dish to Lord tir
Valaniri. Lord tir Valaniri examined the contents, then served first hiswife, then Lady Kistran, and findly
himsdf.

The man bowed again and moved to Daner's Side. To Eleret's surprise and annoyance, Daner
proceeded to spoon some of the contents—a pile of finger-length fish that had apparently been fried
whole—onto her plate. He did the same for his siters, then served himsdlf. The servant returned the
platter to the sSde table, chose another, and repeated the sequence. While he made his dow way adong
the table, adark-haired girl entered with a pitcher and poured wine into the pewter gobletsthat stood in
front of every place.

The number of dishes and the amount of food amazed Eleret. There were chunks of white fish
wrapped in dark green leaves, thick dices of well-browned mest, fresh bread with herb-flavored il to
dipitin, and awholetray of smdl birds stuffed with grain. Most of the food was lukewarm, but she il
had to remind hersdf severd times not to eat too much. A large med would make her duggish.

Daner's ssters chattered amost constantly, but to Eleret'srelief they did not seem to care whether
or not shejoined them. Lady tir Valaniri, on Eleret'sleft, directed an occasond remark to her, asif tolet
her know that she was not being overlooked. None of the comments required aresponse, and Eleret did
not give any beyond anod of recognition. Eating without bumping elbowswith Lady tir Valaniri was
difficult enough; doing so whiletrying to talk sensibly without giving away too much would be next to
impossible. Fortunately, the wine was watered, but even so Eleret drank sparingly.

Trueto Lord tir Valaniri's prediction, Barojadid not appear until everyone had almost finished their
first servings. He had disposed of his cloak, but he walked as though he still woreit. Eleret could amost
seeit swirl behind him as he progressed from the door to the dinner table. Daner's Ssters pounced on
him at once, firing questions at him like acompany of archers.

"Tdl us about the Luck-seer, Barojal How soon will she be here, do you think?'
"Will she be able to chart our cardsright away after dinner, or will we have to wait?'
"Can shedo al of us, or only one or two?"'

"Will shelet uswatch each other's chartings?”

"Where did you find her? Is she very good?’

Laughing, Barojathrew hishands up in agesture of surrender. "One at atime, if it please you,
ladies! And remember that | haven't esten yet."

"And whosefault isthat?' Daner muttered as Barojatook the seat across from him and smoothed
aninvigble crease from hisdeeve. The dark-haired girl materidized immediately tofill Barojas goblet.

"Have somefish," Ragueva said, sgnaing the man by the sde table. "How soon can we begin?'
"Not until I'm donewith dinner," Barojasaid with asmile. "Thank you, Cousn."

"Oh, Bargja, don't be difficult,” Metrisssaid. "Y ou can talk while you egt. Tell us about the



Luck-seer!"

"Such enthusasm astounds me," Lord tir Valaniri put in, taking another piece of fish. "I commend
you, Bargja. | haven't seen Metriss so lively since shewasfour.”

Metrissflushed. Acrossfrom Eleret, Lady Laurind frowned. "Y ou shouldn't tease Riss, Father.
Weredl excited. It isn't everyone who can have her cards charted by someone who redlly understands
howtodoit."

"| stand corrected.”
"What is'charting the cards?' Eleret whigpered to Daner as Barojafinished filling his plate.

Daner looked at her in surprise. "Y ou've never heard about charting the cards?' he said in anorma
tone.

Heads turned along the table, and Eleret sighed. "No, | haven't. What does it mean?”
"It'sdifficult to explain," Metrisssad. "Baroja—"

"Let your cousin edt in peace, Riss" Lady tir Vdlaniri said. "Y ou have the rest of the evening to
quesionhim.”

"Does that mean you've never had your cards charted?’ Ragueva asked Eleret in a speculative
tone.

"If I had, | might know what dl of you were talking about.”

"It'savariety of divinatory magic,” Daner said. "Very popular for predicting the future, in spite of its
inaccuracy and lack of clarity.”

"Inaccuracy!" Metrisss haf-shriek of outrage drew a disapproving frown from her aunt. "What
about Sivelin's brother? What about Vanery and the horse? What about—"

"Metriss." Lady tir Valaniri's voice was not loud, but it penetrated her daughter's stream of
complaintslike afire-arrow penetrating fog. Metriss broke off, scowling petulantly.

"Rissisvery firmin her opinions” Laurind put in. ™Y ou should not tease her, Daner.” Despite her
words, her eyeswere on Eleret as she spoke, and her tone was apol ogetic.

"It only makes me more curious,” Eleret said. Sinceit seemed that she would haveto joininthis
card-charting, she might aswell find out what shewasin for. "How doesthis card magic work?"

"Resonance and imaging,” Daner replied. "The pattern of the cards themselves sets up awesk
charm over alimited areg, soin theory it doesn't even take amagician to use them.”

"l presume that isthe reason for their popularity,” Lord tir Vdlaniri put in, looking interested.

"Y es, but without amagician to reinforce the spdll, it'samatter of luck whether or not thefocusis
the oneintended,” Daner said. "Hencethe inaccuracy.”

Ragueva gave her brother a sharp look, then said in abored tone, "And the lack of clarity?"

"It's part of the same problem. Anyone can lay out a pattern of cards, but interpreting it correctly
takes knowledge and skill. The knowledgeisrare enough; skill iseven more so.



"But, Daner, that's the whole point,” Baroja said. He smiled winningly as everyone looked at him.
"What is?' Daner asked wearily when Barojadid not continue.

"Why, hiring a Luck-seer, of course." Baroja sat back, his expresson smug, asif he had just made
an unarguable point. Y ou see?"

”NO_"

"Redlly, Daner!" Lady Kistran frowned at him. "Clearly, Barojas L uck-seer has both knowledge
and skill, or shewould not be earning coin by charting cards. How did you find her, Baroja?'

"Oh, one of Toricar's Trader friends presented her to me this afternoon,” Barojasaid. "And if
anyone knows about charting cards, it'sa Trader."

"Traders are a so remarkably good at spotting an easy catch,” Lord tir Vallaniri remarked.
"| think it was very clever of Baroja to hire her,” Metriss said pugnacioudy.
"And very kind of him to think of us," Raquevaput in.

"It was nothing," Baroja said modestly. "The moment | saw her, | knew you'd want her to do your
cards. And knowing that, how could | not beg her to come?"

"Will your Luck-seer havetimeto chart al of us?' Lady tir Valaniri asked. "We seem to be more
numerous than usud tonight.”

"l don't seewhy not," Barojareplied. " She said shed stay the whole evening.”

"This Luck-seer of yours must be aremarkably obliging woman," Lord tir Valaniri said. "l am
becoming eager to meet her."

"Doesthat mean that you'll have your cards charted thistime, Father?" asked Laurindl.
"No, it doesnot.”

"Daner will, though,” Metrisssaid. "Won't you, Daner?"

"Only if youinggt," Daner told her. "I'm not interested in trickery.”

"Fredady Sdven must certainly have her cards charted,” Raquevaput in, giving Eleret an
indecipherable look. "Especidly since she's never doneit before.”

"Yes, of courseyou must, Fredady,” Lauring said. "1 hope the L uck-seer will let uswatch.
Charting someone's cardsfor the very first timeis more involved than renewing achart; it would be so
interesting.”

"Asyou will haveit," Eleret said with amental grimace. Theréd be no getting out of it now, but
then, there had never redlly been much chance of avoiding the card-charting. She could only hopeit
wouldn't last too long, or be too dull. Daner's attitude was not exactly encouraging.

"And Aunt Kistran must have aturn aswdll," Raguevasad. "After dl, wewouldn't havea
Luck-seer at dl if Baroja hadn't brought one.”

"By thet logic, Barojashould go first." Daner's voice was full of mischief. "What do you say,



Cousin? She'syour Luck-seer.
"Oh, Daner!" Metriss turned the corners of her mouth down. "Baroja brought her here for us.”
"Very true" Barojasad. "I'll golagt.”
"That hardly seemsfair,”" Lauring objected, frowning dightly.
"Wdl, but if Aunt Kigtran takesthe first turn—" Ragueva began.
"l do not intend to have my cards charted at dl," Lady Kistran announced.

"Don'tyou?' Lady tir Valaniri said with mild surprise. "1 shdl certainly have minedone. | find it
interesting to watch, epecialy when they get everything wrong.”

"It isan amusement for younger folk, Laurenzi,” Kistran replied. "I will be quite content to listen to
their tales asthey come back from their charting.”

Daner leaned toward Eleret and said softly, "What she meansisthat she doesn't want her chart
chewed over in public. Shell lecture everyone else on what their charts relly mean, then corner the
Luck-seer privately later on, wait and see.

Eleret nodded without comprehension, and let the conversation flow on without her. The medl
ended & lagt, and the Valaniris withdrew from the eating room, leaving the serversto clear things up.
Eleret trailed after Daner's Ssters and his cousin and his aunt, wishing she could dip quietly away and
escape to her room. But even if she had been lost to all sense of her obligations to her hogts, she could
not have doneit; Daner and his parents were right behind her.

Barojaled them back to the long cluttered hal where

they had met before dinner. A servant stood at the far end, waiting patiently; when he saw Baroja,
he came forward and whispered something to him.

"Bring her in at once!" Barojasaid.
The servant bowed and crossed back to the stairwell door. Baroja smiled broadly at hisrelatives.

"The best card-charter in Ciaron has arrived!" he announced. He turned and waved with perfect
timing asthe far door opened. "Mother, Aunt, Cousins, alow meto present Luck-seer Jonystra
Nirandol."

THIRTEEN

Eleret had to force her face to remain blank as Daner's mother and sisters moved happily forward
to greet Jonystra. How had the woman managed this? And why had she bothered? Unless shewas a
fool, she must know that Eleret would be on her guard. And not just Eleret; Daner, too, watched
Jonystrawith aface like stone.



While Barojabeamed at his cousins, Eleret dipped acrossto Daner'sside. "Daner,” shesaidina
low voice, "get hold of yoursdlf, or everyone will know something's wrong.”

"How did that creyuda get aline on Bargja?' Daner said in asavage undertone. "l don't know
whether to wring his neck or hers!”

"Try it with elther, and I'm gone. If you make a scene—"

"Y our aunt and your ssterswill demand to know the reason,” Lord tir Vallaniri said from behind
Eleret.

Without thinking, Eleret spun, one hand on her dagger's hilt. Shetook control of her reflexesin time
to keep from drawing it and cursed herself mentally for an incompetent fool. Bad enough to lose track of
someone, even if he was not an enemy, but to let hersdf be sartled into such a strong response was
inexcusable. "Exactly my point,” she said as calmly as she could.

Lord tir Vallaniri raised an eyebrow at her. "1've been tempted to wring Baroja's neck myself, now
and again, but what isit about his companion that provokes such aresponsein you?"

"That woman—the so-caled Luck-seer Nirandol—followed us here," Daner said. "How and why,
| don't know, and it would be for Eleret to say evenif | did, but | don't likeit. Demons take Barojafor
bringing her in!"

Eleret was positive that Jonystra hadn't actualy followed them, but then, she wouldn't have needed
to. Jonystrahad heard Daner's name at the inn; tracing awell-known nobleman could not have been
hard. And sheld had most of the afternoon to arrange away of getting ingde the Valaniri household.
However she had doneit, the result was what mattered.

"Baroja has demondtrated a certain gptitude for innocently doing whatever will cause the greatest
inconvenience to whomever heiswith,” Lord tir Valaniri said in adow, thoughtful tone. "It's precticaly
the boy's only talent; I'm pleased to see it hasn't deserted him."

"Pleased?' Daner gave hisfather a skeptical |ook.
"Everyone should be good at something.”

"Teach himto deep well." Daner glanced toward Jonystra, then closed hiseyes asif the sight hurt
him. "Loren's Curse, how are we going to get her to leave?'

"Unless she does something extremely foolish, such astrying to stick aknifeinto Fredady Salven or
kidnapping one of your ssters, you can't,” Lord tir Valaniri said. "Not without mortaly offending Bargja
and your aunt.”

"I don't think Jonystrals adanger to you and yours," Eleret told Daner. "I'm the one she's after.”
Though she il could not see what Jonystra hoped to accomplish. She might secure afew minutes aone
with Eleret, but there wasn't much she could do with them. Unless. . . "Daner, how likdly isit that
Jonystraknows some magic?'

Daner looked startled. "What makes you think she might?"

"You said a dinner that charting cards works best when amagician reinforcesthe spdll. If shesas
good at it asBarojaclams—"

"She probably isn't any better than Metrissand her silly friends," Daner said, frowning. "Bargja



believes every sdler's speech he hearsin the midtown market.”
"But you can't be sure."
"NO."

Eleret shrugged. She had suspected as much, but it had been worth asking. She arted to frame
another question, then stopped. A wiry man of medium height had followed Jonysira quietly into the
room, carrying alarge black-and-red lacquered box with an ornate brass lock. Though he wore no
visble weapon, he moved with the wary confidence of an experienced warrior. Histhin sandy hair had
been oiled flat; combined with asharp jaw and aface that seemed al flat surfaces and sharp angles, it
made his head look like askull.

"Now what?' Daner said under his breath.

Asif she had heard him from across the room, Jonystra glanced back and saw the new arrival. "Ah,
Mobrdlan!" she said, smiling gracioudy at the wiry, skull-faced man. "Y ou have al that we shall need?'

The man nodded.

Jonystraturned to Baroja. "Then, my lord, will you say where we are to chart the cards?’
"Where do you want them, Aunt?' Barojaasked Lady tir Valaniri.

"That depends. What will you require for your work, Luck-seer?' Lady tir Vallaniri said.

"A smal room, where we can be private, with atable, s0"—Jonystra demonstrated the proper size
with her hands—"and two chairs.”

"Only two?' Lady Metriss said in tones of deep disappointment. "Can't we watch each other's
cards?'

Theinfluences are clearer if only one questioner is present at atime," Jonystrareplied. "If you wish
for atrue foreseeing, | must chart each of you separately. Afterward, you may discuss the results as much
asyou choose."

"Why don't you let her use that little room two doors down?' Barojasaid to Daner's mother. "The
onewith al the books."

"No," sad Lord tir Valaniri, raising hisvoice dightly to carry acrossto Baroja. ™Y ou may have
talent, Nephew, but | am not compelled to alow you to exerciseit.”

Barojalooked over with apuzzled expression. "Thank you, Uncle. What tdent did you mean?”
"Never mind. Y our Luck-seer can work in thewal chamber.”
"But the other room—"

"Ismy study. No."

"Oh, very well. Thisway, Luck-seer Nirandol. How long will it take you and your porter to set up
your things?' The closing door cut off Baroja's voice, and Daner's aunt and sisters sorted themselvesinto
chairstowait for hisreturn. Lord tir Vallaniri escorted Eleret over to join them, then drew Daner aside
for abrief conference.



Eleret had no objection to being abandoned. She listened to the girls chatter with lessthan haf her
attention, while the rest of her mind reviewed her previous encounters with Jonystra, trying to see
patternsin her actions and words. Clearly, the woman was intelligent, and she seemed to favor indirect
methods. She was persistent, too; every time Eleret avoided her, she found anew way to approach her
again. Her movements and her dresswere not those of afighter, but that might not mean much. Jonystra
Nirandol had as many faces as a shapeshifter: traveling collector of ancient objects; hopeful, friendly
dinner companion; well-born flirt; experienced card-charter and L uck-seer. Possbly she was a sneak
thief or awizard aswell, though Eleret had no proof that it was Jonystrawho had searched her room at
the Broken Harp or that she could work magic.

Better to be prepared for the rock that doesn't jail than to he hit on the head by the one you
didn't expect. Her mother's voice echoed through Eleret's memory, itstone warm and chiding at the
sametime, patiently repeating the lesson that had since become an ingrained habit. Eleret choked. Go
away, Ma, and let me concentrate, she thought, athough she knew it was her memoriesthat werethe
problem, not her mother. Tamm Salven's body had been burned six weeks before; the greatest wizard
born could not have raised her blank-eyed corpse from ashes, nor summoned her spirit after so long a
lapse of time.

Therecollection steadied Eleret, and she forced her mind back to Jonystra. No matter how good a
thief Jonystrawas—if she were athief—Eleret doubted that she could stedl the raven ring from her finger
or her money and other valuables from the inner pockets of her vest. Not without knocking Eleret
unconsciousfirst, at any rate, and to do that she would need both surprise and fighting skill. Or magic.
Eleret frowned involuntarily, then shrugged. She couldn't do anything about magic except be ready to
dodge, assuming dodging would help. What you can't counter, block, what you can't block, avoid,;
what you can't avoid, don't fret yourself skinny over.

Eleret shivered, wondering if the wine at dinner had been as weak as sheld assumed. Her mind did
not normally play such unpleasant tricks. What had she been thinking of ? Magic. Jonystra. What could
shedoif Jonystraredly was amagician?

An arrow kills a wizard as dead as anyone else. Least it doesit you're a halfway good shot.
Thistime the remembered voice was adegp mae growl, and Eleret dmost smiled. She didn't have her
bow, but she had plenty of raven's-feet and two well-balanced and finely honed knives. If it cameto a
fight, she could manage.

"Thanks, Pa," she whispered, then shook her head at her foolishness. Fortunately, Daner's ssters
were deeply involved in their discussion, and had not noticed.

"But who's going to be thefirst one charted?' Metriss asked as Eleret brought her attention back to
the conversation.

"| think we should let Fredady Salven gofirdt,” Laurind said. "She's never had her cards charted
before, and she'saguest.”

Lady tir Vdlaniri nodded. "An excdlent idea, my dear. Fredady—"

"No, thank you," Eleret said quickly. "I'd rather wait. Let someone ese take thefirgt turn.” Shewas
tempted to refuse altogether, as Lady Kistran had earlier, but that would be cowardly. Besides, how else
would shefind out what Jonystrawas planning?

"Do the cards make you nervous?' Ragueva said, watching Eleret from under half-lowered eyelids
asif sheknew exactly what Eleret had been thinking. "Or do you lack belief in them?"



"No," Eleret said. "I'd just prefer towait." She shifted uneasily, hoping the spindly chair would not
give way beneath her. It felt secure enough, and it didn't creak or wobble, but the legs till didn't look
strong enough to stake spring pess.

"Well, if you're quite sure, Fredady, | think Lauringl had better bethefirst,” Lady tir Valaniri said.
"Sheisthe ddest, after al. We can discussthe rest of the order while sheis having her cards done.”

Metriss scowled, but her mother's tone forbade argument. When Baroja returned amoment later
and announced that the Luck-seer was ready, Lauring rose and went to meet him. Barojasmiled,
offered her hishand, and escorted her out of the room. As soon as the door closed behind them, the
remaining ladies returned to their debate on the order in which they should have their cards charted.

Listening in sllence to the polite bickering around her, Eleret concluded that the dispute was not
redlly about cards. Lady tir Valaniri kept her comments to aminimum, but Raqueva, Metriss, and Lady
Kistran maneuvered for verbd advantage with the skill of long practice. Daner, who had finished his
conversation with hisfather and come over to join them, seemed to find the procedure amusing. Severa
times, he dropped an innocent-sounding remark into the conversation that gave new energy to the
flagging debate. Findly, Lady tir Vdlaniri asked him pointedly when he wished to have his cards read.
Daner laughed and disclaimed any desire for achart, but from then on he made no more provocative
comments,

By thetime Barojaand Lauring returned, everything was settled. Ragueva and Metrisswould take
the next two turns, followed by Eleret, Lady tir Valaniri, Daner, and Baroja

Lady Kistran continued to maintain that she did not wish to have her cards charted, however illed
the Luck-seer. Her determination was sorely tested when Lauring reentered the room, her face radiant
and her mouth full of praisefor Jonystras skills.

"She said that Domori—L ord Trantorino—will be home soon, and with grest success,”" Lauring
told them happily.

"Therésafirg timefor everything,” Lady Kistran muttered, loudly enough for everyoneto hear.

"Oh, Aunt!" Raguevarose and gave Lauring aquick hug. "Don't mind her, Lauri. And don't forget
anything; when | get back, you're going to have to repeat everything you've told them.”

Lauring smiled, and Raguevaleft with Baroja. Frowning dightly, Eleret gazed after them. Then she
shook her head. Raguevawas atangle she didn't have time to comb straight. Best to concentrate on
Jonystraand her cards, at least for the present.

Fortunately, Metriss was eager to hear dl the details of Lauringl's experience, and she flung new
guestions at her sster amost before Lauring had time to answer the old ones. Much of the story was
obscureto Eleret, for she was unfamiliar with the cards and their meanings and no one stopped to explain
them. She had to figure them out from the conversation. It didn't help when Lady Kistran began arguing
about the interpretation of Laurind's chart.

"The Eight of Stonesisfor completion,” she said flatly. "It doesn't dways mean success. | think
you'retoo optimistic, Lauring, asusud.”

"But with the Lady of Shells supporting the Eight—" Metriss began.
Kistran shook her head. "The Lady isone of the least

powerful of the Ruling Cardsin the suit of Shells. Now, if it had been the Sorceress of Shells, or the



Lady of Flames..."

"It's not the power of theindividua card that counts,” Laurinel objected. "It'stheway it relatesto
the rest of the cardsin the chart.”

"Look at therest of your cards, then,” Kistran said with asmal sniff. "Only one Mgor Trumpin
your whole chart, and that was Silence. And your Minors! The Mountain, Despair, and Taxes! That says
itdl, asfar asI'm concerned.”

"The Mountainisagood card,” Metriss said uncertainly. "At leas, it can be."

"And Despair was reversed,” Laurinegl added. "And Taxes was in the quarter of Past Opposition.
You can't pull bitsand pieces out of achart and expect to make any sense of them, Aunt.”

"Or rather, you can make anything you like of them,” Daner put in. "All you haveto doispick the
right bits and pieces. Or the wrong ones."

Laurinel gave Daner alook of gratitude. "Y es, that's exactly what | wastrying to say."

"Nonsense. If you want to get the most out of a chart, you must look at all the reaionships”
Kidgransad. "Y ou mug—"

The door at the far end of the room opened, and Baroja and Ragueva came in. Metriss jumped to
her feet a once. "It's my turn now; let'sgo, Bargja."

"Theresno need to rush,” Bargjasaid. He relinquished Raquevas hand and brushed a aninvisble
gpeck on hisdeeve. "The Luck-seer hasto clear the influences or something between each chart. At
leadt, that'swhat she said.”

Daner frowned. "She did? Are you sure? Bargja, exactly what did she say?’

" told you," Barojasaid in an injured tone. " Something about clearing influences. It'swhat took us
solong.”

"Bargja—"
"If you really want to know, Daner, I'll ask when | get there," Metriss said. "Come on, Baroja."

Baroja bowed with aflourish and held out his hand. Smiling, Metrisstook it and swept out of the
room. Daner looked after them, still frowning. No one besides Eleret seemed to notice hisreaction.
Ragueva sat down and immediately asked Laurinel about her chart, giving Lady Kistran the chanceto
repeat her gloomy interpretationswhile Lady tir Valaniri watched indulgently.

The new conversation was even more incomprehensible to Eleret than the previous one had been,
though she noted that Raqueva chose not to describe her chart for her aunt to explain. Instead, Raqueva
guided the discussion into the realm of theory, and the argument quickly became abstract. It reminded
Eleret of thetalk at Raken's place on the rare quiet summer evenings: first would come acomment about
aspecific battle; next, adiscussion of one commander'stactics, which would develop into an analysis of
the strategic decisonsthat had led to the battle, until finaly the argument drifted into atheoretica
discussion that ranged freely over wars and centuries, until the cook-fire dwindled to coals and starlight
frosted the mountain peaks with silver. She wished Raken were with her now, in Ciaron. His good sense
would be as ussful as his combat kills.

Eleret's reflections were interrupted by the return of Barojaand Metriss. The girl worea



sdf-satisfied expresson, and lost no timein explaining it. "I am going to be one of the Empresssladies,
and marry aman of great influence and power!"

"How impressive," said Ragueva. "No wonder you look so pleased. Do you have any idea how
long it will be beforedl this happens?’

"Very soon," Metriss said, her smile growing. "The Four of Flameswas right next to my crown
cad.”

"That doesn't necessarily mean anything for thelong run,” Lady Kistran said. "In fact, the Fours
usudly—"

"A moment, Mother, if it please you,” Barojabrokein. "1 do apologize for interrupting, but better
now than when you'rein the midst of an explanation. Fredady Salven, you're next, | think. If you will join
me. .. 7" Heheld out hishand in agraceful, demanding gesture.

AsEleret roseto her feet, Daner stepped forward and bowed to Baroja. "No, no, Cousin, you've
doneyour duty for the evening. Fredady Salvenismy guest; I'll escort her, and let you join the
conversation here.”

"Very proper,” Lady Kistran said, nodding. "Come and sit down, Baroja."

"You aretoo kind," Barojasaid to Daner. "Fair breezesturn your cards, Freelady.” He bowed
again and crossed to hismother's side.

Eleret laid her hand on Daner's and accompanied him to the far door. As soon asthey were out of
the room, shelet her arm drop and turned to face him. "What's wrong?"

"If I knew, I'd have put astop to this nonsense when Raqueva came back," Daner said. "But theré's
nothing | can sink ahook in, just afeding that you'd be better off with me standing reserve in the hdl than
Bargja"

"It was that business about ‘clearing the influences,’ wasn't it? What does that mean?”

"Nothing, probably.” Daner frowned and began pacing aong the hall. " She could be just repegting a
phrase she's

heard, or Barojamay have mixed up what she told him with what little he knows of magic. But if
sheisnt, and if he didn't, then you may be right about Jonystra after dl.”

"Y ou mean sheésamagician?'
llem.ll
"Can'tyou tell?"

Daner looked at her in exasperation. "Can you tell just by looking at someone whether he'sa
warrior?'

"Mogtly." Eleret had to smile at Daner's expression. "It'sin the way people move."

"W, can you tell aheder from ascholar or ajudge, then? Or acarter from awheglwright or a
sawyer? Magic isnt something that marks you out for al the world to see and wonder a. The only way
to spot awizard isto observe him just after he's done aspell, when the residue of the magic he's been
usngisdill dingingto him."



"Or catch himinthemiddle"

Daner nodded. "So | smply don't know about Jonystra. | thought that if you didn't wanttorisk . . .
whatever, we could just stand here for awhile and then go back. | can tell you enough about the cardsto
get you past Aunt Kigtran.”

"Maybe." Eleret frowned, considering. How great was the risk, redlly? Jonystra had never actualy
done anything but talk. Still, it might be better to take the raven ring off before she went in— No, it was
safer whereit was. Nothing Jonystra could say would coax the ring from Eleret'sfinger, and if it did come
to afight, the Luck-seer wouldn't get far against a Cilhar. On the other hand, if Jonystra could work
magic . .. What you can't counter, block. "If you're anding outsdein the hdl, will you know if she
darts casting aspdl? And can you stop her if you notice?”

"| can probably stop her if | notice, but | won't notice unlessit's a powerful spell. Areyou actudly
thinking of going through with this?"

"Yes. | don't think Jonystrawill try anything big or powerful in anobleman's house, but if she does,
you'l have al the excuse you need to question her. Won't you?'

"Of course, but—"

"And she's had other chances to do something small, and she hasn't used them.” What you can't
block, avoid. "Still— Isthere someway | cantdl if shetries?!

Daner pressed his lips together for amoment, then shook hishead. "I doubt it, especidly if she's
pretending to magic the cards. It takes atrained wizard to tell aredlly good fake from avery subtle spell.”

"If it'sthat hard, what's the difference? Oh, never mind. If things Sart to look odd, I'll yell, and you
can comein and figure out what'sgoing on." She didn't like having to place so much trust in a Ciaronese,
but Daner was good in afight, and from what Prill had said, he knew far more about magic than she did.
What you can't avoid, don't fret yourself skinny over. Well, shed done what she could to prepare.
"Let'sgo.”

"You'resurethisisagood idea?'
"No. | just don't have a better one. Let's go, Daner.”

"All right." Daner shrugged and held out his hand once more. As soon as Eleret took it, he started
briskly down the hall.

FOURTEEN

Barojahad put Jonystrain anarrow chamber along the front wall of the house. To Eleret's secret
relief, Daner entered along with her, and his presence gave her an extramoment to evauate the Situation.

Partway across the room, Jonystra Nirandol sat on the near side of arectangular table. Her
skull-faced servant stood in the shadows on the far side of the table, straightening the red cloth that



draped it. Eleret could not make out many details, for the light was very bad. Although the chamber was
two stories above the street, the windows were not much wider than the cross-shaped arrow dits on the
ground floor, and sinceit was well after sunset, nothing showed through them. No fire burned on the

hearth, and none of the lampswere lit; the only illumination came from alone candle a Jonystras € bow.

"1 bring you your next client, Luck-seer,” Daner said, bowing.

"] thank you, my lord," Jonystrareplied. She lowered her eyes, then looked up again with asmile.
"It isgood to see you again. Both of you."

"I'm pleased you remember me," Daner said. He hesitated, then stepped farther into the room and
gave Jonystrahis most charming smile. "It inspires me to request afavor.”

"A favor?' Jonystras eyes dropped once more, and the corners of her mouth stiffened dightly,
making her smilelook asif she had pasted it in place. "What sort of favor?"

"May | observe your charting? I'm interested in different techniques, and | don't get the opportunity
to watch atrue Luck-seer very often.”

Jonystralooked up, plainly startled. "Y ou wish to stay to watch thislady's cards charted?”
"If you'll dlow me." Daner bowed again.

"l fear | cannot,” Jonystrasaid, visbly pulling hersaf together. ™Y ou will have opportunities enough
when your own cards are charted.” She paused. ™Y ou do intend to have your cards charted?'

"Of course, but it's difficult to pay close attention to technique when oneis persondly concerned
with the outcome.”

"And | would appreciate having Lord Daner'sopinion,” Eleret put in. It was agood ides; she
should have thought of it herself. If they could persuade Jonystrato let Daner stay, sheld belessinclined
to try anything and less likely to get away withiit if shedid.

Jonystrashook her head sadly. " Charting the cardsis adelicate business. The presence of another
person would reduce the accuracy and—"

"Oh, that'sdl right." Eleret smiled, hoping Jonystradid not know much about Cilhar, and added,
"Without help, | won't remember what you tell me anyway."

Daner gave Eleret astartled look, but fortunately Jonystrawas not watching his expression and he
recovered quickly. "A good point,” he said smoothly. "With my mother and Lady Kistran demanding
detailsfrom everyone, | can see why you are concerned.”

It was Eleret's turn to be puzzled; Daner's mother had not expressed any particular interest in the
fine points of the charts. The words seemed to carry some meaning to Jonystra, however, for she
frowned uncertainly and glanced acrossthetable at her silent servant. "I'm not sure,” shesaid. "That is, |
don't think . . ."

"l venture to say that L uck-seer Nirandol isequa even to so difficult atask asmy lord proposes,”
the skull-faced man said, bending his head respectfully. His voice was degp and mellow, acomplete
contrast to his appearance, and he spoke with atrace of an accent that Eleret did not recognize, though it
seemed vagudy familiar.

Jonysirablinked, asif thiswas not the response she had been expecting. "Thank you, Mobrellan.



We shdl try it, then." She smiled at Daner once more and gestured toward the end of the table. "If you
will stand there, my lord, you may watch, but do not speak or move suddenly during the charting. It
would be distracting for both of us."

"My gracious thanksto you, Luck-seer." Daner, his expression one of admiring interest, took up
the position Jonystra had indicated.

"Now, Fredady, if youwill sit here, we may begin."

With atwinge of misgiving, Eleret tugged the end of the bench alittle farther out, to give hersdlf
more room to move, and sat down. Asshedid, shelet her hand brush the hilt of her knifefor
reassurance.

"Come closer, please," Jonystrasaid. ™Y ou must be able to see the cards, and | must see you.”

Eleret did aong the bench. Now her back wasto Daner, and the candle at Jonystra's elbow threw
light in her eyes. She could not see Mobrdlan, either, but with the width of the table between them she
would have plenty of warning if hetried to come at her. Eleret shifted again, asif trying to find amore
comfortable position. Better, but not much. She still could not see Mobrellan or Daner, and the candle
gtill made watching Jonystrals face difficult, but at least now shedid not have to Stare directly into the light
each time she looked up from the table.

"Areyou ready? Good." Jonystra's voi ce was soft and soothing. "Think of aquestion for the cards,
something about your future that you wish to know. Don't tell me what your question is, just think about
it. Do you understand?*

"Yes." Theonly questions Eleret could think of at first had nothing to do with the future.- What was
Jonystra hoping to do? Why were so many people interested in Tamm's kit? Who had told the Syaski
who she was and how to find her? Why did the raven ring seem so important, and how many people
knew about it? Findly, she settled for wondering what effect the raven ring would have on her future. The
way things had been going, it was sure to have some.

"Y ou have your question?Hold it clear in your mind." Jonystra stretched one hand out imperioudy.
"Mobrellan! The cards.”

A white blur gppeared in the darkness on the far sde of the table and floated toward Jonystra's
hand, becoming squarer and more solid-looking asit drew nearer. The effect wasimpressve; with the
candldight in her eyes, Eleret could barely see Mobrellan's hands deposit the packet in Jonystra's
outdtretched pam. Jonystra drew her arm back dowly, then turned. " Think once more of your question,
and turn back the covering,” she said, offering the packet to Eleret. "Be careful not to touch the cards.”

White silk did smooth and cool under Eleret'sfingers, and fell away from astack of cardswith
gilded edges. Jonystrasmiled. "Study the cardsthat will tel your future and think, for the third time, of
your question.”

She did not seem to mean that Eleret should hold the cards herself, so Eleret continued to look at
them. The top card showed a symmetrical maze of dark red lines on ablack background. Blood red,
thought Eleret, like blood on a battlefield, except that spilled blood was never so negtly arranged.

Jonydtrals hands moved under the silk that lay between them and the cards. The cards stirred and
shifted, separating, turning, and mixing together once more in a pattern asintricate as the maze painted on
their backs. Asthey lifted to glide past each other, Eleret glimpsed fragments of the pictures on their
other sde: ahand holding ateacup, an outstretched wing, a Shee woman's Sartled eyes, half a skull.



With agtart, she remembered that she was supposed to be thinking of her question. The raven ring, she
reminded hersdlf. What should | do with rise ring? It wasn't exactly theway she had put it thefirst time,
but Eleret did not redlly care. If the change confused Jonystra's cards, that was Jonystra's problem.

"Enough.” Jonystra pulled the cards back, flipping the silk up to cover them once more. Her eyes
werewide, and her breasthing was alittle fast, asif she had just climbed a steep dope or finished splitting
apinelog. Closing her eyes, she bowed her head over the packet.

Eleret darted alook across the table. M obrellan was amotionless shape, a place where the
shadowy gloom thickened into darkness. From the corner of her eye, she saw Daner nod once; then
Jonystraraised her head and Eleret's attention snapped back to her.

"Now, Fredady, asl lay out your chart, think for the fourth and final time of the question you would
have answered.”

As she spoke, Jonystra unfolded the silk and set her fingertips against the top card. Eleret did not
see the point of thinking about her question now; it wastoo late to change the order of the cards, even if
thinking could influence the way Jonysira shuffled them. Still, there seemed no harm in following this
direction, so once again Eleret concentrated on the raven ring.

"First comes your past, from support to opposition,” Jonystrasaid. She turned the first card face up
onthetable.

Snow gleamed on the top of arocky gray mountain. Halfway down, a shadow cut across the stone;
aroad circled the base of the mountain. Jonystranodded in satisfaction. "The Mountain isthe base of
your support; it stands for security, but also for unused potential.” She laid another card to the left of the
fird.

Eleret bardly stifled agasp. A woman warrior with chestnut hair stood proud and wary in the center
of the card, aglowing sword in her right hand. At her feet, awhite leopard crouched asif preparing to
legp a whatever danger faced the two of them, while behind them a curtain of fire blocked their retreet.
A second, more careful look told Eleret that the woman's resemblance to her mother was limited to her
hair color and profession, but the shock of recognition, however mistaken, stayed with her for amoment

longer.

"The Lady of Flames," Jonystra said, obliviousto Eleret's reaction. "Also called the Swordswoman.
It isapowerful card, and agood one, but the position it holds is weak. She has helped you in the past,
but you cannot expect her to do soin the future.”

It's meant to be Mother after all. Eleret swallowed hard and tried to concentrate as Jonystra
placed the next card to the | eft of the Lady. This onelooked safer-, an empty birdcage hung in aroom
with sonewalls. Brightly colored featherslay scattered on the floor benesthit.

"The Seven of Feathers. A card of obstacles, in the position of the beginning of obstacles.
Temptation andilluson liein your past.”

Again, Jonystraturned up acard. Asshelaidit in place, completing the row of four, her face paed
and Eleret fdt the raven ring tighten againgt her forefinger. The card showed atal, indistinct form standing
beside along table, on which lay a shattered diamond, a broken feather, a burned-out candle, and a
cracked crab shdll. It wasimpossible to tell where the form ended and the shadows around it began; the
only clearly visible portion of the figure was its hand, reaching toward the table. A wisp of black smoke
tralled from itsfingertips.



"The Mage Trump," Jonystrawhispered. "The source of opposition, the hidden threst rooted in
your past.” She glanced up, asif she expected to find the anonymous shape reaching toward her from the
shadows. On thefar sde of the table, Mobrellan shifted. Jonystraraised her chin defiantly and turned
back to Eleret. "The Mage is dangerous and powerful, but it—he—is not an immediate threet to you.

Y our other cardswill tell usmore.

Quickly, Jonystralaid two more cards just above thefirst two she had set out. "These cards arein
the nearer past, though like the Mountain and the Lady of Flamesthey, too, support your desires. Ah, the
Priest of Flames and the Two of Stones. A man of good intent and some potentia, and a balance of
opposites. Good cards, but not strong. Y our recent opposition ...."

The card was upside down, so it took Eleret amoment to make sense of the picture. A man robed
inred stood at the top of ashort flight of stone steps. Fire shot from his outstretched hand to a hearth
below, sending flames roaring up achimney. At thefoot of the airs, the ghostly outline of awhite cat
contemplated the dangling ends of hisbelt.

"The Mage of Flames, reversed,” Jonystrasaid in avoice that shook dightly. Eleret looked up in
time to see her glance across the table once more. " A powerful and intelligent man, who isand will be
your strongest opposition.” She hesitated, then pressed her lips together and reached for the next card.

Behind her, Eleret felt Daner shift, and then Jonystralaid thefind card in the second row. "Three of
Shells, reversed. Loss and emotiond pain, which may cloud your judgment. Be wary, and think carefully
on your decisons.”

Jonystra paused, her fingers touching the next card. "The next two rowswill tell your future,
advisng what you should do and what people will help or hinder you. Listen closely, and remember. This
isthe beginning of your future.”

As she spoke, shelaid thefirst card in the next row. She stopped, frowning. Eleret looked at the
card: ajester juggling three flaming torches.

"Wdl?' Eleret said after amoment. "What doesit mean?"

"Three of Flames," Jonystrasaid automatically. " Surprise or unexpected actions. Itis... an odd
position to find such acard.”

"Redly?" Eleret thought of al the surprises sheld had since she picked up her mother's kit—had it
only been that morning? She gill didn't understand most of what had happened; it seemed almost
reasonable to expect more surprisesin the near future. "1 don't think so."

"It should not be there," Jonystra said, haf to hersalf. " Perhaps the next— The Demon? No! That
it right. How—"

Jonydtra broke off, her face white and her hands shaking visbly. Smultaneoudy, the raven ring
tightened on Eleret's forefinger, and a sharp prickling sensation ran around the finger below the band. Her
left hand dropped to the hilt of her dagger and drew it without conscious thought, just as Daner gavea
wordless exclamation and surged forward.

"What do you mean by using spellsin my household, Luck-seer?' Daner demanded.

"l can't.. . I'mnot. . ." Jonystra swayed where she sat, her eyesfixed on the stack of cardsin her
hands.

"L uck-seer!" Daner took hold of Jonystrals shoulder and shook her, none too gently. "Explain



yourself." His eyes were narrowed in concentration, and the air around him had the faint but unmistakable
amel of the high meadows after athunderstorm. Eleret did away from the two of them, reaching
right-handed for araven's-foot as she did. If there was magic going on, she wanted as much space
between hersdlf and it as she could conveniently manage.

"| can't. . . can't hold," Jonystragasped. "No!"

Bluefire flared ceiling-high from the cards she clutched. Daner staggered back, his handsraised to
shield hisface. Theraven ring pricked Eleret's finger once more, hard and sharp. On the far side of the
room, something made apinging noise, asif acoin had just fallen on the stonefloor.

Thefire burned brighter, fanning out from the deck and lighting every corner of the room. Eleret had
just time to notice that Mobrellan had disappeared; then, with acry of pain and horror, Jonystratried to
throw the flaming cards from her. Asthey did reluctantly out of her hands and scattered acrossthe
cloth-draped table, the blue flame vanished.

Jonystra's aboratdy arranged hair was burning in afrizzle of fireand an acrid smdll. Without
thinking, Eleret leaned toward her. Her right hand jabbed the raven's-foot into the table, then grabbed the
unlit portion of Jonystrals hair and pulled it taut, while her left hand rose and swung. Her knife diced
through the piled-up cails, cutting loose most of the burning section and sweeping it forward onto the
table. Eleret dapped at the bits of flame that remained on Jonystra's head. She didn't have much time, she
knew. Thefaling cards had tipped over the candle, and odds were that either the tablecloth or the cards
would catch firein aminute or two.

Suddenly the light grew stronger, and Eleret knew that her time had run out. She threw hersalf
sdeways off the back of the bench, away from the burning tabletop, her right arm sweeping Jonystra
along with her. Jonystra cried out again, and struggled weekly, but Eleret was too strong for her. Asthey
crashed to the floor, Daner's voice shouted a single word, and the light vanished.

Eleret kept agrip on Jonystra, who sobbed once and then was quiet. As she pulled her knees up,
disentangling them from the bench, Daner's voice came out of the darkness above her. "Eleret? Areyou
al right? Whereareyou?'

"Here. Don't step on me.”

Thefaint rustle of movement stopped. "Where?!
"Onthefloor. Can you give us somelight?"
"Making light ismore difficult than—"

The door burst open, spilling lamplight into the room around the outline of aman with adrawn
sword. Immediately, Eleret let go of Jonysira, shifted her hold on her dagger, and rolled out of the
triangle of light. She cameto her knees, poised to throw.

"Daner! What's all the noise? Loren's Luck, what amess!"
Barojasad.

With atiny sigh of relief, Eleret lowered her arm. She glanced around the room once more, then
resheathed her dagger as Daner said tiredly, "Baroja, what are you doing here?!

"] wasjust coming to see what was taking you so long, and | heard shouting. What happened?
Didn't your Cilhar lady like what my Luck-seer told her?"



"Later, Baroja. Right now, just bring usalamp.”
"Oh, very well, but | want an explanation, mind."

"Sodol," Eleret muttered as Daner's cousin retreated into the hal in search of alight. "Most
definitedly, sodo I."

FIFTEEN

Eleret had just time to climb to her feet before Bargjareturned, carrying ahanging lamp filched
from one of the wall sconces outsde. In Barojas hands, the lamp lit barely a quarter of the room and
cast long black shadows across most of that.

"Wheres Mobrdlan?' Eleret said, peering uneasily into the gloom on the far side of the room.

"Who?' Baroja swung the lantern, sending shadows dancing and making it impossibleto tell if
anyone was hiding. Fingering the hilt of her dagger, Eleret backed up, closer to the door.

"Barojal Givemethat." Daner took the lamp away from his cousin and looped the chain over a
bracket near the door. Asthe shadows steadied, Eleret looked around again. There was no sign of
Mobrdlan, but now that there was better light, Eleret could see a second door, in the far wall.

"Good idea," Barojasaid to Daner. "Now, you've got your light. What happened?’
"Inaminute. Eleret, areyou dl right?'

"I'm fine. Jonystra's been burned; I'm not sure how badly. Mobrellan got away." When Daner
frowned, plainly puzzled, Eleret added, " Jonystra's porter. He probably dodged through therein the
confusion." Shewaved at the far door.

Daner hesitated. "Baroja, would you check?"

"What for? HE'sjust a porter.”

"He might know something we need to hear.”

"Y ou chase him, then." Barojaflicked an invisble dust mote from his shoulder.
"] should stay here, in case your precious L uck-seer tries another spell.”

"l don't think she can, right now," Eleret put in. Jonystralay curled in awretched bal besidethe
overturned bench, hiding her face and moaning softly to herself. The ragged, haf-burnt ends of her hair
stuck out in al directions. Eleret suppressed awave of sympathy.

"Even so, | want to stay here," Daner said. "Bargja. . ."

"Another spdl, you said?' Barojaraised hiseyebrows. "This explanation is going to be worth a
week's profit from the long docks." He studied Daner's expression for amoment, then gave alazy shrug.



"Asyoull haveit, Cousin. But you owe mefor this

"Not much,” Daner replied. "And you owe me far more for bringing a spell-caster into my hometo
attack my guests. Go, Bargja."

Findly, Barojawent, stepping cautioudy around the end of the table and acrossto the far door.
Daner snorted softly, then turned and knelt beside Jonystra. As he reached for the Luck-seer's shoul der,
Eleret sighed, pulled out her dagger once more, and said, "Daner.”

Startled, Daner looked up. "What?'
"Don't block my throwing lines™

Daner blinked, nodded, and shifted his position. Then he reached out and gently pulled Jonystra out
of her protective ball.

"There's nobody in the back room, Daner,” Baroja announced. "And no other door, so the porter
couldn't have gone that way after all. Are you quite sure— Loren's Curse! What happened to her?'

Jonystra's eyebrows and eyel ashes were gone, and her eyes had swollen shut. Her hairline had
been scorched back half an inch, leaving twisted black stubble over angry red burns. Most of her face
was bright pink, and long whitish blisters marked her chin, cheeks, and nose. She moaned and raised her
hands asif to hide, and Eleret swallowed hard. The Luck-seer's hands |ooked worse than her face: the
backs were giant blisters, and blood oozed from severa places where the blackened skin had split open
acrossthe palms.

"Get aheder," Daner said over his shoulder. "One who knows how to treat back-flow burns.”

For once, Barojadid not argue. Face pale, he vanished through the outer door, leaving Eleret and
Daner alone with Jonystra. Daner shifted his grip to Jonystral's wrists and began muttering astrange,
liquid string of unfamiliar syllables. After amoment, Jonystra stopped pulling away, and her moans
ceased. Slowly, Daner loosened his hold on her, but he continued muttering steadily, hisface amask of
concentration.

Uncertainly, Eleret backed away, hoping her movements would not distract Daner from his
gpell-casting. He went on murmuring without ablink. Reassured, Eleret crossed to thewal and lit three
of the unused lamps from the one Baroja had brought in. Sherighted the overturned bench, then looked
for and found the raven's-foot she had thrust into the table. Finally, she satisfied herself that the
connecting room redlly was unoccupied. As shefinished her ingpection, Daner stopped muttering. Lips
tight, he looked down at Jonystra's unconscious form, then sat back with asigh.

"That should hold her until the heder gets here, aslong as no one moves her," hesaid. "At leas, |
hope 0. I've never seen back-flow burnsthis bad before." Hisface was severd shades paler than
normal, and his expresson wasgrim.

"What are back-flow burns?

"Burns caused by losing control of certain spdllsat acritical point. The energy that's supposed to go
into the spell sngps back at the magician instead.”

"Like abowstring snapping against your arm if you aren't holding the bow right?"

Daner nodded. "It happens when someone tries aspell that's too difficult for him. Most of thetime
the results aren't much worse than abad sunburn; if you're going to lose control, you tend to do it before



you've built up much energy. Thiskind of thing . . ." He looked down at Jonystraand shuddered. "1 didn't
know she was so closeto the edge. | didn't know." Hisvoicewasfull of guilt.

"How could you tell?"

"1 should have known! But | wasn't thinking about back-flow. | must have distracted her at acritical
moment, and—"

"Daner.” Eleret waited until he looked up, then repeated patiently, "How can you tdll if someoneis
closetolosing control of aspell? What are the sgns—what do you look for?"

For amoment, Daner just stared at her. Then he said in amore normal tone, "It'sin thefed of the
power. Spellsgive off bits of power the way afire giveslight and heat, and the bitsfed differently when
something isgoing out of contral. It'shard to explain.”

"Isit something you would notice if you weren't looking for it?!

"A spdl large enough to do thiskind of damage should have practicaly dapped mein theface
Suddenly, he frowned. "When did she set it up? | don't remember seeing her do anything unusua. The
whole spell wasjust there dl of asudden.”

"Y ou said that charting cards could take magic.”

"Not like that. Card-charting isadelicate spell; it takes skill, not power. That's why someone who's
abad magician can ill be agood card-charter.”

"Well, if shewasn't charting cards, what was Jonystratrying to do with al that magic?' Eleret
asked.

"l haven't the dightest idea." Daner blinked, then scrambled to hisfeet. "Maybe | cantell from the
cards.”

"Arethey safeto touch?"

"Il know in aminute." Daner bent over the table, his eyes narrowed to dits and his hands hovering
ascant three inches above the scattered cards. "Iffura nor amini— No, theres no residue left, at least,
not that | can find. Well have to wait until Dame Nirandol hereisin aconditionto tell us.” He shook his
head in disappointment and began picking up the cards.

Eleret hestated, then shrugged and joined him. "Why don't more of them have burnt edges?’ she
asked after amoment. "It looked to me asif the whole deck wason fire."

"Mogt of your cards must have come from the middle of the deck,” Daner said, then frowned. "No,
these aren't scorched, either, but this one— Eleret, sort out the ones that are burned.”

In afew moments, they had asmall pile of charred cards and alarge stack of unmarked ones.
Daner picked up the smdler pile and riffled throughiit. "I till don't seewhat . . . Wait aminute. Two,
three, five, Six, nine— Hal Eleven cards." Helooked at Eleret triumphantly.

"So0?' Eleret said.

"Don't you see? Jonystrawas haf done with your pattern when shelost control. Eleven cards
would finish the chart." Daner shuffled through the cards once more, and hisfrown returned. "Silence,
War, Night, Death, Despair, Chaos, Betrayd ... | don't likethisat al."



Judging from the names, Eleret didn't think sheliked them, either. "They'rejust cards.”

"Sometimes." Daner tgpped the cards againgt his pam. "But they redly can tell you something about
the future, in the hands of agood magician. And Jonystrawas casting aspell, a powerful spell—too
powerful to beasmpleforeteling. What if shewastrying to influence the future?’

"Y ou mean, trying to make things come out the way she wanted them to?"
Daner nodded.
"Could sheredlly do that with abunch of cards?"

"She could certainly try. I'll haveto check with Climera to see how possible suchaspdl is. If it can
bedoneat dl, it's Adept-level work."

Eleret sared uneasily at the cardsin Daner's hands. "Isit safe for meto look at them?”

"Of course. There's nothing particularly magica about the cards themsdlves; they'rejust atooal,
redlly, something to focusamagician's pell.”" Daner glanced involuntarily in Jonystra's direction. "Without

amagician, nothing can happen.”

"Givethemto me, then," Eleret said quickly, hoping to distract him before he started wallowing in
guilt again.

Daner turned and handed her the cards. As her hand closed around them, the raven ring pricked
gently at her finger. Shelet go of the cards at once, and they scattered across the table.

"Eleret!" Daner sounded exasperated. "They're just cards; you said so yourself.”
"Nothey'renot,” Eleret said. "There's something wrong with them, or about them.”

"| checked them mysdlf," Daner said, bending to pick up two of the cardsthat had falen to the
floor. When he straightened, his expresson was more thoughtful than annoyed. "What do you think is
wrong with them?'

"l don't know. I'm not ameagician.”
"Then how can you tell?' The exasperation was back, stronger than before.

"Because Mother's ring pricked my finger when | took them," Eleret said, nodding at the cards. "It's
the second— no, the third timeit'sdonethat. | think itsawarning.”

"What ring? What—" Daner stopped short and took a deep breath. Then he set the little pile of
cardsin aneat stack, seated himself on the end of the bench, and said, "Tell me about the ring, and the
warnings, from the beginning."

"Thisisthering," Eleret said, twisting it around her finger so that the .raven sedl faced outward asit
was meant to do. She held out her hand so that Daner could seeit, and was relieved when he did not ask
her to take it off so he could examineit more closdly. "It'safamily heirloom. Mother must have taken it
with her the last time sheleft the mountains; | found it in her kit. I've been wearing it Since then, to make it
harder to stedl.”

"It doesn't look valuable, but if it has magic—"

" think it mugt. It pricked my finger inthe dley, just before you stumbled, and again when



Jonystra's spell went wrong. And it pricked me just now, when you gave me those cards.”

"It soundslike magic." Daner stared at the ring, frowning. "But | don't fed athing. Would you mind
if | did afew tests?"'

"Not aslong as| don't haveto takeit off."
Daner |ooked startled, then nodded. "Hold your hand steady. Ri thala lac il nobra shavazist—"

Something pushed Eleret's hand downward. At the same time, Daner's head snapped back asif he
had been struck, and he broke off in mid-sentence. He shook his head asif to cleer it, then looked
ruefully at Eleret. "It'smagic, dl right. | can't tell exactly what it does, though; it seemsto have astrong
resistance to outside spells. Don't you know anything ese about it?"

"My many-times great-grandmother, Geleraise Vinlarrian, brought it to the mountains seven
hundred and some years ago, and it's been in the family ever snce. Mother used to cdl it our good-luck
charm, because of theraven.”

"Ravens mean good luck? 1 didn't know that.”
Eleret shook her head. "Ravens are for protection, at least among the Cilhar.”
"Protection,” Daner muttered, feding his chin. "Of course.”

"The black soneisfor night and shadow,” Eleret went on. "I can't remember what the silver
means”

"Magic." Daner stood up cautioudy, asif he were not quite sure he would be able to keep his
balance. "Silver isfor magic. At lead, it isin most color systems.”

"That doesn't sound quiteright.”

"Wdl, if you think of something that does, tell me. It could be important.” He scowled down at the
two stacks of cards. "I wish | knew what madeit prick you. If it's some sort of magical residue in the
cards, it'stoo faint for meto find."

"Why doesit have to be magic that setsthering off?" Eleret asked, fingering the hilt of her dagger.
"Couldn't it be something els=?"

"l suppose so, but | can't think what. Thering isvery sensitive to spells.” Hishand went to hischin
agan.
"It didn't prick me when you tested it, or when you were busy with Jonystra."

"It didn't?' Daner's eyes narrowed. "Did you fed anything when you picked up the rest of the
cards?' Heleaned forward and tapped the larger, unscorched stack of cards as he spoke.

"No, and it didn't bother me to handle those one at atime," Eleret said, waving at the smdler pile.
"It only pricked when you gave me dl eeven a once."

"Generdly maefic, or specificdly directed?' Daner muttered. " Or maybe both together.”
"Daner, what are you talking about?"

"The exact type of spell that sets off your ring. If it's meant asawarning—"



"We don't know for certain that spells set it off,” Eleret pointed out. "It could be something else.
And | dont think thisisagood timefor experiments. I—"

The sound of voicesin the corridor outside caused Eleret to break off and turn toward the door. A
moment later, Baroja, Lord tir Valaniri, and three nervous-looking servants carrying knives and torches
entered the room.

"Don't touch her!" Daner said sharply as the newcomers crowded around Jonystra. " Stand back, or
you'll upset the protective spell. Blast it, Baroja, | asked for a healer, not amob.”

"The hedlerison hisway," Lord tir Valaniri said. "The'mob’ was my suggestion. When Barojatold
me that someone had blown up your charting, and that he might gill be running loosein the house, it
occurred to methat you might find ause for afew extraknives."

"Y ou did say Jonystra's porter was missing,” Barojaadded, smiling at Eleret.

Eleret nodded, her opinion of Barojarising. The problem of Mobrellan's whereabouts had been
nagging at the back of her mind, and it was good to know that someone else had thought to dedl withiit.

"He's not here, and we haven't seen atrace of him," Daner said. "How soon will that hedler arrive?"

"Assoon ashecan,” said Lord tir Vallaniri. He gestured, and two of the servants bowed and | eft.
"Now, before he gets here, please tell me what has been going on, so that | have some ideawhat, if
anything, gill needsto be done about it."

"Yes, Cousin,”" Barojasaid with awicked grin. "It'stime for that explanation you owe me."

SIXTEEN

Daner's summary of the card-charting and the spell gone wrong was brief and accurate. Barojaand
Lordtir Vdlaniri listened in silence until he finished, and the questions they asked afterward were clear
and pointed. To Eleret'srelief, Daner did not go into the possible reasons behind Jonystra's actions, nor
did he mention the raven ring.

"I'll arrange to have the woman questioned when the healer is done with her," Lord tir Vallaniri sad
a last. "My apologies, Fredady Saven; this should not have happened in my house.”

"1 am the one who should gpologize, for bringing thistrouble on you," Eleret replied, but shewas
warmed by his evident sincerity.

"| supposeit was you shewasinterested in, Fredady?' Baroja studied his|eft deeve as he spoke.
Daner frowned. "It certainly looked like it to me. What are you getting at, Baroja?"

"Only that it ssemsalittle odd for someone to get indgde a noble household, associate however
briefly with the family, and then attack areatively unimportant visitor.”

"Jonystrafollowed usfrom Eleret'slodgings.”



"Nonsense.” Barojawaved ahand in cardlessdismissd. "1 found her myself, down in the Orphan's
Market."

"Did you? Or was she the one who found you? Just how did you get hold of her so conveniently,
anyway?"

Lordtir Valaniri stepped forward, and was ingtantly the focus of attention. "A telling question,
Daner, but one that will have to wait. | am more concerned about your sisters. Thiswoman charted cards
for dl three of them, as| understand it. Are you magician enough to tell whether she cast any spellson
them, or should | send for awizard?'

Barojas eyeswidened and his jaw went dack with surprise, asif he had not thought out dl the
possibilities before he had made his remark and was now amost regretting having spoken. Eleret
wondered what he had been trying to do and why, and whether she would ever understand the way
these incomprehensible people behaved.

Daner pursed hislips, then nodded at hisfather. "I think | can spot anything mgor, but if you're
worried about subtle effects, you'd better send for Fenutiol. It would be easier if | knew what she was
trying to do with Eleret, but—" He shrugged.

"Can't you tell from the chart?' Barojaasked. "That is the whole reason for fussing with these
cards, after al."

"Shedidn't finish Eleret's chart,” Daner said. "Weve got what we think are the last el even cards, but
you cant tell much from them without knowing in what order they'd havefdlen.”

"I cant," Barojasaid. "But | know who can. Mother. She's been to so many card-charters that she
knowsthe cards as well asthey do, and she's dways reinterpreting other people's charts out of order.”

Remembering the conversationsin the main hal, Eleret dmost smiled. Barojas description fit Lady
Kistran like a made-to-measure breastplate.

Daner blinked. "I supposeit'sworth atry. Eleret—"

"Not tonight," Lord tir Valaniri said. " Speak with your aunt in the morning, Daner; | can't spare that
much of your time tonight. Do what you can to check on your ssters, and I'll arrange for amore thorough
inspection tomorrow. Free-lady Salven, again, my deepest gpologies for thisincident, and forgive me,
too, for keeping you standing here. After al you've been through, you must be very tired. Bresc! Escort
Fredady Salven to her room, and see that she has everything she needs.”

"Thank you, but I'd rather stay,” Eleret said. She wouldn't learn anything stuck in her room, and she
had afeding shewas going to need every shred of information she could scrape together in order to
make sense out of the day's events.

"Y ou needn't prove yoursdlf to me, Fredady,” Lord tir Valaniri said. "Go on and re<t. I'll send
Daner up later to let you know if weve found anything." Histone was kind, but his atention had aready
shifted to Daner and Baroja.

Eleret hesitated. She did not want to offend Lord tir Valaniri, but neither did she want to depend
on hisgoodwill for the information she needed. From thelook of him, hewaslikely to forget her
existence the moment she was out of hissight.

"And I'll let you know right away if there's anything urgent," Daner said.



"Very well. Fortune favor you, my lords." Eleret bowed, smiled at Barojas startled expression
(though she did not understand it), and followed the stony-faced guardsman out the door.

Bresc took a different route from the one Lauring had used, and Eleret kept a closer eye than usud
on the twists and turns of the hadlways. Asfar as she knew, Maobrdlan was till l10ose somewherein the
house, and that was cause enough to keep ahand near her knife. He might be the innocent servant
Barojaand Daner seemed to think him, but until she had good reason to believe differently, shewould
assume that he was waist-deep in Jonystras plots. Better to be prepared for the rock that doesn't fall.

Finaly, Bresc paused. "Y our room, my lady."

"Thank you," Eleret said. Keegping asfar back as she could, she set ahand to the door and shoved
it open.

Candldight spilled into the hall. Eleret stepped sidewaysinto the shelter of thewall and reached for
her knife.

"Lorig has prepared your chamber for you, my lady." Bresc's voice was even more expressionless
than usud, but there was a gleam of gpprova in hiseyes.

"Oh." Eleret straightened. She should have guessed; an intruder would hardly advertise his presence
by lighting candles.

"Will there be anything ese, my lady?'
"No, thank you."

Bresc bowed and left. Still feeling edgy and vaguely disquieted, Eleret walked through the open
door. Her kit bags had been moved to the foot of the bed; a candle burned on the table, the embers of a
fire glowed on the hearth, and the room was uncomfortably warm and stuffy. Eleret sighed and crossed
to thewindow. If she was going to get any deep tonight, shed haveto air the room.

"Ahem.”

Eleret spun, dropping into a crouch and reaching for her weapons as a man stepped dowly out of
the deep shadow between the wardrobe and the far wall. His size and stance were faintly familiar, and he
held his hands out to either side, fingers spread to emphasize the fact that they were empty. Even before
he spoke, she suspected who he was, and his voice confirmed it.

"l come unarmed, and mean no ill to you or yours," Karvonen said in careful, barely accented
Cilhar. "Quitethe contrary, in fact, though | expect you'll take some convincing of that."

Eleret blinked in surprise. So the thief speaks Cilhar and knows the conventions for safe
approach. Sherelaxed alittle more; anyone so knowledgeable deserved to be treated accordingly, at
least until she knew what he wanted and how he had gotten there.

"Come out where | can seeyou,” Eleret said in Ciaronese.

"Will thisdo?' He stepped forward haf a pace and leaned into the candldlight. Fox-colored hair
gleamed briefly; then he pulled back into the shadows. "I'm not anxious to be noticed by anyone else, you
see. Quite gpart from the damage it would do to your reputation, think of what it would do to mine."



"Karvonen Aurdico.” Eleret shook her head in wonder. "What are you doing here? How did you
pick thisroom? And how did you get in?'

"l waswaliting for you," Karvonen said promptly. "Asfor getting in—I'm athief, remember?
"Youmakeit difficult to forget," Eleret said. "Bealittle more specific.”

"Why don't you close the door first? It'salong tale, and I'd hate for usto be interrupted in the
middle. Y ou might never hear the end of the story.”

"| certainly wouldn't want that to happen.” Keeping one hand on her knife and both eyeson
Karvonen, Eleret edged toward the door and nudged it shut with her foot. "Now, try again. Why areyou
here?'

"I'm trying to retrieve my mistake this afternoon.” Karvonen sighed and folded hisarms across his
chest. "Having scruplesis such anuisance. Y ou wouldn't believe the trouble | get into because of them.”

"You'reright," Eleret said. "l wouldn't. For the third time, what isit you want? Or do | haveto use
the same method as| did this afternoon to get areasonable answer? As | remember, you were much
more takative then." She did two inches of her knife out of the sheath, turning dightly so that the
candlelight glinted on the exposed blade.

"No, no," Karvonen said. "There's no need for that sort of thing, redlly. | just don't know whereto
dart.”

"Y ou can start by coming out where | can see you clearly, now that no one can look through the
door and ruin your reputation,” Eleret said. Karvonen's expression might not give away much, but she
wanted to be able to watch it anyway, just in case.

"That's easy enough." Karvonen did out of the shadows and sat down on the edge of the bed.
Leaning back, he said, "Will this suit you? It will take me amoment to get into position, if | want to try
something; that should give you plenty of warning. Now, where were we?'

Eleret looked at him with the most skeptica expression she could muster and did another inch of
knife bladefree. "Try the beginning.”

"Thebeginning," Karvonen said, and shook his head sadly. "Right to the beginning, with no lead-in,
no setting the atmosphere, no background, no buildup of suspense. When am | going to meet a Cilhar
who understands small talk? It beginswith the twit."

"Thewha?'

"The twist. Snagging your boyfriend's bucket this afternoon.”
"Steding his purse, you mean."

"That'swhat | said."

Eleret gave Karvonen thelook she usudly reserved for her sister Nilly when Nilly brought home yet
another orphaned fox cub or injured squirrel.

Karvonen sghed again. "Not onefor colorful language, either, | see. Very well. In plain words: |
thought something was odd about the job from the beginning, but | didn't worry about it until | found out
you were Cilhar. When the Syaski showed up—"



"How do you know they were Syaski?'

"Their bootsand their belts," the thief said without hesitation. " Syaski like wooden-soled boots with
hedls, and lace them up aong the outside of their legs, and thereés afashion in Syaskor right now for
braided lesther sword-belts. Y our average Syask in Ciaron will change therest of his clothesto suit local
styles, but hewon't walk around in soft leather shoes and helll keep hisfamiliar, properly adjusted
swordbelt unless someone cutsit off him." Karvonen gave Eleret asidedong look. "The sameway a
Cilhar will find some way of carrying half an armory’'sworth of wegpons no matter what she wears.”

"Go on." Eleret kept her tone carefully neutral, but she pushed her knife back into its sheath. As
long as Karvonen cooperated, she waswilling to give him alittle maneuvering room. A very little; she
kept her hand near the hilt.

Karvonen made a show of politely ignoring the gesture, and continued. "When the Syaski showed
up, | knew something was stranger than aKith Alund envoy without something to argue about.”

“Why?

"Because I'm not incompetent. Y ou think | just decide whosetail to twist on the spur of the
moment? | heard about you and your boyfriend—"

"Lord Daner isn't my boyfriend,” Eleret said, annoyed. Sheld let it go by once, but after two
mentions, she had to correct him. Karvonen would drive her crazy if he kept referring to Daner that way.

"Huh." Karvonen pursed hislips skeptically. "I'll bet it's not because he didn't try."
"You'dlose"

"Then Daner'sanidiot,” Karvonen said with feding.

"Let's get back to your long tale. Y ou heard about Lord Daner and me—"

"—from aloca acquaintance who lets me know now and then when he runs across agood thing.
He said there were |ots of rumors about you but no solid information, which usualy meansbig money is
involved. Being fond of money, | thought I'd just appropriate alittle of it before some amateur loused up
thewholething.”

In spite of herself, Eleret's lips curled in disgust. Karvonen spread his hands, a picture of apology.
"Itismy professon.”

"Well, don't ever practiceit near meagan.”

"I wouldn't have practiced it near you once, if 1'd known you were Cilhar. That's what I've been
trying to tell you. None of the gossips know you're Cilhar, but those Syaski knew."

"So who do you think set them on us?' "Brainsaswell as skill and beauty. Daner isanidiot.”
"Leave Daner out of this" Eleret said. "Who wasit?' "A fellow by the name of Gorchastrin, Grand
Master—" "—of the Order of Tsantilar in Rathane." Eleret was surprised, but shewas aso relieved. At
least she didn't have yet another unknown enemy lurking somewherein Ciaron. "The Grand Master and
| have met.”

"No you haven't," Karvonen said smugly. By an effort of will, Eleret kept her expression from
changing. Shewaan't going to givethellittle thief the satisfaction of showing surprise. "Explain.”



Karvonen gave her an exasperated look. "Y ou're no fun at all, do you know that? Anyone else,
even aCilhar, would have a |east said something about not believing me. But you—

"l have alot on my mind." The success of her strategy pleased her, but she couldn't show that,
ether. "About Gorchastrin?”

"Oh, very well. Grand Magter Gorchastrin of the Order of Tsantilar in Rathane died mysterioudy
sometime ago. Possibly murdered, though no one seems quite sure. Sometimesit's hard to tell with
wizards."

"But you're sure he's dead?

"Absolutely. No mistakes, no substitutions, no secret revivas. Hes deed, dl right. And it gets
better. The night before he died, Gorchastrin told his fellow Grand Masgters that he had just made a
discovery that would put the Order of Tsantilar at the top of the extremely messy heap of wizard's guilds
in Rathane. How much do you know about Rathani politics?

"Nothing a all."

"Then therés no point in confusing you with an explanation. Unless you want to spend the next
three or four hours untangling the snakes nest of factions they've accumulated over theyears. | love
Rathane," he added in a happy tone. "If you pick the right person and the right place, you can stedl his
purse, his sword, and the cloak off his back and stroll off admiring the scenery, because the locd s will
take two days to decide who's respons ble for catching you.”

"How long ago did this happen? The businesswith Gorchastrin, | mean.”
"Two months ago, give or take aday.”
"Two months ago?"' Eleret frowned. Her mother had <till been dive then. "Where was he killed?”

"In his bedchamber in Rathane. And you redly should say ‘died’; | did tell you | wasn't sure hewas
murdered.”

Eleret shrugged. So long as Tamm Salven hadn't been involved in the fellow's desth, Karvonen's
hairsplitting wasn't important. "If Gorchastrin's dead, who tried to persuade the City Guard to arrest me
thismorning?'

"How should | know?'
"Y ou seem to know an awful lot of other things."

"Thereisthat." Karvonen looked thoughtfully at the ceiling. "Put it down to an inexplicable gapin
my otherwise vast fund of knowledge."

"Karvonen..."

"I'm serious. Well, dmost. When | found out that a dead Rathani mage was wandering around in
Ciaron, | asked a couple of people who should have known who hewas, really. Nobody did.
Inexplicable”

Eleret snorted. "How do you know dl the rest of these things?”

For the first time, Karvonen looked uncomfortable. "Family connections. I'm afraid | can't say more
than that.”



"Very wel." Eleret forced her frugtration down. After dl, family matterswere for family. Shewas
surprised that athief appreciated that; then she remembered that Charis had said the Aurelicos held to
some honor code of their own. Evidently, the City Guardswoman had been right. The thought made
Eleret fed friendlier toward Karvonen.

Karvonen looked surprised, then grinned. "For thefirst time all day, I'm glad youre a Cilhar,
Fredady. Most Ciaronese wouldn't let go of it that easily.”

"Then they have odd ideas about proprieties.”

"Not odd, just different. If | said | was connected with the Imperia paace, a Ciaronese would nod
and say no more. Y ou don't ask awkward questions about one of the Emperor's spies.”

"No one would believe you were one of the Emperor's spies.”

"But if they did, they'd stop asking questions.” Karvonen rubbed his nose, looking thoughtful . "And
you'd be surprised at the tales people will swalow, if you put them right.”

"Maybe." Eleret frowned. Karvonen had not acted asif he knew any of this earlier, so he must have
gone out looking for it after their encounter that afternoon. Why? And why was hetdlling it to an
amogt-stranger? To her surprise, Eleret found that she wanted to believe him, but she had to consider the
possibility that it was some sort of trgp. She sighed. "Why are you telling medl this?!

"Would you believe meif | said | was smitten by your beauty and couldn't think of any other way to
seeyou agan?'

”NO_"

Karvonen sghed again. "l didn't think so. Well, if you must know, it's because you caught me
snagging your boyfr—L ord Daner's bucket this afternoon.”

"
"Soif | don't do something to make up for it, I'min big trouble. Thisisdl | could think of."
"If you came to make up for picking Daner's pocket, what are you doing in my chamber?'
"Because he'sjust awizard. You're Cilhar."

Eleret shook her head. "That doesn't explain anything.”

With an air of resignation, Karvonen said, "Family policy. Y ou don't messwith wizards, and you
really don't fool with Cilhar. The differenceis, not messing with wizardsisjust agood idea. Basic good
sense for anybody, but especidly for athief. Fooling with Cilhar . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off and he shook
his head.

"Yes?' Eleret prompted.

"It's hard to explain. Look, there are certain people that the family never, ever crosses. Not under
any circumstances, or for any reason. Most of them are people who are connected with the family in one
way or another.”

That made sense; an honorable thief wouldn't rob hiskin, even distantly connected kin. Eleret
nodded.



"There are one or two people who've done favors for someone in the family at one time or another,
and afew we don't bother out of professiona courtesy. And there are some familieswe don't bother with
because of thingsthat go back centuries. The Kyed-Semruds, for instance." He shook his head
admiringly. "1 think we wouldn't bother them even if it weren't for the tradition. They're thetrickiest
bunch I've ever heard of. Outside of us, | mean.”

Eleret frowned. "I thought the Kye-Semruds were Kith Alunel noblemen.”

"Those are the ones. Y ou wouldn't believe some of the thingsthey've done." Karvonen smiled
reminiscently a the corner of the celling, then glanced at Eleret and cleared histhroat. "Y es. Well. Cilhar
arethe only people who are on the list as a group—not one family at atime, but the whole blasted
country at once. The ban on stedling from them goes back amost asfar as the one on the Kyel-Semruds;
they both date from before the Wars of Binding, anyway. And there's an aid-in-distress clause. So you
see my difficulty. When Grandfather finds out | bungled asnag on awizard, he might be willing to passit
off as stupidity. But when hefindsout | put the twist on awizard with a Cilhar bodyguard—"

"You've got it backwards again,” Eleret said absently. She found Karvonen's explanation amost as
disturbing astheinformation he had given her about Gorchastrin. " Daner was supposed to be guarding
rrell

"What?' Karvonen'sface went completely blank. "Why would a Cilhar need a bodyguard?’

"Wizards." Eleret tapped her fingers absently againgt the hilt of her dagger, thinking of Jonystra. "'l
don't suppose—"

A knock at the door interrupted her, and as she broke off, Karvonen stood up in an economical
movement. "Beg pardon, Fredlady,” he said in avoice just above awhisper, "but as| said earlier, I'd
rather not be seen. Though I'm sure the residents are charming people.”" Bowing, he stepped back into
the shadows, and amoment later Eleret had to squint to see him, even though she knew exactly where he
was.

The knock came again. "Eleret?' said Daner's muffled voice. "Wake up; | want to talk to you.”

SEVENTEEN

Eleret glanced once more at the dark corner where Karvonen stood, all but invisible, then put a
hand to the door. "What have you found out?" she asked, swinging it partway open. "Has Mobrellan
turned up?”'

"Mobrellan?' Daner's eyebrows flew up in surprise; then he smiled. "Oh, yes, the Luck-seer's
porter. HE'slong gone. We think he had help from one of the servants.” He pushed the door wide and
stepped past Eleret, then paced over to the window and looked out, his shoulders stiff with tension.

Quietly, Eleret eased away from the door, to a spot from which she could watch both Daner and
Karvonen's shadowy corner without being obvious abouit it. She wasn't sure whether she wanted to
protect Karvonen from Daner or Daner from Karvonen, but she hoped suddenly and profoundly that she



would not haveto do either. If Karvonen had told her the truth—and, gpart from an ingrained distrust of
thieves, she had no rea reason to think he hadn't—he had done her aservice of considerable
proportions. Whatever

his motives, she owed it to him to respect hiswish to avoid discovery. Her debt did not extend,
however, to letting him pitch aknife into Daner's back. She raised her left hand to the quick-throw
position and held it there, hoping Karvonen had enough knowledge of Cilhar customs to recognize the
gesture.

Daner hadn't moved or spoken. "Well, what isit?' Eleret said &t last.
"The Luck-seer'staking.”
"Already? That hedler of yours must be very good."

"Of course she'sgood,” Daner said impatiently. " Sheworksfor the Vdlaniri." Heturned, frowning
into the middle distance. "I wish we knew as much about that wretched L uck-seer.”

"Daner, you're not making any sense. What's happened?'

"| told you, the Luck-seer's been talking. Not much, of course, not with injurieslike hers, but
enough so we could figure out what she was after.”

"Which was?' With an effort of will, she kept hersalf from looking directly at Karvonen's corner,
but the knowledge of his presence was a continuing distraction.

"You."

Eleret made an irritated noise. "We dready knew that. Either stop being mysterious and let out
what you know, or go away so | can get some deep. Y our father wasright; it's been along day.”

"I'm sorry," Daner said a once, but the smile that accompanied the words looked alittle stiff at the
corners. "l wasn't thinking. Of course you'retired, after al that's happened.” He moved away from the
window as he spoke.

"So tell mewhat Jonystrasaid.” Eleret shifted, drawing Daner's eyes toward her and away from
Karvonen's corner.

Aslong as Daner was watching her, he was unlikely to notice the thief standing motionlessin the
shadows. Not too much, she cautioned hersdlf. It would beironic if, after dl the fuss shed made about
it, she maneuvered Daner into blocking her throwing lines.

Daner hesitated. "It hasto do with aring,” he said at last.

"Yes, but what doesit haveto do with my ring? If you can't make sense, I'll go find your father. I'll
wager | can persuade him to give me afull report.”

"No, don't," Daner said quickly, stepping between Eleret and the door. "He can't tel you anything
more. He—we don't know any more.”

"Y ou got Jonystrato say that she wanted my ring, but you forgot to ask her why?* Eleret did not
bother to hide her skepticism, though she could not imagine why Daner would lie.

"Y ou saw how badly she wasinjured. We had ahard time getting as much information aswe did."



"None of whichisnew." Eleret frowned. Daner was behaving very oddly. "Why are you here?

"Now that were certain Jonystrawas after your ring, we should make sure no one else getsa
chance a it before we find out why."

"What do you mean?' Eleret asked warily.

"Therésastrongbox built into thewall of my father's study; it's been spelled against every kind of
interference anyone could think of. Thering will be much safer therethan here.”

"I'm sure you think s0." Eleret had to struggle to keep her tone neutral, because shewas not at dl
sure. Everyone el se seemed to want the raven ring; perhaps Daner, too, had succumbed to itslure. The
thought made her fed aone, asif acomrade she'd depended on had deserted her. Why? Daner wasn't
Cilhar. Before that morning, she hadn't even known he existed.

"Come, don't befoolish," Daner said with atouch of impatience. "Thisisthe best way, | promiseto
theland'send. Give methering." He held out his hand toward Eleret.

Behind him, Eleret saw the beginning of movement in the shadows. "Daner!" she shouted, and
jerked araven's-foot free of the strap that held it againgt the padded shoulder of her vest. Daner whirled,
raising his handsin an unfamiliar motion. Eleret's arm whipped down, and in the moment of release, her
wrig flicked infinitesmaly to one sde. Aningtant | ater, as Daner finished his gesture, the raven's-foot
struck his shoulder. Simultaneoudly, the raven ring stabbed Eleret'sforefinger.

As she pulled another raven's-foot loose, Eleret's mind caught up with her body. Something was
wrong with Daner'sreaction, histiming, his sance—that wasn't Daner at dl!

"Don't move, you," she said. "Karvonen? Can you get his dagger?'
The door sivung open. "What dagger?' Daner'svoice said from the hall outside. "Eleret— Stard™

A second Daner stepped through the open door, stopped short, and reached for his knife, his eyes
wide with astonishment. The set of his shoulders and the way he held hisknifefit Eleret's memories of the
fightinthe dley. Eleret smiled dightly, and kept her eyes on the false Daner and her raven's-foot raised to
throw. " Stay where you are, Daner," she said to the newcomer. "1 don't want to get you mixed up.
Karvonen! Hurry it up.”

"Small chance of that,” the false Daner said. He straightened, clutching hisleft shoulder, and bowed
sardonicdly in

Eleret'sdirection. "Fareill, Cilhar girl, until we meet again, and do believe I'll try my best to make it
s0. llmora!”

Between one eyeblink and the next, he vanished. The candle flames bent briefly toward the empty
gpace as Eleret stood frozen, taring. Then, weapon poised, Eleret advanced, while behind her Daner
muttered rapidly.

"No good; he'sgone," Daner said, sheathing his dagger. "Who— Eleret, look out!”

As Daner spoke, Karvonen half ssumbled, haf fell out of the shadowstoward Eleret, hisface
twisted and his eyes wild. Both hands clutched at histhroat; it looked asif he were trying to Strangle
himself, and more than half succeeding. Eleret did her unused raven's-foot back into place and took three
quick stepsforward. Her hands closed around Karvonen'swrists and she threw al her strength into a
quick push-pull. There was amoment's res stance; then the opposition ended abruptly. Karvonen fell



againg her, choked, and began breathing in great gasps.
"It'sthe thief!" Daner's knife was back in hishand. "What in the Emperor's nameis he doing here?"

"He cameto talk to me." Eleret helped Karvonen over to the bed and let him drop to a seat on the
edge of it. Hewaslaboring for breath and unable to talk, but he responded with awave and an
exaggerated nod which Eleret interpreted as thanks.

"Y ou can't be sure of that," Daner said. "He might have cometo rob you. For al we know, he
might be in league with that woman downgairs."

Karvonen frowned and tried to say something, which set off acoughing fit.
"That's not what hetold me," Eleret said, shaking her head at Karvonen.
"Told you?'

"He was here when | came up. Wetaked for awhile before you—I mean, he—I mean, that other
Daner camein." Without thinking, she glanced at the place where the false Daner had disappeared, and
suppressed ashudder. "I thought shapeshifters werejust astory.”

"They aren't, more'sthe pity," Karvonen said. Hisvoice sounded hoarse and he still bresthed
heavily, asif he had been running, but at least he wasn't gasping for air like adrowning man. "And they're
worse than wizards. Shit atwo-by-twenty-weight of iron through the bottom of abadly patched canoe.
What havel gotten mysdf into?'

"A cdl inthe Emperor's dungeon, if | have anything to say about it." Daner glared at Karvonen and
shifted hisgrip on hisdagger. "What are you doing here, thief?"

"Sitting on the Fredady's bed, getting my breath back, after we saved each other's necks,”
Karvonen answered. He took another deep bregth, then looked up to meet Eleret's eyes. "For my haf of
which | thank you most profoundly, Fredady. | oweyou my life."

- Eleret blinked, surprised again by Karvonen's familiarity with Cilhar customs. Daner frowned.
"Saved each other's necks? | saw Eleret save yours, but when did you do anything for her?”

"When | redlized your shapeshifting double was afake," Karvonen said, then glanced doubtfully at
Eleret. "At least—"

"l knew he wasn't Daner when | saw him moveto attack you," Eleret said. "And not until then, so
yes, you did something. But how did yon know he wasn't Daner?'

"Hisphrasing. 'l promiseto theland'send isaRathani saying, and it isn't used often enough for
most foreignersto pick it up on acasud vist to the city. Add to that the fact that the Valaniri trade
interests are mostly in the south and east, and the way he was urging you to give him that ring—"

"What?' Daner looked from Karvonen to Eleret with an expression of outrage. "And you were
goingtodoit?’

"Of coursenot,” Eleret said. "L ook, it'll make more senseif you hear it in order.” She gave aquick
summary of events, finishing, "Now you know what he told us. How much of it wastrue?'

"About Jonystra? Nothing." Daner fingered his dagger asif he was not sure whether he wanted to
keep it in hand, put it away, or throw it a someone. " She's not capable of talking yet, and the hedler said



shewouldn't be until tomorrow afternoon, at the earliest. Once he finished with her, he hauled me over
the starboard yard and back; apparently when it comesto taking care of burns, | did amost everything
wrong except put her to deep.” He shook his head. "Why do healers dways expect people to know as
much about their business asthey do?"

"They dont." Karvonen shrugged expressively. "They're just like most people—they hateit when
some amateur makes their job more difficult. Aslong aswe're explaining things, would someone mind
telling mewhat thisring isthat amost got mekilled?!

"Yes, | mind," Daner said. "Eleret, watch him for aminute while | call someone. As soon as he's
locked up, we can—"

"No."

Both men looked at Eleret with surprise, Karvonen's mingled with dawning delight, Daner'swith
irritation. "He'sathief and asnesk,” Daner said angrily. ™Y ou can't trust him!"

"Maybe not, but | owe him something.” Eleret looked at Karvonen. "l won't say that | owe you my
life, but you've taken risks twice for me. Once to bring me your information, and onceto let me know
about the shapeshifter.”

Karvonen cocked his head to one side and studied her.
"Y ou know, | have the melancholy feding that neither one wasreally necessary.”

"Theresnotdling now," Eleret said. "In any case, | won't help Daner lock you up. But | won't help
you get away, ether. Y ou're on your own, thief."

"Eleret, you can't mean to say that you believe him! He's an admitted thief—"

"And good at it," Karvonen murmured. "Don't forget to say 'good at it."

"—and an intruder,” Daner continued determinedly. " The sealords done know how he got in here.”
"Well, | know, too," Karvonen put in. "But | can't say. Professiona secret,” he added with relish.
"Y ou don't even know that hetold you the truth—"

"And you don't know that | didn't," Karvonen said smugly.

Daner glared a him. "Whatever hisclams, you don't owe him anything but acell. Whichiswherel
intend to put him as quickly as possible, whether you agree or not.”

"That's called the watch in," Karvonen said, shaking hishead. "Y ou'll never get her to help now.
Oh, and by theway, | didn't make any claims. | acknowledged a debt. Another one," he added in a
gloomy tone. "Why these things dways happentome.. . ."

"Go ahead, then," Eleret said to Daner.

"] thought you'd seeit my way," Daner said with atriumphant glance at Karvonen. "l won't belong;
keep him here—"

"No."
"What?'



"l won't keep him here" Eleret said camly.
Daner tranderred hisglare from the thief to Eleret. "Why not?"

"Because she dready said she wouldn't help you lock me up,” Karvonen said, grinning broadly.
"Y ou don't know much about Cilhar, or you wouldn't have wasted your breath arguing. So what are you
going to do now, my lordly Ciaronese friend? The minute you're out that door, I'm gone. And believe
me, once | am, you won't catch me."

"l won't haveto," Daner snapped. "Because you're not getting away, no matter what you think."
"l got in here, didn't 17"

"Stop it, both of you." Eleret made her voice as commanding as she could, hoping that surprise
would make them listen even if nothing else did. If they kept to the path they were traveling, thered be
blood on someone's dagger before morning.

"Eleret, can't you see what hesdoing?' Daner said. "Thisisal some sort of trick. He's probably
after thering too, just like everyonedse."

"I'm never like everyone else," Karvonen objected, and paused. Then, too casualy, he asked,
"What ring?'

"Thisone," Eleret said, holding out her right hand. She kept her fingers curled into afig, just in case.

"Eleret, are you crazy?' Daner demanded as Karvonen studied the ring with an expression of casua
interest. "What do you think he came herefor?"

"l cameto give her someinformation,” Karvonen said patiently. "I've told you that severa times."
"l don't believeyou."

"l do," Eleret said, surprisng hersalf asmuch as Daner. "But if you won't take hisword for it—"
"Take hisword? He'sathief!"

"But the City Guards said the Aurelicos were honorable ones,” Eleret said uncomfortably. She
couldn't bring hersdlf to say aoud that sherather liked Karvonen. In the past, when she had needed to
know whether to trust someone, she had relied on the knowledge and experience of her family and
friends, asmost Cilhar did. Herein Ciaron she had little to depend on but her own ingtincts, and she
couldn't hold those up to Daner as areason to believe Karvonen.

"An honorable thief isacontradiction in terms.”
"Wdl, Karvonen seems pretty contradictory to me."

Karvonen's eyes widened; then he grinned and bounced to hisfeet. "A fairer compliment has never
been paid me, Fredady," he said in Cilhar, bowing with fluid grace.

"What wasthat he said?' Daner asked suspicioudly.

"Hethanked me," Eleret told him, alowing some of her irritation to show. "Daner, do you intend to
stand there dl night? Because that's what you'll haveto do, if you won't trust at least one of us."

"It's not amatter of trust."”



At least hedidn't sound quite as determined as he had amoment earlier. "Then what isit amatter
of?'

"Pride," Karvonen suggested with an air of innocent interest.

"Keep out of this," Eleret said, exasperated. Karvonen was behaving like the kind of person who'd
poke awillow wand into awasp's nest for the fun of watching, never mind the stings. And just when she
was starting to get somewhere with Daner, too.

"l can't,” Karvonen said even more innocently than before. "I'm what you're arguing about, aren't 17?
So I'm in the middle whether | want to be or not. I'm just trying to enjoy mysdf alittle.”

"If you're not careful, you'll enjoy yoursdf right into acell.”

"All right,” Daner said abruptly. "He can go, but only because you say you owe him afavor. And
thiscancelsit." Setting hisknife back inits sheeth at last, Daner looked toward Karvonen. "Don't come
anywhere near Eleret again, or I'll hand you over to the Emperor's Questioner. Understand?”

Karvonen blinked, then looked reproachfully at Eleret. "I thought you said he wasn't your
boyfriend."

"What?' said Daner, completely at aloss.
"Heisnt," Eleret said. "And you'd better leave while you have the chance."
Daner glared at Eleret. "What did he mean?' he demanded, jerking histhumb at Karvonen.

"Thét little speech of yours sounded an awful lot like afit of jealousy to me," Karvonen replied. "I'm
sureyou'd agree, if you could consider the matter rationaly.”

"Karvonen you idiot, get out of here," Eleret said as Daner's face reddened and his right hand
dropped to his dagger's hilt once again.

"Sorry, no." Smiling, Karvonen sat deliberately down on the bed and swung hisfeet up on the
covers. Clasping his hands behind his head, he leaned back againgt the nearest bedpost, a picture of
casud relaxation, and said, "Think it through, Fredlady. When you owe someone afavor, you don't get to
decide how to pay it off."

Daner growled and started forward. "Don't worry, Free-lady," Karvonen said without moving, as
Eleret caught at Daner'sarm. "He's not likdly to kill an unarmed, unresisting man, or even wound him,
particularly not on top of your bed.”

"You—" Daner stopped short, staring at Karvonen, then began to laugh. "You'reright.”

"Well!" Karvonen sat up and returned Daner's Stare, then gave him a haf-bow that managed to
look graceful in spite

of Karvonen's semi-reclining postion. "l underestimated you, my lord. Or perhagps'migudged' is
the better word; what do you think?"

"Oh, migudged, certainly,” Daner said, dill laughing. "Sinceit seems| did the sameto you. That
way, were even."

Eleret |ooked from one to the other, baffled by the sudden air of amity. "If that's settled, Karvonen
had better leave now."



"Oh, no." Karvonen leaned back against the bedpost once more, looking stubborn. "I'm not going
anywhere, not for awhile, anyway."

"Why not?' Eleret and Daner said together.

Karvonen favored them with acharming and impartial smile. "Because | want to collect on that
favor firgt. Tell me about thisring of yours, and the lady downstairs who can't talk yet, and whatever
brought you to Ciaron in thefirgt place. It'safair trade, information for information, and when you're
donewell call your side of the debt canceled. Agreed?' He looked at them expectantly.

EIGHTEEN

Eleret stared at Karvonen in disbelief. Beside her, Daner stirred, and she redlized that she was il
holding hisarm. Shelet go quickly, too quickly, and Karvonen cocked an eyebrow at her. Her face
warmed, but she forced the musclesto remain till, refusing to acknowledgeit. Karvonen's expression
grew more sardonic, and he gave Daner a sour 1ook.

"l don't think 'contradictory’ wasthe right word for him, Eleret,” Daner said, frowning." 'Audacious
would be abetter term. Theideaof trading information with athief—"

"Well, | can't sedl it out of your head," Karvonen said, with the air of aman trying to be
reasonable. "And it works the same for you, my lord, unlessthe Adepts of the Idand of the Moon know
aspell that tellsyou what people are thinking and have taught you how to useit. So we don't have much
choice, dowe?"

"Y ou've dready told us what you know," Daner pointed out.
"Some of it." Karvonen smiled blandly. "There might be more. Y ou can't say for sure.”

"What do you want usto tell you?' Eleret didn't believe that Karvonen had anything else useful to
say, but if he decided to follow her around in order to satisfy his curiosity, it could cause problems.
"Keep in mind that there are limitsto that favor | said I'd do you. And you've dready admitted that you
owememorethan | oweyou."

Karvonen grimaced. "I'm not likely to forget it. Tell me about thisring with theraven onit.”
"Eleret. . ."
"Dont gart again, Daner! 1've had enough argument for one night, and I'm tired.”

"Soam |." Stretching hislegs across the bed, Karvonen wiggled his shouldersinto amore
comfortable position against the pillows and gave Daner another too-sweet smile. "And the sooner you
tell me what | want to know, the sooner we can al go to bed." He paused for aquick glance at Eleret.
"And—eventudly—to deep.”

Daner clenched hisfist around the hilt of his dagger, but had the wit not to respond in words.



"What exactly do you want to know?" Eleret asked Karvonen with determined calm. A
matter-of-fact, stick-to-the-strategy approach seemed the best way of dealing with the thief's deliberate
Outrageousness.

Karvonen gave her areproachful 1ook, then shrugged. "Why doesyour friend therethink thisring
of yoursistoo important to talk to athief about?

"Because SO many people seem to want it,” Eleret said. ™Y ou saw one yoursel f—the shapeshifter
who was pretending to be Daner. And don't ask why they'reinterested; if we knew that, we might not be
insuchamess”

"Mess?' said Karvonen, looking pointedly down at the silk-embroidered coverlet and then around
at therest of the room'sfurnishings.

"Appearances are deceiving,” Eleret said.
Karvonen cocked his head thoughtfully. "Not yours."

"Perhaps not at the moment,” Eleret said, thinking of the problems sheld had with the skirt shedd
worn mogt of the day. Then she snorted softly. Maybe Karvonen wasright; the disguise apparently
hadn't deceived anyone. "Isthat everything you want? Becauseif it is—"

"Nowhere near,” Karvonen said. Y ou wouldn't think it to look at me, but I'm an ambitious man. |
want to be wedlthy, talented, and four inchestaler. | want to be thefirst man to steal the Emperor's
crown and scepter in full view of the court—"

Daner raised an eyebrow. "That isn't why you'rein Ciaron, isit? To sted the Emperor's crown?'

Karvonen'seyesgrew largein aparody of surprised innocence. "Heavensno! | was speaking of
the Emperor of Ra-thane. | thought that was obvious."

Eleret dmost laughed at the blend of suspicion and annoyance on Daner'sface. "Why should it be
obvious?' Daner demanded.

"Because the crown of the Emperor of Rathaneisfar moreimpressve." Karvonen's eyes went out
of focus, asif he were gazing at something in the middle of the room that only he could see, and hisvoice
took on adreamy qudity. "Three flawless blue-white diamonds, each the size of ahen'segg, and agood
two dozen more as big as my thumbnail; six matched rubies and eight sapphires as big asadove's egg;
four big square emerads that would fill achild's pam; and enough smaller gemsto stock ajewelsmith's
shop for at least four years. Plusagoodly amount of gold and silver to hold them all together, of course.
Tasteless, but immensdy vauable. The scepter—

"] don't believeit,” Daner said.
"Oh, that's right. Y ou've never been to Rathane."

"Neither havel," Eleret put in. "Nor do | intend to go there. So thiswhole discussion is beside the
point asfar as1'm concerned. If you two want to continueit, go out into the hall so | can get some deep.”

"But you haven't told mewhat | want to know yet," Karvonen said plaintively.

"I'vetold you as much asyou've asked,” Eleret said, trying to be patient. "If you will keep
wandering off themain trall—"



Karvonen sighed. "Oh, very well. Thering. Everybody wantsit, you say. How did you get it?'
"It'safamily heirloom.”

There was amoment's sillence; then Karvonen shook his head. " Getting information out of you is
liketrying to take atoy from atoddler,” he complained. " So you inherited the thing. How long ago? From
whom, exactly? Under what circumstances? How many people knew about it? And how many of them
know thering ismagicd ?'

"No one," Eleret said, frowning. "l didn't know it myself until today. So how do you know?'
Karvonen sghed again, thistime with more sincerity. "My big mouth. | guessed.”
"Did you?' Daner said skeptically. "Or did you know before you came herelooking for it?'

"If I'd known, | wouldn't have come, Cilhar debt or no Cilhar debt. | don't fool around with magic.”
Karvonen paused. "If | can helpiit.”

"How did you guess?' Eleret asked.

"It was the way you saved my lifeaminute ago," Karvonen said reluctantly. ™Y ou're no magician,
S0 whatever broke the choking spell—"

"What?'

Karvonen looked from Eleret to Daner and back. ™Y ou didn't redlize, either of you? The
shapeshifter threw achoking spell a mejust before your raven's-foot hit his shoulder. Eleret broke it
when she grabbed my hands. If she hadn't— Anyway, there aren't many Cilhar magicians, so the odds
were good that she had something with her that neutralized magic. When you said everyone was after
that ring, it seemed obvious.”

"Thering neutralizesmagic?' Eleret stared down at her hand. "I thought it just warns me whenever
there are spells nearby.”

"Warnsyou?' Karvonen sat bolt upright, his studied air of casuaness completely gone. He leaned
forward, every fiber intent. "How doesit warn you, Fredady?"

"It pricksmy finger."
"But not always," Daner pointed out. "It didn't react to my probe.” He rubbed his chin. "Not in any
way you could fed, at least.”

"Well, that part fitswith what Karvonen just said about neutralizing magic.” Eleret frowned,
struggling to explain clearly what she wasn't sure she quite grasped hersdlf. "And | think it only warnsme
when | need warning.”

"Thenwhy didn' it let you know about Jonystra?' Daner asked.

"Who's Jonystra?' Karvonen asked. "And how and why did shetry to get hold of the ring? And
don't ask me how | know that, because you've mentioned the name severa times dready, and it'sfairly
clear shé'snot trying to help out.”

Eleret looked a Karvonen in mild exasperation. "Y ou ask dl the right questions, thief. Troubleis,
we don't have the answers.”



"Start at the beginning, then. It makesfor amore organized tale.”

Frowning indignantly, Daner opened his mouth. Then he closed it again and sighed. "It's your
choice, Eleret. I'm still not sureit'sagood idea.”

"What can welose?' Eleret said. Tacticaly, they werein astrong position; she had the ring, she had
dlies, and shewasin asafe place. Relaively safe, she amended, remembering the shapeshifter. Interms
of long-range strategy, however, things were more precarious. She didn't know enough about the ring,
about who wanted it and why. Without more information, she couldn't plan an effective defense. On the
other hand . . . Sheturned to Karvonen.

"Information for information, you said. What have you got to trade that might be useful to us?*
"l won't know until | hear your story."

"You'll haveto do better than that,” Eleret said. "l won't pay in advance for arrows | haven't tried.
Give me anideaof what I'm buying, or take your waresto someone dse.”

"And people say the Cilhar are too insular to bargain well." Karvonen shook hishead sadly. "They
ought to meet you, Fredlady, and readjust their idess.”

"Y our information?"

"Mmmm. I've dready told you about Grand Master Gorchastrin's death, but | could add afair bit
about him and hisorder. Y our not-so-friendly shapeshifter ssemsto be Rathani; | can tell you about their
customs, habits, and so on."

That might be useful, but she wanted more. Eleret gave Karvonen aneutra nod. "Go on."

"l can tell you agood bit about Ciaronese politics. And alot about the, er, foibles of the nobility."
Karvonen gave

Daner addliberately guildesslook. "Some of it might be quiteingtructive. | cantell you afew things
about shapeshifters that you may not know. And of course, | can dwaystake an order.”

"What does that mean?' Daner said.

"What doesit sound like? Y ou tell me who or what you want to find out about, and I'll set the
family ontoit. Inaday or two, you'll know as much about ‘em as can be known.”

Daner snorted. "Then why are you asking us about the ring, ingtead of this miracle-working family?

Karvonen pursed hislips and stared past Daner's|eft shoulder. "Well now, | had thought of that.
But I'm not surethey'd tell me.”

"Then what good will it do usto ask you about thering?" Eleret said, frowning.

"Oh, if you ask, Fredlady, they'll give you whatever you want to know. | thought 1'd mentioned that
there's an aid-in-distress clause for Cilhar." Karvonen leaned back againgt the headboard, a picture of
innocence. " So tell me, Fredady: what do you want to know?"

AsEleret hestated, Daner's lips twitched. Then he shook his head with reluctant admiration.
"Yourearare catch indeed, thief. Y ou're setting the younger son againgt the elder so you can walk off
with thefamily fortune.



Karvonen smiled smugly. "I told you | was good.”
"l don't quitefollow you," Eleret said.

"If he'steling the truth, heswiggled himsdf into a position where were going to make it possible
for him to get what he wantsto know," Daner said. "On hisown, he can't find out anything from us or
from hisfamily. But if we ask, hisfamily will tell uswhatever they can dig up. And now that we know
that, we haveto ask."

We? thought Eleret. It'smy ring! But dl she sad was, "Why?'

"Because somebody out there knows more about that ring than we do, or they wouldn't want it so
bedly.”

"Severa somebodies, by thelook of it," Karvonen muttered. " Cilhar never do things by halves."

"Theonly way to find out what hisfamily knowsisthrough him," Daner continued, nodding at
Karvonen. "And the only payment he seemsinterested inisour information.”

"Well, if you offered me the crown of Rathane, | wouldn't turn it down. The object, that is, not the
postion.”

"So wetdl himwhat we know. Then hetaksto his people, they tell him what they know, and
suddenly hel'sthe only one with both pieces of information.”

"Until he passesit dongto us,” Eleret said.
"Assuming he does”
"Of course | will!" Karvonen said indignantly. "The family would throw me out for sureif | didn't.”

Eleret consdered briefly. "All right, information for information. But you won't get everything you
want, not before you fill your hdf of the bargain.”

"Or dfter,” Karvonen muttered, giving her asour look. "Wdll, | supposeit's my own fault for
sticking my fingers through the wrong knothole. Agreed, Fredlady. What do you want to know?'

"Quitealot." Eleret frowned, trying to decide what would be most useful. "How many people have
heard the same rumors you did, and will act on them? How many other thieveswill be after my ring?”’

Karvonen winced. "There shouldn't be any. Nobody's going to waste time on awild rumor when
there are over adozen targetsin Ciaron with a sure payoff. Nobody but me, that is."

"Then where did dl these other people who're trying to stedl Eleret'sring come from?' Daner
demanded.

"What can | say?' Karvonen spread his hands. "They're not thieves."

"Then what arethey?"

"Amateurs”

Daner laughed. "All right, I'll op fishing in Eleret'swaters. He'sdl yours, Eleret.”

"Actudly, that was going to be my next question.” Eleret looked a Karvonen. Y ou know about



Gorchastrin, or whoever is pretending to be Gorchastrin, and you've heard us talking about Jonystra. If
they're not professiond thieves, what are they? And how did they find out about my ring?"

"l don't know," Karvonen said. "But | can probably find out. It would help if you'd give me alittle
moreto start with."

"Suchas?'

"Such as Jonystras full name, where you met her, and how she got hurt badly enough for
him"—Karvonen nodded toward Daner—"to cdl in aheder. And if you want to know why she wants
your ring or how she found out abouit it, it would help if you told me more about that, too."

"It would help if we knew more," Daner muttered.

"Jonystrafollowed meto theinntheday | arrived in Ciaron,” Eleret said. " She told me her name
was Jonystra Nirandol, that she was on her way to Kith Alunel, and that she collected smdl, old things
like brooches and rings. She's probably the person who searched my room while | was out, though |
haven't any proof of that. When Daner came to the inn to accompany me out of Ciaron, she wastalking
to me, which ishow she met him. Daner's cousin, Bargja Valaniri, brought her hereto ... to anuse
people after dinner; he said shewas a L uck-seer and would chart cards for everyone. Hetold us later
that a Trader had recommended her. Jonystra

charted cards for Daner's ssters, when she tried to do mine, the cards exploded in the middie of it
and burned her."

"Not quite,”" Daner put in. "Fire certainly did shoot out of the cards, but Jonystral'sinjuries were
back-flow burns."

Terrific." Karvonen rolled hiseyes. "Another wizard."

"I'm not sure." Daner hesitated, glanced at Eleret, shrugged, and went on. "Y ou don't get burnslike
hersfrom aminor spell-casting. If sheld been doing anything mgjor while she charted Eleret's cards, |
should havefdtit, but | didn't."

II&?I
" S0 she may have been using someone else's magic, not her own."

"That's supposed to make me fedl better? | assume you don't have any ideawho it could have

"I ill think it was Mobrdlan," Eleret said.

Daner shook his head. "If Maobrellan had that kind of power, he wouldn't have been working for
Jonydra”

"Why not?" Karvonen asked. "And how do you know he was? Who is this Mobrellan person, by
theway?"

"Jonystras porter,” Daner said with ahint of impatience. "He got away in the confusion after the
cards exploded.”

"Hevanished," Eleret corrected. "The same way the shapeshifter vanished from thisroom afew
minutes ago. | think Mobrellan isthe wizard who was helping Jonystra, and | think he's the shapeshifter



who pretended to be Daner. He's probably the person Karvonen says was pretending to be Gorchastrin,
too."

"A wizard and ashapeshifter rolled up in one?" Karvonen ran ahand through his hair, thoroughly
rumpling it. "This getsworse and worse."

"l supposeit'spossble” Daner said, frowning. "But | il
don't see why held have bothered playing porter for Jonystra. If he has that much power—"

"Maybe it was easier to hide behind someone else," Karvonen said. "A lot of shapeshifterswork
that way; it seemsto come with the ability to get insde adifferent skin. Maybe he wanted someone else
to take the blame if things went wrong; maybe they're old friends or partners; maybe she owed him a
favor, or he owed her one. Having power doesn't mean you have to be right out in front where people
can shoot arrows a you dl thetime.”

"NO, but_u

"It'spossible,” Eleret brokein. ™Y ou said so yoursalf. We don't know anything about Mobrellan,
and until we do we shouldn't waste time arguing about whose guess is going to be the right one."

" S0 you want to know about Jonystra Nirandol and her porter Mobrellan,”" Karvonen said.
"Anything dse?'

"No." There was the obnoxious Birok Maggen from the Imperia Guard, of course, but
Commander Wezird could tell her what she needed to know about him. It wouldn't hurt to find out alittle
more about Gorchastrin, just in case Karvonen was wrong about his being dead, but she'd do better to
get that information, too, from other sources. Eleret swalowed ayawn. "That'sal | want, and | want it as
soon as| can get it. So you'd better get started.”

"That," Karvonen said sagdly, "wasahint." He rose smoothly and bowed. "Never let it be said that
an Aurdico doesn't know when to take a hint. 1t's been an enlightening evening, Freglady. My lord."

Daner's eyes narrowed; then he smiled dightly and returned Karvonen's bow with aflourish. " That
it has. Fareyou. . . well."

NINETEEN

It wasn't that easy, of course. Despite the promising beginning, it took another fifteen minutesto get
both Karvonen and Daner out of the room. Neither seemed willing to be thefirst to go, and intheend
Eleret had to threaten to summon aservant to get rid of them. When they |eft at last, she Sghed in relief
and began preparing for bed, hoping there would be no more unexpected visitors that evening.

She consdered the possibility as she unbraided her hair. Slegping armed was nothing new, though it
was a shame she wouldn't be able to enjoy the full comfort the bed promised. The room's physica
entrances were easy enough to shield; Eleret tilted the table against the door and balanced her mother's
whetstone againgt the window shutters, where the dightest jar would send it clattering to the floor. A



double handful of raven's-feet set out in the Heron's Dance pattern on the floor around the bed took care
of the possible return of the shapeshifting wizard, or at least it was the best she could do. She wished
briefly that she had thought to ask Daner for a spell to keep the shapeshifter from regppearing as quietly
and inexplicably as he had vanished. Then she smiled. Daner was no fool, and neither was hisfather;
once they knew someone could pop through their guards like that, they'd take some sort of precaution to
protect the whole house. She shouldn't have to worry about the shapeshifter popping back. For along
moment, she stared down at the raven's-feet; then she left them where they were.

Eleret expected to fall adeegp the moment she lay down, but her mind wastoo full to let her rest.
With aresigned sigh, she opened her eyes and began setting her thoughtsin order.

She couldn't go back to the mountains now, not with so many unknown enemiesinterested in her
and her mother'sring. Pawould till be laid up with hisbroken leg, and Nilly and Jiv couldn't face down
the kind of trouble Eleret had run into in Ciaron. Shapeshifters and wizards and government officias
would be a handful even for Pa. The neighborswould help out, of course, if they knew there wastrouble,
but you couldn't go shooting every stranger in the mountains full of arrows anymore. In some wayss, the
old days had been smpler.

Listen to me, Eleret thought. | sound like one of the old folks down at Raken's place, going on
about the way things used to be. She snorted softly and turned her mind back to her problems.

Firgt among them was the raven ring. She thought she knew, now, why Tamm had taken it with her
to thewars. A ring that warned of hostile magic would be exceedingly useful to asoldier, and one that
broke spellswould be invaluable. But Tamm was too canny to have talked about the ring, or even worn
it openly. She'd have turned the sedl to her

palm, as Eleret had, and worn it on her off hand to make it even less noticeable. So how had
Jonystra, the shapeshifter, Maggen, and Gorchastrin dl found out about it?

And did the ring have anything to do with Tamm'’s death? Eleret frowned. According to Karvonen,
thered Gorchastrin had discovered something important, something that would be agreat help to his
order of Rathani wizards. Could his discovery have been the raven ring? The Rathani often used battle
magic, and if Gorchastrin had cast a spell and the raven ring had bitten him back, the way it had bitten
Daner when hetried to find out more abouit it. . .

Eleret made arude noisein the darkness. The shapeshifter was awizard, too, and Jonystra must
have at least alittle skill or she couldn't have tried to enchant Eleret's card-charting. The real Gorchastrin
was certainly awizard, and the false one she had met in Ciaron was probably the shape-shifter. Maggen
was the only one of the people after her ring whom she didn't know was awizard, and she supposed that
it was quite possible that he knew some magic aswell. It looked asif she could stop wondering how they
had al found out about her ring. The wonder wasthat every wizard in the city wasn't chasing her.

No, that wasn't reasonable, either. The ring didn't announce its presence; Daner hadn't noticed it at
al until shed mentioned it to him. So if shewasright about how al the wizards had learned of thering,
each of them must have cast agpdll at thering or a someone wearing it. Why? One Rathani
wizard—Gorchadtrin or the shapeshifter, perhaps— might have been involved in the skirmishes around
Kesandir, but what about the rest?

Eleret scowled into the darkness, then shrugged. Her problem was till the same: she didn't know
enough. Therewas no point in making wild guesses, especially when tomorrow sheld learn more. Evenif
Jonystra dtill wasn't fit to question, Commander Wezird would have news of Maggen and hisnoble
relations. Until then, Eleret should concentrate on generd plans and whét little she did know about the



ravenring.

Sart at the beginning, Karvonen had said, it makes for a more organized tale. Well, hewas
right about that at least. But what was the beginning?

Many years ago, when the mountains were young and the Cilhar lived in peace, Geleraise
Vinlarrian came to live among us. Thememory of her mother'svoice, blending with the crackle of a
winter fire and the roof creaking in the bitter wind outside, was so vivid that Eleret's eyes prickled. She
turned her head into the strange smoothness of the bedclothes and fought alosing battle against the
dammed-up tears. When they broke through at last, so did other memories, each as precise and clear as
thefirst: Tamm aiming an arrow for adifficult shot, her eyes narrowed in concentration and wips of
chestnut hair escaping from her braid; Tamm showing Eleret how to hold her first sword and |ater
sparring with her; the sunny spring day they had climbed together to the top of the lookout peak and
undonether braidsto let the damp wind fill their hair with the smdlls of earth and new growth. Tammin
marching dress, her kit dung across one shoulder, her face expressionless, saying, | have to do this,
Eleret. All my life, there has been war, and | don't seem to be able to do without it. You're young
enough to adjust, I'm not, though Morravik knows I've tried. I'll be back in a few months, if all
goes well. And she had been, that time, and six other times since. Until now.

| should have stopped her, Eleret thought, but she hadn't been able to stop Tamm thefirst time,
nor any of the other times. If | had said it out loud, maybe she'd have stayed this once. Maybe she
wouldn't have died. But she hadn't needed to say it. Tamm had known how shefelt, how they al felt,
and she had gone anyway.

She died with honor, Eleret reminded hersdf, and amost stopped weeping until atreacherous
voice at the back of her head whispered, but still, she died. Even the thought that it had been Tamm's
choice brought only anger and renewed tears. The friends and relations who had died in the old wars had
been defending the mountains, protecting their homes and families. Tamm had been fighting for others, for
money, for the love of thefight itself, or perhaps for some other reason Eleret could not even suspect. It
was too late now to ask, and the part of Eleret that understood without the explanation was washing
away intheflood of tears.

"Why?" Eleret cried doud to the darkness, and the single word encompassed a multitude of
guestions, some with answers and some forever unanswerable: why had Tamm died, why hadn't her
formidable skills or the raven ring been enough to save her, why had she had to leave the mountains and
her family, why wasit Eleret who had to face the tangle Tamm had |eft behind, why did she haveto stay
another day in this confusing, complicated city, why wasit Tamm's ring so many people wanted? The
stone walls of the room swallowed Eleret's cry and gave back only afaint, wordless echo. Eleret buried
her facein her pillow, hiding from the dark and the questions and the unwanted responsibility of the raven
ring, cold and close around her finger. Gradudly, her tears ceased, but it was along time before she

dept.

Shewoke at dawn, with sticky eyelids and amouth that felt asif she had been eating sand. The
remnant of last night's wash water was il in the jug; she picked her way to it between the raven's-feet
on thefloor, her bare feet finding the clear path through the pattern without conscious thought. Once she
had washed properly, shefelt much better.

A faint jumble of far-off city noises drifted through the shutter dats. Eleret retrieved her whetstone
and raven's-feet and replaced the table in its proper place, pleased that her precautions had been
unnecessary. As soon as she had checked her weapons and straightened her clothes, she left the roomin
search of breakfast and a place to go through the basic drill. The previous night's succession of argument,
thought, and unbridled emotion had left her with aneed for some smple, straightforward physica



exertion. Besides, she hadn't practiced for two days, not since she'd arrived in Ciaron, and with wizards
and shapeshifters and Morravik knew who e se after her she couldn't afford to lose her edge.

Her footsteps echoed dully aong the empty halway, though she stepped as softly as she could. She
turned left at the end of the hdll, then right, looking for the stairs Lady Lauringl had brought her up the
previous evening. As she rounded the second corner, she heard a door open behind her. She whirled, to
find hersdf facing the disgpproving glare of Jakella, the gaunt serving woman who tended Lauringl's son,
Drioren.

"What are you doing here?' the woman demanded before Eleret could speak.
"Looking for the gairs."

Jakellafolded her lipstogether in athin, disapproving line. "Indeed. | fear you've made amistake.
The gairsat the end of thishal don't go up.”

"l don't want to go up,” Eleret said, puzzled. She couldn't imagine Lord ti% Valaniri setting up a
drill areaon hisroof. "I'mtrying to find the guards practice ground.”

Surprise and congternation flashed across the gaunt woman's face and were gone. "I wouldn't know
about that." Her eyes narrowed, and she added, "Y ou won't find my lord Daner there, not at this hour.”

"I'm not looking for Lord Daner. I'm looking for the practice ground.” And sheld wasted enough
timetaking. Jakellawas plainly determined to be as unhelpful as possible. So Eleret nodded and turned
away. At the tair door, she glanced back. Jakedlatill stood watching, her face stiff.

Eleret met no one on the gairs, and the long room with the spindly chairs was unoccupied when she
entered. There was no onein the room where they had eaten the night before, and no one in any of the
halls she was familiar with. In front of thewall chamber where Jonystra had done her card-charting,
Eleret paused, trying to decide whether to begin wandering through the house at random. Just as she was
about to retrace her steps, the chamber door opened and Daner came out.

He had dark circles under his eyes, and when he saw Eleret, he paused and blinked at her. "Eleret!
What are you doing up at this hour? Is something wrong?'

Eleret hesitated, then cdled, "Behind you!" as she shifted her weight to afighting stance.

Daner ducked and spun, reaching for his dagger. When he redlized that there was no onedsein the
hal, he sraightened and looked at Eleret indignantly. "What was that about?"

"| gpologizefor startling you, but it wasthe only way | could think of to make sure you were you."

"Oh, yes, theway | move. Amazing what afase fright will do for you. Five minutes ago, 1'd have
sworn | wastoo tired to jump like that." He settled his dagger back in its sheath as he spoke.

It wasn't just the difference in Daner's stance, she redlized. The shapeshifter's automeatic reaction
had been to throw a spell; Daner reached for aweapon. She said as much, then added, "I hope that
doesn't mean he's a better wizard than you are.”

"Probably. | couldn't have vanished the way he did." Daner looked at her thoughtfully. "Y ou don't
have to do that every time we meet, you know. From wheét little | know of them, shapeshifters don't hedl
any fagter than other people, and the fellow that was here last night left with aholein his shoulder.”

"Not avery big one," Eleret said. "Still, it should make using that arm abit uncomfortable for aday



or two." And now that she had something to look for, she was sure that she could spot any signs of
diffnessin afase Daner or Lord tir Valaniri if shehadto. If shehadto. . . "If hesabetter wizard than
you are, can you keep him from coming back the same way he left?’

"I've spent dl night trying." Daner rubbed the back of his hand across hiseyes. "1 don't know how
he did what he did, so | couldn't just counter it. | had to set up every warding spell | know, and hope that
one of them will keep him out, or at least give me warning enough to try something se.”

"Y ou did them done?'

"Father wants all of thiskept as quiet as possible, especialy the shapeshifter. Actudly, I'm not
certain he quite believesthat part. Anyway, it won't stay quiet for long if we start cdling in wizards, so |
had to cast the spells mysdlf.”

"] see" Eleret thought Lord tir Valaniri was arming himslf to hunt afox when it wasamountain
lion that had been at the hens, but then, she'd seen the shapeshifter and Daner's father hadn't. "How long
will your spellslagt?"

Daner shrugged. "A few hours, half aday—I'm not sure. I've never tried anything like this before.
The spdls should give me timeto consult Adept Climerd, though, and that'sdl | really want from them.”

Looking at the tiredness on Daner'sface, Eleret felt guilty. ™Y ou may only need afew hours. |
doubt that the shapeshifter will have much interest in your household once I've lft."

"You can't leave until were sureit's safe.” Daner sounded dightly shocked by the very suggestion.
"Yourea— Youreour guest.”

"Granted,” Eleret said, frowning in turn. "And as your guest, | have an obligation to seethat | don't
bring harm upon your household.”

"Bargjaisthe one who dragged Jonystrain here," Daner pointed out. "Y ou didn't have anything to
do with that."

"Didn't I? Do you redly think she'd have agreed to chart cards for your sstersif she hadn't thought
I'd be here, too?"

"Shemight have"

Eleret shook her head. ™Y ou know better. And the shape-shifter was after me. The sooner I'm
gone, the sooner you can stop worrying about wards.”

For aminute, Daner looked asif he wanted to argue; then he Sighed. "Let'stalk about it after
breskfast. Evenif | agree with you, the wards are up now, so you might aswell stay safefor aslong as
they last. We've got dl morning to talk about it. Maybe even al day.”

Which wouldn't be the best strategy, in Eleret's opinion. She'd do better to leave Daner'shouse at a
time of her own choosing, well before circumstances forced her out. Besides ... "'l was hoping to do a
few drillsbefore | ate. Where'syour practice ground?”

"Down and out,” Daner said. "And it'sin the center court, S0 it's even warded. I'll show you. If it
please you, Fredady?' He extended his arm with exaggerated courtesy.

Eleret chuckled and laid her hand on his e bow. "Indeed it does, Lord Daner."



The practice ground was a neat square of packed sand in the corner of what Daner referred to as
an open court. Eleret would have described it asalarge, walled yard. The Vadlaniri resdenceroseon al
sdes, shutting out the world. Only the square of gray clouds overhead and afaint sense of movement in
theair let Eleret know she was out-of-doors. Daner made sure the guard at the inner door knew she was
agues, then left her to her practice.

She began with aseries of controlled stretches, holding each position for along moment before
moving fluidly into the next. She repesated the sequence four times, increasing her speed dowly with each
repetition, then went on into more strenuous moves. Sand crunched under her boots as she kicked and
leaped and spun. The three days since her last practice had allowed her musclesto get athorough rest
without beginning to grow soft, and everything felt deceptively easy. Though she knew shewould regret it
next day if she pushed hersdlf too hard, Eleret could not resist doing afew combinations—legp and roll,
fall and risng punch, spin-kick and drop-dodge. It felt good to work; her only regret was her lack of a

sparring partner.

Around her, the household began to stir. A window scraped open above her; Eleret spun and
ducked asif it were aknown threat. Two women carrying water jars walked across the yard and gave
her curious, sidelong glances. They, too, became an unwitting part of Eleret'sdrill. She kept on until she
felt hersdlf beginning to dow. Although she could have continued for another ten or fifteen minutes, and
would have, had she been at home, she reduced her efforts. There was no sense in working herself tired
when later in the day she might be attacked by the shapeshifter, or Maggen, or more Syaski.

As she garted into her closing stretches, Eleret saw Daner watching her from the near doorway.
How long had he been there? She dismissed the thought and concentrated on her work; the ending
stretches were asimportant as the opening ones. Findly, feding loose and pleasantly tired, Eleret brushed
the dusting of sand from her clothes and stepped off the practice ground.

Daner came forward at once. "Impressve,” he said as he reached her side. His eyes were admiring,
but dl he said was, "1 don't have to ask whether you've caught yourself an appetite.”

"Yes, | wasjust going to ask about that breakfast you mentioned.”

"It'sready and waiting upgtairs. Along with Aunt Kistran; she was up early, so | thought | would
hook her now, while there aren't alot of people around to ask awkward questions.”

Eleret did aquick menta review of the previous night's events. "That's right, your cousin suggested
wetalk to her about Jonystrals cards. Do you think shelll mind?"

"Mind? She's happier than an oyster-fisher with abucket of pearls. Sheloves giving advice."

"Good." Eleret smiled at Daner's expression. "It's aways good to have information, and | don't
have to follow the advice.

Daner nodded and smiled warmly in return. "Very true, Fredady. And you have an advantage over
usreations: you won't have to explain later why you didn't do as she suggested. Shdl we go?'

TWENTY



In spite of the fact that there were only three of them at the long breskfast table, Valaniri
medl-servers descended on them in hordes the moment Eleret took her seat. Their offeringsincluded a
large bowl of steamed clams, a platter of soft white cheese mixed with herbs, hot bread, plums preserved
inwine, cold diced beef, and severa things Eleret did not recognize. Sternly suppressing an unexpected
longing for aplain bowl of porridge, Eleret took alittle cheese and some bread, and what her mother had
caled "tasting samples’ of the other foods.

Lady Kistran had dready hegped her plate with clams and athick green paste studded with chunks
of something white. As Daner and Eleret finished choosing their meals, she amiled at Eleret and said,
"Daner tells me you have some questions about your cards, Fredlady.”

Eleret nodded. "Especially since the charting was ... interrupted so spectacularly.”
"Yes, Barojatold me." Lady Kistran separated one clam
from the rest and inspected it. "How far into the chart did the L uck-seer get?"

"Shewasjugt starting on El—Fredady Sdven'sfuture,” Daner said. "That's what isworrying us.
There were deven cards|eft to turn, and after things calmed down we found € even with singe marks.
Wethink Jonystrawas trying to influence what is going to happen, and | was hoping you could give usan
ideawhat she had in mind."

"Possbly." Lady Kistran sounded asif there were not a shred of doubt in her mind. "Since dl of the
cardsinvolvethe future, | should be ableto get agenera sense of where the reading was going. They
would have more sgnificanceif you could determine their intended order, of course.”

"| think | aready have agenerd sense of thereading,” Daner said. Eleret frowned, mildly annoyed
by the way Daner had taken over the conversation. Lady Kistran is his aunt, shereminded hersdlf, but
could not keep from adding, Still, it's my cards they're discussing.

"The singed cardswere all bad ones," Daner went on. " Silence, Death, Despair, Chaos, War,
Night—"

Lady Kigtran snorted expressively. Daner broke off and gave her an inquiring look. Caught in
mid-mouthful, hisaunt could only make a disgpproving face and shake her head.

"l assure you, Aunt, I'm not mistaken." Daner frowned uncertainly. "Would you like to see the
cards?'

Shaking her head again, Lady Kistran swallowed. "No, that's quite unnecessary. Unlessit was an
unusud deck?'

"I don't think so—"

"Then it doesn't matter. What | was attempting to convey isthat the cards you named are not
necessarily bad cards.”

"Well, I'm sure Jonystradidn't intend anything good,” Eleret said.

"That's as may be, but if she meant youill, she chose an odd set of cards." Lady Kistran set down
her eating knife and tapped the table with her forefinger. "If you'd ever bothered to study their meanings,
Daner, you'd have seen it yoursdlf. Silence, for instance—that's for waiting, preparation, and possibilities.



Or Chaos. Only an amateur would deliberately include Chaosin achart shewastrying to influence.

Chaosisacard of complete unpredictability and uncontrolled change; it would be just aslikdly to disrupt
the charter's plans as help them. And Desth isfor an important choice— something life-changing, but not
necessarily bad. Some of the cards you named are unfavorable ones, certainly, but not al by any means.”

"l think | see," Eleret said. "They dl sound sniger, though.”

"Maybethat'sit," Daner said, frowning. "Maybe Jonystra chose them by their names, to intimidate
you, instead of by their meanings.”

"That doesn't explain—" Eleret stopped. Daner's theory didn't explain the warning she had received
from her ring, but she didn't want to mention that in front of Lady Kistran. Too many people knew about

thering aready.

"It's adlso possible that the woman was not as good a L uck-seer as she pretended,” Lady Kistran
said. "What did shetdl you about the cards she did chart?'

"] don't think we need to go into that," Daner said as he cut one of the plumsinto small pieces. "If
she was no good, the chart won't mean anything anyway, and—"

"No, no, the competence—or incompetence—of the Luck-seer has nothing to do with the
accuracy of the cards.” Lady Kistran shook her head. "Really, Daner, I'm surprised at you. With al the
interest your Sisterstake, 1'd expected you to be better informed.”

"I've been busy with other things, Aunt.”

Lady Kigran sniffed. "I canimagine. Fortunately, it is never too late to learn. If you'l tell mewhat
you remember of your chart, Fredady Salven, | can—"

"Excuseme," Daner said, rising. "Father wanted meto let him know how the spell-casting went last
night. HEll be up now, and | shouldn't keep him waiting. My apologies, Fredady, Aunt.”

It sounded like athin excuse to Eleret, but Lady Kistran only nodded. "Apology accepted. Another
time, have a better memory for your duties.”

Uncertainly, Eleret pushed her seat away from the table and stood up. Daner shook his head at her.
"There's no need for you to come with me, Fredlady. Father and | will be discussing . . . technical detalls.
I'm sure you'd prefer to stay and talk to my aunt.”

It's definitely an excuse, then, Eleret thought as she resumed her seat. He doesn't want to sit
through his aunt's scolding, even if she has something to say that's worth hearing. She couldn't
blame him, though. She'd felt the same way about Uncle Arlim's lectures on the virtues of Sadorthan
dua-weapon fighting. Well, if Lady Kistran's explanations becametoo irritating, Eleret could find her
own excuseto leave.

"Now, Fredady, can you remember the cards of your chart, in order?' Lady Kistran said as Daner
bowed and |eft the room. "And what the L uck-seer told you?"

"Do you want her exact words, or would you prefer asummary?'
"As exact asyou can manage, Fredady,” Lady Kistran said with asmdl amile.

Eleret consdered for amoment.” Asl lay out your chart, think for the fourth and find time of the
guestion you would have answered.”



Lady Kigran blinked. "What?'

"It'swhat Jonystra said. And then, 'First comes your past, from support to opposition,” and she
turned up thefirst card. It was a picture of amountain with aroad at the bottom. She said, The
Mountain isthe base of your support; it stands for security, but also for unused potentia.’ The second
card—"

"A moment." Lady Kistran shook her head asif to clear it. " Security and unused potentid—that's
al shementioned?"

"| gaveyou her words."

"Yes, yes, you have aremarkable memory. It just ... if the Mountain was your first card . . . But
perhaps it was because of the position.”

"I'm afraid | don't understand.”

"Every card has many meanings, and every card influencesthe othersin achart. A good
card-charter will choose the meaningsthat fit best with the other cardsin achart, but it's very unusua for
acharter to be selective with the meanings of the first card. Since there are no other cards, asyet, to
influenceit.”

It took amoment for Eleret to absorb Lady Kistran's meaning. "What did she leave out?'

"The Mountain dso means'adifficult but rewarding task.' Of course, it usualy turns up closer to the
center, or in the quadrants of the future, and—"

Lady Kistran went into an involved explanation of the significance the Mountain generdly had in
other positions and the various ways it could be modified. Since Eleret had no interest in any of them, she
listened with half her attention and devoted the other half to her breskfast. "A difficult but rewarding task”
certainly fit her reason for coming to Ciaron, but she could not think of any snister motive that might have
led Jonystranot to mention it.

Eventudly, Lady Kistran finished and asked about the next card. "The Lady of Hames," Eleret said,
and ashiver ran down her back. It had looked so like her mother. . . . She pulled hersdlf together and
recited Jonystra's interpretation. Lady Kistran nodded approval and asked for the next card.

" "The Seven of Feathers. A card of obstacles, in the position of the beginning of obstacles.
Temptation andilluson liein your pagt.™

Lady Kigtran frowned. "That'sdl she sad?’
"Y es. Did she leave something out again?'

"Quitealot, | would say. The Sevensare dl cards of temptation, illusion, and obstacles, but the
Seven of Feathers specificdly relatesto lack of information. It isinexcusable for her not to have
mentioned that, Sncethisis one of the cards at the base of your difficulties.

Lack of information had certainly been one of Eleret's biggest problems since her arriva in Ciaron.
"Shesadthat wasinthepad. .. ."

"The cards of the past affect the cards of the future,” Lady Kistran said sharply. "Unless of course
you do something to change the situation, which isthe whole point of reading achart. And if you haven't
been given aproper interpretation, you may very well do more harm than good when you try to change



things"

Eleret held her facein an expression of polite atention, though shefdt likeralling her eyesin
exasperation. So far, neither Jonystra's origind interpretation nor Lady Kistran's revised version had
provided her with grounds for action— at least, not for any action she would not have taken anyway.

Lady Kistran studied her for amoment. Then, satisfied that her words had struck home, she said, "And
thelast card of thefirst rov—what wasit, and what did shetell you?'

" "The Mage Trump. The source of opposition, the hidden—'"
"TheMage what?" Lady Kistran brokein, frowning.
"TheMage Trump," Eleret repested. "'Is something wrong?'

"Thereésno such card,” Lady Kistran said. "Not that I've ever heard of, not even in the Western
Hand variation of the deck. What did it look like?"

Eleret pictured the card in her mind. "A . . . person in ahooded robe, standing in the shadows
beside atable. On the table there was a broken feather, a burned-out candlestick, a—

"Oh, of course" Lady Kistran said. "The Shadow-Mage." Shelooked at Eleret curioudy. "You
must have a serious difficulty indeed, to have that card turn up as the source of your opposition.”

Shadow-Mage. . . no, don't jump to conclusions. Carefully, Eleret set down her egting knife, and
in avoice she hoped sounded norma she said, "Tell me about this card.”

"It's one of the sixteen Mg or Trumps, and therefore very powerful,” Lady Kistran said. "And it's
not just abad card, like Betraya or the fivesin the suits. The Shadow-Mage is one of the few cards that
can represent something evil, though it'srelatively rare for that to happen. Still, even theusud

meanings—"
"Why isit called the Shadow-Mage?"

Lady Kigtran gave her areproving look, but answered. "1 believe the name comes out of agroup of
old stories—ancient, actuadly, they go back to before the old Estarren Alliance was even founded, or so
the mingtrels say. They refer to evil creatures called Shadow-born, and— Good heavens, you've gone
white asadice of boiled cod! |s something wrong?'

Eleret hardly heard the question. Shadow-born. The nightmare crestures that haunted the ol dest
Cilhar talesand lurked at the root of their darkest fears. Shadow-born. Theinsubgtantia, deathlessthings
that stole others bodies and consumed them from inside. They had been confined for dl timein secret
places at the end of the Wars of Binding, so the tales said, and nowadays few Cilhar would openly admit
to believing in their existence. But the tales continued to be told and retold, and no one tolerated the
gmallest changein their wording. And | thought the Shee were legends, before | came to Ciaron and
met Climeral. If the best things from the old tales are real, why not the worst as well? But what
could shedo if the Shadow-born were behind her troubles?

"Fredady Saven! Areyou unwel?' Lady Kistran'singstent voice penetrated at last, and Eleret
shook hersdlf.

"I'm...dl right."

"You don't look it. | should have warned you about the clams, they sometimes give me aturn this
ealy intheday." Lady Kistran paused. "Would you prefer to continue our discussion later?!



"No!" Seaing Lady Kistran's startled expression, Eleret forced a smile and said in amore moderate
tone, "I don't think | want any moreto eet, but | would very much liketo just ... St and listen for awhile.”
If there were any more surprisesin her chart, she wanted to know about them now.

"Asyou will haveit." Lady Kistran sat back, studying her. Then she gave an gpproving nod. "Yes, |
think you're wise. Bad enough that your L uck-seer was misinterpreting your cards, worse yet to have
your charting broken off in the middle. Theré's certainly no need to compound matters by stopping our
discusson now. What was your next card?

"The Priest of Flames,” Eleret said automaticaly. "And then the Two of Stones. Jonystrasaid—"

"Just tell me the cards, Fredady," Lady Kistran said. " Spare me the Luck-seer's distortions. The
Priest of Flames—a good card, but not a strong one. He supports you, but he does not redlize hisown
power to help." She closed her eyes, asif trying to picture something in her mind. "And heisin the
cross-diagond position from the Lady of Flames, so he does not work actively with her. A pity; they
would make agood combination.

"The Two of Stones represents oppositesin a stable balance, or evenly matched. Sinceit'sina
supporting postion, it may refer to differing advice, or two actionsthat cancel each other out.”

Or two people who are opposites? Eleret thought of Daner and Karvonen, and amost smiled.
"The next card?' Lady Kistran prompted.
"The Mage of Flames, reversed.”

"Unusual to have so many court cards of the same suit, so early in achart,” Lady Kistran said,
frowning. "The Mage of Flames, reversed ... aman of power and intelligence, who uses both for
destructive ends. And the power of the Shadow-Mage supports him. That isan extremely bad
combination. | would be very careful, if | wereyou.”

"I'm dways careful.” Eleret hestated. "The Mage of Flames and the Shadow-Mage—could they be
the same person?’

"Unlikely." Lady Kistran tapped her finger on the tabletop, asif she were tapping the face of acard.
"If they were the same person, I'd expect them to be stacked, one above the other, not on the close
diagonal. Also, the outer cards, like the Shadow-Mage, represent influences, not necessarily direct
involvement. The Mage of Famesisan inner card, so he's probably someone you've encountered
recently.”

Mobrellan, Eleret thought. "Thelast card in that row wasthe Three of Shells, reversed.”

"Unexpected loss and emotiona pain. Y ou must be careful not to let it influence your decisonstoo
clody."

That was more or lesswhat Jonystrahad said. "The last two cards were the Three of Flames and
the Demon," Eleret said. "Then the Luck-seer . . . broke off the charting.”

"Three of Hames—unexpected actions. Something surprising will happen, which may lead to an
opportunity for you. The Demon—" Lady Kistran shook her head. "Generdly it refersto limitations,
particularly unexpected ones, but it can aso mean asurprise that leadsto loss. That would cancel out the
Three of Flames, which makes very little sense.” She tapped her fingers againgt thetable again. "'l wish
we knew the rest of your chart. | don't suppose. . ."



"What?'

"Laurind has acharting deck somewhere, | think. | could lay out anew chart for you; perhaps that
would darify things"

"I'd like to think about what you'vetold mefirst,” Eleret sad. "I—"

The far door opened and the serving man entered. Bowing, he said, "Lady Kistran, Freelady
Saven, pardon the intrusion. Thereisamessenger here to see either Lord Daner or the Fredlady, and he
saysitisurgent. Since Lord Daner has—"

"Yes, | know, heswith hisfather,” Lady Kistran said, waving the man to sllence. "Y ou did quite
right not to interrupt them. Show the man in." Asthe servant bowed again and |eft, Lady Kistran turned
to Eleret. "If the messageistruly urgent"—her tone said she did not believe it could be—"you can send
word to Daner once you know."

No reply was necessary, for the door opened once more and the serving man bowed as asmall
man in abright blue, gold-trimmed tunic entered. "Karvonen?' Eleret said in disbelief.

"At your service, Fredady Sdven." Karvonen bowed with aflourish. Apart from the attitude, he
bore very little resemblance to the scruffy thief who had accosted Daner the day before. Hishair was
carefully combed, his clothes |ooked both new and expensive, and he even stood differently. More
confidently, Eleret thought, not asif he's nobody, hoping to be overlooked. Well, an official
messenger would be that way. And there was certainly no stiffness or hesitation in the way he used his
left arm. Still, she felt atwinge of uneasiness.

"Y ou know thisman?' Lady Kistran said.

"Yes, he's. . . brought me amessage once before." Eleret rose as she spoke. "Whatever news he
has, | think it's safe to say Lord Daner will want to hear it. If you would take us somewhere we can talk,
and then send word to him—"

The serving man looked unhappy. "1'm sorry, Fredady, I'll be happy to show you to a private
room, but I'm afraid | don't know where Lord Daner went."

"He'swith hisfather," Lady Kigtran said. "Redly, Hen-was, | don't understand why you're having
such aproblem.”

"No, Lady Kigtran." The serving man's expression grew even more troubled than before. "That is. .
. Lord Daner saw Lord tir Vallaniri for afew moments before he left, but that was at least haf an hour

"Left?’ Eleret sad.

"Yes, Fredady," the servant said patiently. "Lord Daner |ft the house half an hour ago, and has not
yet returned. If you wish, | can ask the man at the door when Lord Daner said he would return.”

"Dothat." Eleret hoped her voice did not sound as angry as shefdt. "In the meantime, I'll talk to
this. . . messenger in that private room you mentioned.”

"Very good, Fredady. Thisway, if it please you."



TWENTY-ONE

To Eleret's surprise—and considerable relief—Karvonen did not say anything more until they had
reached the private room and the door had closed behind the servant. Then he dropped into the nearest
chair—a heavy, high-backed oak frame with wide arms and severa large pillows—and sighed. The
movement, the pose, were pure Karvonen, and Eleret's doubts vanished.

"Lookslike Lord Daner hasrun off on you," said thethief. "Any ideawhere?"

"If | had to guess, I'd say he's gone to see Adept Climera at the magic school. He wanted to ask
about spellsto keep that shapeshifter from coming back.”

"Not abad idea, actualy.” Karvonen sounded almost disappointed.

"No, itisn't. What brings you back so soon? Surely you haven't answered al my questions
aready."

"Even Aurelicos have limits. No, | cameto let you know that somebody seemsto have put the
chain back on the Syaski."
"l don't understand.”

"Put the chain on them, called them off, sent out word that you're not the one they're looking for."
He frowned, displeased by her lack of response. "I thought it was good news. Y esterday you weren't
safe on the Streets; now—"

"I'm no safer than | wasthen.” Eleret shook her head at his expression. "Do you redly think the
Syaski will stop looking for me just becalise some mysterious person says not to? And even if they did,
would that stop them making troubleif they happen to run into me?!

"] seeyour point." Karvonen grimaced. "I don't suppose | could talk you into running away, could
17"

"Why should 17"

"Oh, for agtart, there's a shapeshifting wizard who seems to want you dead, and about a hundred
Syaski intown who you've just said won't hesitate to oblige him even if he'stold ‘em not to.”

For abrief moment, Eleret alowed hersdf the luxury of picturing hersdf somewhere else, awvay
from the city and dl the complex problemsthat had devel oped since she arrived. Then she shrugged. ™
"Trouble dways runsfaster than you do.' | don't think the shapeshifter will give up just because I've left
town. At least here, | have somedlies”

"You could il try it."
"No. And why are you so anxiousfor meto leave, al of asudden?’

Karvonen raised ahand asif to run it through his hair, then stopped at the last minute and let it fall.
"Becausethe more| find out, theless| like the look of the whole mess, and some of therumors. . .



Never mind. But with the Syaski off the Streets, even afew of them, even just for awhile, thisis probably
your best chanceto jump ship. | didn't realy expect you to, but | figured it wouldn't hurt to point it out.”

"Wdl, now you have, and I've said no, so let it be. Isthat dl you camefor?”

"|—" Karvonen stopped, frowning. Then he leaned forward and gave her asearching look. "All
right, what'swrong? And don't say 'nothing," you stubborn Cilhar, because | can see that something's
bothering you. Isit the shapeshifter again?'

"No." Eleret paused, unwilling to admit that she had been unsettled by finding alegend in apack of
cards. The Shadow-born are only an old tale, shetold hersdlf, but part of her did not believeit.

"What isit, then?'

"Daner's aunt just finished going over the cards Jonystrawas charting for me." She hesitated again.
"One of them was acard called the Shadow-Mage."

"l didn't think a Cilhar would take card-charting so— The what? What was the card?’
"The Shadow-Mage."

Karvonen looked sick. " Shadow-born. | knew | shouldn't have gotten mixed up in this. Are you
sure you won't run away?"

It was comforting to have someone e se react the same way she had, even if his automatic response
was to suggest flight. Eleret shook her head. "If there are Shadow-born involved, | don't want them
following me home." Her voice quivered on the last word.

"1t might not be that bad." Karvonen did not sound asif he believed what he was saying. "After dl,
the only evidence you have that there's a Shadow-born stirring the soup is one card in a chart that never
got finished." When she did not respond at once, he frowned. "That is the only evidence you've got, isnt
it?"
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"Good. For aminute, there, | thought maybe . . . Anyway, if it'sonly the card—"

"1 won't take chanceswith my family." Cilhar folk had more than enough problems to contend with,
evenintimesof peace, without bringing something out of nightmares down on them.

"1 suppose even Cilhar would have trouble deadling with Shadow-born,” Karvonen said, and again
the echo of her own thoughts disturbed and reassured her at the sametime. "Well, if you're not going to
run, what are you going to do?'

"l don't know. Let methink." Her ingtinctstold her to handle things alone; one person was enough
to risk against such a powerful opponent. But it wastoo late to keegp Daner out of it, and Karvonen—
"Why don't you take your own advice?'

"Run away?' Karvonen'sface went blank of expression. "And leave you and his most noble
lordship like a couple of babies playing at cliffs edge? It's atempting thought, but no. Not just yet." His
tonewas afar gpproximation of hisusual bantering, but Eleret could hear the strain undernesth. Her
opinion of him rose tentatively. Whatever his motives—and he gtill had not explained them, she reminded
hersdlf—he was plainly as determined as any Cilhar to face possible dangersin spite of hisfears.



"All right." Eleret did not even try to sort out the confused mixture of emotions she felt. She had
more pressing problems. Lay it out like one of Raken's tactical problems. Who are my most
power ful enemies? The shapeshifting wizard, and, possbly, the legendary Shadow-born. Compared to
them, the Syaski rated a distant third, despite their numbers. Who opposes them? Hersdf, armed with
her kills, her daggers, and her ravens-feet. Daner, with his swordsmanship and spell-casting. Karvonen,
dill largely an unknown quantity. What other resources do | have? Theravenring, which shedidn't
know how to use. Her mother's back pay and death fee, which would be an enormous sum in the
mountains but which might not be so gartling in Ciaron. Think of things that are not so obvious.
What's the terrain? The twisting streets of Ciaron, which both Karvonen and Daner seemed to know
well. And the equally twisting maze of people and privileges and customsin the city, which Daner
navigated without even thinking. Other possibleallies. . . Commander Wezird had offered hishelp, and
s0 had Climerd. Lord tir Valaniri might aso be willing; Jonystraand the shapeshifter had disrupted his
household and threatened his family, and a common enemy made good groundsfor dliance.

Eleret began to fed less unsettled. But for the possibility of Shadow-born, the Situation was not so
bad as she had begun to fear. And asto the Shadow-born . . . Set a legend to defeat a legend. She
smiled dightly, and looked over at Karvonen, who immediately assumed an expression of exaggerated
patience.

"Thought it al out a last?" the little thief asked solicitoudly.

"Not dl of it, just the next step. We're going to see Adept Climerd.” From the look of relief on
Karvonen'sface, he'd expected her to offer an open challenge in the market at midday to any Syaski,
shapeshifters, or Shadow-born within hearing. Eleret felt her smile grow. "Come on. No sensein wasting
time"

* % %

After offering her regretsto Lady Kistran, Eleret led Karvonen down the narrow front stair to the
outer door. The guard on duty was the same one who had let her and Daner in the night before, and she
nodded a greeting as she approached. To her surprise, he stepped in front of her, blocking the door.

"Give you good day, Fredlady.” The guard's words resonated against the sonewalls. He eyed
Karvonen briefly, then shifted hisweight forward and moved his hands afraction farther apart, where he
could more easily reach hiswegponsif they should be needed.

"Good day return to you, Bresc." Eleret paused uncertainly. Was there some unfamiliar protocol for
leaving a Ciaronese nobleman’'s home? " The messenger and | haveto find Lord Daner. Will you open the
door?'

"I'm afraid | can't, Fredlady." Bresc'stone was polite, but with an undercurrent of implacability.
"Lord Daner's orders were very clear.”

"Lord Daner's orders?"

"No oneisto comein or go out until hereturns." Bresc's eyesflicked to Karvonen once more.
"And no one has." Karvonen was back in hisrole, hisface was amask of professonal politenessand
unconcern, but benegath it he was taut as anew bowstring.

Eleret shifted, and Bresc's eyes snapped back to her. She felt more than saw Karvonen relax, and
shifted again, so that the thief was very dightly behind her. "Keeping people out makes good sense, under
the circumstances,” shetold Bresc. "But keeping people in—"



"Hislordship was very specific about that, Fredlady. No one leaves without his express
permisson.”

"Which we can't get, because heisn't here." She could, of course, try to fight her way out. Bresc
was no Cilhar, and his reflexeswere unlikely to be amatch for hers; on the other hand, experience would
make up for some of the speed that age had robbed him of. With regret, Eleret set theideaaside. She
couldn't start afight in her host's home, especialy since Bresc was only doing his duty, nor could she
chalenge the guard smply because Daner had been thoughtless again.

Behind her, Karvonen cleared histhroat. "If the Fredady fedlsthe matter is of sufficient urgency,
perhapsLordtir Vdlaniri . ..

"l believe Lord tir Vdlaniri isaware of Lord Daner's commands, and agrees with them,”" Bresc said.
"If he givesyou permissonto leave, | shal, of course, obey."

"Then | will no doubt see you again soon.” Eleret bowed, turned, and, with Karvonen two steps
ahead of her, headed for the sairs.

"Doyou redly think Lord tir Valaniri isgoing to let you out of here?' Karvonen asked as soon as
they were out of the guard's hearing.

"Why shouldn't he?'

"Because you're a guest who's been threatened and he thinks you'll be safer here, or because you're
asuspicious stranger he wants to keep an eye on, take your pick. Ciaronese take both their host-duties
and their familiesvery serioudy.”

"So do Cilhar. And speaking of suspicious strangers, how did you getin?"
"Ummm—the love of your bright eyes made my heart so light thet | flew over thewall?"

Eleret snorted. "Let'sgo talk to Lord tir Valaniri. Whatever he says, hell make more sense than
you do."

* * *

"Leave?No, no, Fredlady, there'sno need for that,” Lord tir Valaniri said. "The houseis perfectly
safe now; Daner's seen to that.”

"Yes, hetold me." Eleret frowned. "But you don't win wars by Sitting in a safe-hole waiting for your
enemiesto cometo you, and there arethings | should be doing.”

"I'm surethey can wait until Daner returns,” Lord tir Valaniri said. "He shouldn't be away much
past noon." He looked at her face and added, "I appreciate your position, Fredlady. | hope you
appreciate mine. Y ou are my guest, and you have aready been attacked once under my roof. It would
be far worse if you should beinjured or killed through my carelessness.”

"l undergtand.” At least, she understood that Lord tir Valaniri was not to be persuaded, any more
than Bresc had been. It looked asif she would spend her morning sitting home whittling tent stakes,
whether she wanted to or not. Smothering her irritation, she gave aformal half-bow. "Good day to you,
then, my lord."

Outside the study, Eleret turned right, toward the taircase that led up to her room. "Not that way,"
Karvonen said. "Thisway. Unless you want to waste the morning admiring Lady tir Valaniri'stastein



furnishings”
"Y ou have an idea?"

"l have away out." Karvonen hesitated. "It'll unwrap afew family secretsfor you, though, soif you
useit you'l haveto promise not to tel anyone how you did it."

"l giveyou my word," Eleret said at once. Her duty as aguest prevented her from fighting her way
out, but it did not forbid her use of other means to escape her hosts overprotectiveness.

"Then follow me"

Two flights of sairs and three narrow halways later, curiosity about Karvonen's "way out” had
given way to amazement at how well he knew hisway around the Vdlaniri house. Only oncedid he
pause and motion for Eleret to stop and be silent. Slightly puzzled, she did so, and heard footsteps
growing fainter down abranching hall. Shelooked at Karvonen and raised her eyebrows.

The footsteps faded into nothing. "I didn't want to be seen,” Karvonen said softly. "Thisway,
Fredady."

" Seen by whom?' Eleret asked. "And why do we have to go up two floorsto get to your 'way out,’
when dl the doors are a the bottom of the stairs?'

Karvonen peered cautiously around the corner. "We're meeting some— Hsst! Jaki! Over here.
Help for thefamily.”

"What— Karvonen?' It was awoman's voice, familiar but changing tone and timbre so completely
between the two words that Eleret could not be certain who had spoken. A moment later, Jakella
rounded the corner. For amoment, the two women stared at each other in mutua astonishment; then
Jakellaspun on Karvonen, her whole body stiff with anger.

"Help for the family," Karvonen repeated in an ingstent tone, asif the phrase was a password.
"Come on, Jaki, you know the drill. Where can we talk?'

Jakellapressed her lipstogether, glanced back over her shoulder, then motioned them around the
corner and through adoor. The room beyond was smdl and clearly seldom used; the hearth was cold
and swept clean, and the air smdlled faintly of dust.

"Now you can talk,” Jakellasaid. "And you, my dear cousin Karvonen, had better have adamned
good reason for crying family to an observer on ajob, and in front of an outsider, at that.”

"It'sdl right, Jeki, she's Cilhar."
"l know that. So?"

Karvonen looked nonplussed. " She's given her word not to say anything about thisto anyone. Y ou
haven't broken cover yet."

"That'sahdp, but it ill leaves alittle matter of—"

"Excuseme," Eleret said, laying her hand on the hilt of her dagger. Shefdt alittleill a what shewas
about to do, but duty to her host and her pledged word gave her no choice. "1 won't tell anyone about
you, but | have to stop you. Guest-service. I'm sorry."

"Wait!" Karvonen stepped between Eleret and Jakella, hands carefully out to the sides, fingerswide



and empty. "Can't we tdlk firg?'

"] don't think you want meto hear any more," Eleret said. "And you can't change my obligations.
Lord tir Vdlaniri ismy host. Since | wasfoolish enough to pledge you my slence, I'll haveto stop
whatever theft you're planning mysdf.”

Jakdlamade asmall choking noise. " Theft? Karvonen, what have you been telling her?"

"I havent told her anything,” Karvonen said, sounding harassed. " Shut up aminute, Jaki.
Eleret—Fredady Sdven— what makes you think—"

"The City Guardstold methat the Aurdlicosare dl famousthieves," Eleret said. "And you admitted
asmuch yoursdf.”

"Oh, no," Karvonen said, shaking his head emphaticaly. "Acquit me of that, Fredlady. | said | was
athief, that'sal."

"And apretty poor excusefor one," Jakdlasad. "Which sill doesn't explain why you dragged me
intothis”

Karvonen rolled his eyes, then twisted around to look at her. "I gppreciate your impatience,
Coudn, but please, do methe favor of waiting until | have talked her out of killing you. | find it difficult to
manage two explanations a once."

"Maybe then well get moretruth out of you," Eleret said.

"I'm telling the truth." Karvonen looked genuindy hurt. " Jaki's my cousin, umpty-times removed,
but she's no thief and never has been. She follows the family's second profession, which ismore
respectable. She's ... an information gatherer.”
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Karvonen winced. "If you must cal it that, yes."
"Karvonen—" Jakdlastonewasfull of warning.

"Shewon' tel anyone, Jaki! She's Cilhar!" He looked hopefully at Eleret. ™Y ou do see, don't you,
that this changes matters?’

Eleret frowned, considering. The explanation fit neatly into al the bits and pieces Karvonen had | et
dip about hisfamily. Too negtly, perhaps. On the other hand, he bad never daimed that dl hisrdatives
werethieves, only that he was one. Eleret's lipstwisted. She wanted to trust Karvonen, to believe him
when he said hewastdling the truth, but to trust athief. . .

"] should also point out, Fredady, that | am in this household at thistime merely by coincidence,”
Jakellasaid in the sour, overly forma voice she usudly—usudly?—used. "I am asarvant inthe
household of Lord Domori Trantorino, and had Lady Laurinel not chosen to visit her parentswhile her
husband isaway | would never have set foot in this house. Nor ismy . . . employer one who wishes harm
to Lord or Lady Trantorino."

"Y our employer?'

Jakdlaslipsthinned. "Whoit is, | will not say, but | siwear by the Cup and the Shield and the skill
of thefamily that my activities have nothing to do with the Valaniri. If this assurance will not satisfy you, |



amsorry."
Eleret hesitated, then glanced at Karvonen.
"She meansit, Fredady,” Karvonen said. "That's an oath we take serioudy.”

With anod, Eleret lifted her hand from her knife and turned back toward Jakella. "Very well. | will
accept your assurances.”

Heaving asigh of relief, Karvonen lowered his hands. As he turned toward Jakella, Eleret thought
shesaw hislipstwist in abrief, bitter smile, but the expression was gone too quickly for her to be sure.
"Now, Jaki, about that help—"

"Explanationsfirst, Cousin," Jakellasaid, dropping her sour nursemaid'svoice. "And you'd best
hurry; | have duties, too.

"The explanation's sSmple. Fredlady Salven needsto get out of the house without being seen, and
the doors are guarded.”

"That's no explanation a al. Y ou may owe her for something, but | don't. Begging your pardon,
Fredady."

"Oh, come on, Jaki, she's Gilhar. The aid-in-distress clause—"

"—is something nobody takes serioudy, unless he'slooking for an excuse to poke his nose into—
Oh, | see" Jakellashook her head. " Sometimes | wonder about you, Karvonen. Curiosity isal very well,
but getting mixed up witha Cilhar . . . Areyou planning to take up the Fourth Professon?’

"Do look likealunatic?1 like my piecesright wherethey are, thank you, dl together and
reasonably undamaged, and | intend to keep them that way into aripe and rotten old age.

"Fourth Professon?' Eleret raised her eyebrows and |ooked from Karvonen to Jakella

"Our family has as much variety asmog," Jakdllasaid with aghost of asmile. "But there are four
occupationsthat are. . . traditiona, though the fourth is seldom deliberately chosen. Wetend to be
thieves, spies, artisans—"

"Artisans?' Eleret said, surprised.

"Forgers and counterfeiters,”" Karvonen trandated. " Some of our cousins can copy anything, from
the portrait of the first Queen of Kith Alund to that silly-looking broadsword with the gem-studded
handle that the Emperor of Rathane uses when hel's passing out titles."

"You're trying to change the subject,” Jakella said. She turned back toward Eleret. "As| was
saying, we'rethieves, spies, forgers—and heroes.”

"Heroes?"

Jakellasmiled. "That'swhat | said. Hardly anybody redlizesit, because those of uswho take up the
Fourth Profession generdly change their names. The Auredlicos are too well known asthieves, you see.”

It sounded like ajoke to Eleret. Well, if Karvonen and Jakellawanted to see how much bait shed
swallow, it made no difference to her. She shrugged. "I suppose so. If were going to leave, shouldn't we
doit soon?'



Karvonen nodded. "Y es, Jaki, about leaving . . ."

Jakellalooked at him and began to laugh. "All right! I'll never get rid of you otherwise, and then |
redly will break out of cover. Exactly what isit you want from me?"

TWENTY-TWO

Karvonen repeated his explanation of the problem, adding, "All we redly want isaway out. If you
know adoor that wouldn't be guarded. . ."

Jakellashook her head. "Lord Daner'sno fool. Y our shapeshifter got in here once disguised as
someone's servant, and he won't have forgotten that. Y ou'll have to go off the roof.”

"l was afraid you were going to say that. | bate rope work in Ciaron, especially on these old
places." Karvonen made a disgusted face and looked at Eleret. "Normally, you can just loop arope
around amerlon and go, but the Ciaronese are nearly as paranoid as you Cilhar. At least one out of
every three merlonsisbuilt to bresk away if anyonetriesthat. It's meant to make things harder for
attackers, of course, but it'sjust asbad for . . . anyone who wants to get out unnoticed.”

"Dont fuss, Karvonen," Jakellasaid. "Do you think I'm an amateur?I'll show you anice solid spot
to anchor your rope. And no, Fredlady, my employer has no interest in the defenses of Lord tir Vallaniri's
home. It's my own personal escape route. Not that 1'm likely to need one, thisjob, but—"

Eleret nodded in understanding. She'd never done any reconnaissance work herself; there'd been
less need since the Emperor forced his peace on the Syaski. But everyone still got basic training, and one
of the first things Raken best into his sudents was the need for away out. If not for you, then for the
things you've learned, the teacher'svoice rang in her head. What good is information if you can't get
it home? Secure your way of escape, no matter how unnecessary it looks, and then worry about
therest. Apparently Jakellaknew her job.

Five minuteslater, they were on the roof. Jakella provided the rope, as well as showing them where
to anchor it. To Eleret's surprise, they had their choice of three possible spots, al of which would alow
them to descend without being seen from the street in front of the house.

"lan't thisalittle odd?' Eleret asked.

"Oh, the Ciaronese aren't worried about people getting out,” Jakellasaid. "In fact, there aretimes
when it might be convenient to dip someone down the sdewall and away. It's people coming in that they
fret over."

"Then why aren't there any guards or watchmen up here?’

"If therewereawar on, or if the Vdlaniri werein orilista feud with another family, there would be
more than enough lookouts to satisfy your Cilhar caution,” Karvonen said. "When things are quiet, they
don't bother."

"| thought you werein ahurry,” Jakdlasaid. "And if you aren't, | am. | can't spend al day up here,



you know."

With an apologetic nod, Eleret took afirm grip on the rope and did over the edge of the building.
The descent was smooth and easy. When she reached the ground, she shook the rope twice to let them
know she was down. Karvonen's head appeared, checking; amoment later, he started after her.

He came down hand over hand without using hislegs, adisplay of strength and skill that impressed
Eleret in spite of hersdf. He's showing off, but at least fee's got something to show. Amused by the
thought, Eleret watched, taking pleasure in seeing something done well.

"That was easier than it should have been," Karvonen said as he dropped the last two feet to the
ground. Looking up, he gave alow whistle. The rope trembled, then began to rise as Jakellareded it in.

"Now, where did you— No, not that way!" Karvonen said as Eleret started for the main street.
"Do you want Daner's overly enthusiastic doorman to see you? Not to mention any stray Syaski and
shapeshifters and Shadow-born who might be keegping an eye on the place?"

"No, of course not."
"Then come this way."

Karvonen led her toward the rear of the house, then down anarrow dley to aseries of dark, smelly
back streets. Compared to the avenues she had traveled the day before, these were nearly deserted. An
occasiona barrow-man trundled by with hiswhedbarrow full of trash, and now and then a second-floor
window opened to spout dirty washwater or kitchen garbage, but that was al. Eleret attracted afew
curious glances, but most eyes were drawn to Karvonen's uniform, not to her. No one approached or
followed them, and within haf an hour they had crossed the last avenue and reached the Idander's
school.

Prill answered the door. When she saw Eleret, her eyeswidened. "Oh! | ... ah. .. Welcome, er,
Fredady. Sir. What can | do for you?'

"I'd liketo talk to Adept Climerd," Eleret said. "1s something wrong?'

"No, no, he'squite— That is, I'm sure helll be surprised to see you. Thisway, Fredady.”

Eleret frowned. "Has Daner been here?'

"No! That is, | don't know. | haven't seen him." Prill shifted nervoudly from onefoot to the other.

"You aren't avery good liar. He's told you about the shapeshifter, hasn't he? And you think I'm . . .
somebody ese.”" Eleret's frown deepened. "That'd be aknot in the bowstring for certain.”

"I'll vouch for you," Karvonen offered.

"l wouldn't know anything about that, F-Freelady,” Prill said alittle desperately. "If you want to see
Adept Climera—"

"Morethan ever." Asthey started down the hall, Eleret glanced sideways to make sure Karvonen
wasfollowing.

Karvonen saw the glance and stopped. " Perhaps I'd best leave now. So you won't have to make
any awvkward explanations.” Hisgrin looked alittle forced. "Arriving in the company of athief won't do
much for your credit with the Adept.”



"How can you vouch for meif you aren't here?' Eleret said, unsettled by Karvonen's unexpected
attitude. Then she remembered his aversion to wizards, and sighed. "'l suppose | should have expected
this, and you've aready done agreat deal. Though | don't see what difference one more wizard makes at
thispoint.”

"One more wizard— Oh. Right. | think—"

"Areyou two coming?" Prill saidin atone much more like her usud one.

"On our way," Karvonen said. "L et'sbe off, Fredady. Mustn't keep the young woman waiting."
Eleret fel into step beside him, shaking her head. "I thought you were leaving."

" changed my mind."

"Y ou are the most inconsistent person | have ever met."

"On the contrary. I'm probably the most consistent person you've ever met. | only look incons stent
because you don't understand me." Karvonen made alugubrious face. "Nobody understands me."

"Maybe they would if you stopped talking in riddles."

"Ah, but then I'd lose my air of mystery. An air of mystery isvery important for those of uswho
lack Lord Daner'slooks, money, and sense of fashion. It attractsthe ladies.” He gave her asidelong
look.

"Y ou know someladies?’

Karvonen blinked, then grinned. " Armies of them. Of course, none of them would ever admititin
public. .. ."

Just ahead, Prill stopped and threw open adoor. "Free-lady Saven's here, Adept Climerd,” she
announced, and motioned Eleret forward.

Warily, Eleret moved to the doorway. If Prill thought she was the shapeshifter then so must
Climera; and if the Shee Adept chose to do something about it. . . But Climerd stood, relaxed and
smiling, beside atable piled with small brass bowls, pottery jars, and oddly shaped glasstubes. Eleret
paused at the threshold. "Karvonen, come here. | want you to megt—"

There was a soft popping noise on her |eft, insde the room, followed by Daner'svoice: "Ow! Blast
that ring! Eleret.. . But this can't be Eleret!"

"Well, | am," Eleret said. "If you don't believe me, ask Karvonen. Not even a shapeshifter can
imitate two people a the sametime.”

"Karvonen?' Daner gppeared, shaking hisright hand asif something had stung him. "What are you
doing with that— that—"

"Thief," Karvonen said blandly. "At least, | believe that's the word you're looking for. Though |
suppose you might be thinking of something more specific, like'cutpurse or 'bandit. 'Pirate,’ on the other
hand, would be completely inaccurate, snce—"

"Will you stop your irrelevant babbling?' Daner said.
Karvonen looked thoughtful. "What are you offering? Babble comes cheap, | admit, but | think the



unusua circumstances rate some sort of bonus, don't you?”
"No! That is— Eleret . . ." Daner stopped, torn between irritation and uncertainty.

"Eleret and her companion had better comein and sit down,” said Climera. He glanced at Daner,
then looked away, the corners of his mouth twitching. "Prill, would you move that bench alittle closer?. .
. Yes, that will do nicely. Fredady Sdven?'

Swallowing the remnant of her own amusement, Eleret seeted hersdf on the bench. Prill gave her an
uncertain look, glanced at Climera, and with afarewel nod left the room. As she crossed in front of
Daner, Karvonen did sdeways and sat down on the other end of the bench. Daner glared at him, then
hooked astool toward himsdlf with one foot.

Climerd surveyed the group with some satisfaction and nodded. “Now, | think we had best begin
again. Greetings and good day to you, Fredady."

"Andto you dso," Eleret responded, falling automaticaly into thefamiliar forma pattern for greeting
and introductions. "1 wish to present my friend Karvonen Aurelico, who has been of service and help to
me. Hisknifeisasmy own." Then her mind caught up with her mouth, and she wondered what had
possessed her to claim Karvonen as atrusted battle companion. Not that he didn't deserveit, in away,
but she hadn't intended to make a public declaration. Still, it was dmost worth it just to see his
face—from his expression, he understood exactly what she had just committed herself to, and he hadn't
anticipated it any more than she had.

Climerd's eyebrows rose. "1 am honored by the acquaintance. And what brings you here,
Fredady?'

"Y es, and how did you—" Daner broke off at areproving glance from Climeral.

"I have some questions that need answering,” Eleret said. "1 was hoping you could help.”

"Y our questionswould appesar to be urgent ones," Climera said with another glance at Daner.
Eleret, too, looked at Daner. "1 don't like being cooped up. And nobody asked for my parole.”
"Parole?' Daner said, stung. "You talk asif you were a prisoner.”

"Waan't |?'

"| shut up the house for everyone's safety!"

"l know. And it was agood ideg, certainly, to keep people out. Maybe even to keep somein; you
know your folk better than | do. But I'm not in your command.” Eleret shrugged. ™Y ou did what you
thought you should; sodid|. That'sall."

"All right, then." Plainly, Daner wanted to continue the argument but was reluctant to do so in front
of Climerd and Karvonen. "But how did you get out?"

"Down the north wall on arope from the roof," Eleret said. "It wasn't bad.”

"Y ou could have been killed! Half the merlonswill bresk away from the roof if you put any weight
onthem."

Ressting the impulse to glance at Karvonen, Eleret said, " Somebody mentioned that awhile ago. |
was careful.”



"Which brings us back to the question of why you chose to take such, ah, unusua steps,” Climera
sad.
"Two things. Firgt, | wanted to ask you about—about Shadow-born."

" Shadow-born?' Daner snorted. "Is that why you risked your neck—to find out about nursery
stories?"

"Before | cameto Ciaron, | thought the Shee were nursery stories.”

"Whichweare not,” Climerd said. "And you areright to think the Shadow-born are asred as|.
But they are bound, and have been for centuries. What cause have you to ask of them?”

"Did Daner tell you about the card-charting?'
Climeral nodded.

"Well, according to his aunt, Jonystraleft alot out when she did mine. Thereésacard caled the
Shadow-Mage—"

"That card turned up in your chart?' Climerd said, frowning. "In what position?’

"Lower left-hand corner,” Eleret said. "And when Jonystraand Lady Kistran both said it wasthe
source of opposition . . ."

"] can see why you would be concerned.” Climera's frown deepened, and he shook hishead. "Y et
the card has other meanings, or it would not have appeared in any chart laid out in over two thousand
years”

Daner was saring at them asif they had both run mad. "Adept Climera, are you saying that
Shadow-born actudly exist? That they're not just legends?”

"Most legends have sometruth in them,” Climerd replied. "This one, unfortunately, has more than
mogt. Still, they've been bound so long that no oneis even certain where they lie. | doubt that there's any
real need to worry about them."

"All Cilhar have reason to worry about Shadow-born," Karvonen said unexpectedly. "The Cilhar
played abig part in the Wars of Binding, and the Shadow-born won't have forgotten that, even if
everyone else has."

"How do you know that?' Daner demanded.

"Family records." Karvonen gave Daner hismogt irritating smile. "1'd offer to show them to you, but
| haven't got them with me, and besides, they're Strictly confidential.”

Climerd shook hishead. "Even if you are correct about the past enmity between the Cilhar and the
Shadow-born, | don't think we should assume, on the strength of an admittedly flawed card chart,
that—"

"1'm not assuming anything," Eleret brokein. "That'swhy I'm here. | wanted to ask you if you know
away to find out for certain whether there's a Shadow-born at the bottom of things or not. Oneway or
another, I'd like to know."

"Ah." Climeral'sexpression cleared. "I think | know how to reassure you. A scrying spell—and if |
can find adeck of cards, I'll use one as the secondary enhancer. | wonder . . ."



"Nijole hasadeck,” Daner said. "'l asked her about chartslast year, when my sisters started getting
interested, and she brought them out to demonstrate a proper, full-fledged chart spell.”

"Good. I'll borrow them as soon as we're done here." Climerd looked at Eleret. 'Two questions, |
think you said. Thesecondis. .. 7"

"It'sabout Masring. Daner may have mentioned it—"

"Not specificaly. He said the shapeshifter who attacked you appeared to be trying to obtain an
item that had belonged to your mother, but he didn't go into details. | assume thering isthe source of
your difficulties?"

Eleret nodded, pleased that Daner had, for once, been as discreet as she would like. "We think so.
It seemsto have some magical properties—"

"Seemsto—hah!" Daner flexed hisfingers. "It bounces spdlls better than aMgjor Ward. My hands
aredill ginging."

"What were you trying to do?' Karvonen asked. "Pardyze her? Melt her weapons? Turn off the
magic she doesn't have? Or—"

"If you must know, | cast aspdll to see whether she was the shapeshifter,” Daner said. "'Can we get
onwith things?'

"Y ou were the one who interrupted,” Karvonen pointed out. "Twice."

"Theringadso. .. warnsme, sometimes,” Eleret said to Climerd. Briefly, she explained whét she
knew of the ring's history and summarized her own experiences with it. "I'm hoping you can tell me more,
or at least untangle what we know aready."

"l cancertainly try,” Climerd sad. "May | examineit?'

Eleret twisted the raven ring so that the stone was no longer hidden againgt her palm, then rose and
held out her hand to Climerd.

"Becareful,” Daner said. | tried to andyze it last night, and it threw the spell back a me beforel'd
evenfinished cading it.”

"Mmmm." Climeral bent over thering, his green eyes narrowed to danted dits. "Probably a
reflection spdl. Varnan wizardry, you said?"

"It could be, but | don't know for certain,” Eleret replied. "My multi-great-grandmother, Geleraise
Vinlarrian, camefrom Varna, and thering was hers.”

"1t would explain Daner'sdifficulties. If | might ook at the ring more closdy—"

As Climerd reached for her hand, Eleret pulled it back. The Shee Adept stopped at once and gave
her aninquiring look. "I'd rather not take the ring off," Eleret said.

"l believe | understand.” Climera straightened. "If it's Varnan work, therell be amark ontheinside
of the ring behind the stone. Perhaps you'd prefer to look for it yourself.”

Reluctantly, Eleret pulled off the raven ring. As she peered into the circle, sheredlized thet it was
the first time the ring had been off her finger since she had picked up her mother's kit from Commander
Wezird. Her hand felt bare without it, asif she were going wegponless. Tamm's ring—is this how Ma



felt without it? Is that why she took it with her to the Emperor's wars? Eleret blinked and shook
away the thought, then forced hersdlf to focus on thering. "I think there used to be something here, but it
might bejust ascratch. It'svery worn.”

Climerd smiled. "Varnan markings don't depend solely on physical features. If you will hold thering
alittlehigher. . . Thalana mec ticna!"

Just above Eleret's padm, an image formed inthe air, small but crysta-clear—afour-pointed silver
dtar, crossed by adim, double-edged sword with aplain hilt. Karvonen made a choking noise; Daner
started, then turned to Climera and said, "How did you do that without getting knocked hafway across
theroom, if | may ask?"

"By casting agenerd spdll, rather than one aimed specifically at thering or a Fredady Saven.”
Climera looked amost smug. "Also, | wasn't fighting the ring's magic—Varnan markings are meant to
be seen, under the right conditions.”

"S0 you provided the conditions," Eleret said. Theimage was fading, but she held her hand steady
until it had completely disappeared. Then, with an unaccountable feding of relief, she dipped theraven
ring back onto her finger. "Now we know that it's VVarnan work."

"We may know more than that, if we can find out something about the mark.” Climerd crossedto a
gmadl brasshandle st in thewall and pulled. In the distance, something chimed; afew moments later Prill
appeared in the doorway.

"Prill, | need areference scrall from the library—the one that lists the marks that Varnan wizards
used,” Climera said. "Bring it to my office; | don't think we're going to get any more done here today .
And if you see Nijole, ask her to bring her charting cardsaswell." He glanced around and smiled. "Inthe
meantime, may | offer you some refreshments?”

"Wed be honored,” Eleret said for them all.

TWENTY-THREE

The next hour was not nearly so orderly as Climerd's plans had made it sound. Prill and the scroll
arrived a the sametime as did askinny boy carrying atray of glass mugsfilled with ahot, herb-scented
drink. While Climerd scanned the scrall, Prill handed the mugs around. Before she finished, Climera
asked for two books and another scroll. These appeared dong with the librarian, who was plainly
displeased by Climerd's departure from norma procedures. Climerd wasin the middle of soothing the
annoyed librarian when atall, dark-skinned woman entered and demanded to know what foolishness
Climerd waswasting time on now, and didn't he redlize that some people had work to do? This
prompted an outburst from the librarian and an argument from Daner, during which someone managed to
upset one of the mugs over Climerd's desk. Prill snatched up the scrolls bardly in time to keep them from
being drenched, and the argument spread to nearly everyone as accusations, denid's, and reassurances
flew.

Finally, somehow, peace and order were restored. The librarian |ft; the tall woman, after another



minute's discussion, pulled asmdl slver case from her pocket and handed it to Climerd. "Don't et them
get wet," she said as she turned and | eft the room.

"I'll watch out for them, Nijole," Prill called after her. She turned and looked at Climerd. "If you're
going to do a chart, Adept—"

"Onething a atime," Climerd said. "Wewere looking for that maker's mark—ah, yes." He set the
slver case carefully to one side, then picked up the two books the librarian had brought in. Having given
thefirst to Daner, he offered the other to Eleret.

Eleret shook her head. "I'm afraid | won't be any help with that. I'm no scholar.”

"It doesn't take a scholar to skim historical summaries,” Daner said, looking up with a puzzled
frown.

"Only lotsand lots of patience,” Prill put in. "Some of them are so boring—" She caught Climerd's
eye and subsided.

"Y ou misunderstand,” Karvonen said to Daner in asmug tone. "What she meansisthat she doesn't
read Ciaronese." With afaint smile, he hed hishand out to Climeral, who nodded and handed him the
book.

"|—" Daner stopped and looked at Eleret, who nodded. Then he shifted uncomfortably and |ooked
down at hisbook. "I'm sorry, Eleret. | didn't redize.”

"It'snot important,” Eleret said. Daner was acting asif he had accused her of misinterpreting a
battle map.

"Ah!" said Climerd suddenly and with great satisfaction. Smiling, he glanced up from the scrall,
which he had appropriated for himsdf. "I believe | have it. Four-pointed star, crossed moonwise—that's
from left to right—by asword, smple, hilt down: maker's mark for Darakay Larrian, registered in the fall
of 1241 at themain League Hal in Ryshavey. Extremdy rare; known pieces are minor work but highly
Specidized.”

"That isnt much help," Eleret sad.

"Onthe contrary. It tellsusagreat ded.” Climerd turned the scroll Sdeways. "And there appears
to be alater notein the margin—" He squinted at the faded | etters, then read, " "Piecesinclude Twiss
Armband and the Serolissin pin. Seethe Dark Men Compendium for full descriptions.™

"Back tothelibrary,” Prill said, pushing away from thewal with asigh. "I'll only be afew minutes."

"No need," Climerd said. "We haven't got acopy. Imle borrowed ours because she hasa
particular interest in the subject and the Lesser Fraling school where she's stationed istoo minor to have
acopy of itsown. | sent the scrall to her last month; it'll be six months more before her students have
finished | ettering and she can send it back.”

"Sowe'rein ablind canyon," Eleret said. "And evenif you had the scroll, it wouldn't tell us anything
about my ring, just that pin and armband.”

"Wedon't requirethe scroll,” Climerd said. "l told you, | looked it over only last month. And no, |
don't remember the Larrian pieces specificaly, but the mere fact that they're discussed in the Dark Men
Compendium tdlls us something.”



"It may tell you something,” Daner said, "but my net's asempty asever.”

"l bet | can guess." Karvonen looked at Eleret, hisface stiff. "I bet the Dark Men Compendium is
all about Shadow-born."

"Goodness,” said Prill. "Is that what al thisis about? No wonder everyone'sjumpy.”
"Oh, not Shadow-born again," Daner said. "Really—"
"How did you guess?' Climerd asked Karvonen with consderable interest.

"The Wyrds cal Shadow-born 'the Dark Men," Karvonen said. "Under the circumstances, it
waant difficult.”

"And how do you know what the Wyrds call Shadow-born?' Daner demanded. "No, let me
guess—family connections again.”

Karvonen stared at Daner for amoment, a picture of wide-eyed, innocent astonishment. "I'd hate
to have to admit that youreright." He smiled. "So | won't."

"You'redmost asbad asNijole" Prill told Karvonen.

" Shadow-born," Eleret said, and swalowed. "So my ring does have some connection with them.”
"1 suppose you could put it that way," Climeral said. "Oppodition s, after al, akind of connection.”
"Oppogtion?’

"The Dark Men Compendium isnot exactly "dl about Shadow-born’; it ismore limited in scope.
To beprecise, it isacatalog of various strategies, spdls, and items that have been used effectively againgt
them at varioustimes. It includes nearly everything, from Elasen's Silver Tree and the Harp of Imach
Thyssd to—waell, to thingslike Twiss Armband.”

Eleret's heart lifted; then she shook her head. "But theraven ring isnt on thelig.”

"Varnan wizards, with very few exceptions, tended to specidize," Climerd said. "'If Darakay
Larrian made two pieces that work against Shadow-born—and work well enough to beincluded in the
Compendium—then | doubt that her third has no relevance to Shadow-born at all.”

"Yes, and | canthink of at least two reasons why it might not have been included.” Daner looked at
Climerd. "You sad the Dark Men Compendium only included things that have worked against
Shadow-born. If the ring was made but never actudly used—"

"Then it would not gppear onthelist,” Climera said, nodding. "And your second possibility?"
"That the ring was afamily secret and the author of the Compendium didn't know about it.”
"] thought you were going to say that maybethey tried it and it didn't work," Prill put in.

That isunlikely," Climera said. "An unsuccessful test would dmost certainly have destroyed the
ring, in which case we wouldn't be worrying about it now."

Daner turned to Eleret. "Y our great-great-grandmother, who brought the ring into your family—she
was Varnan, wasn't she?'



Eleret nodded. "Gderaise Vinlarrian—VinLarrian! Do you think she was related to the wizard who
madethering?'

"Why not? It makes as much sense asthe rest of thisbusness.”

"My, you're cranky today," Prill said. "'l supposeit's because you didn't get enough deep. Nijole
saysthat's the usua reason, when people get snappish.”

"Either maintain asuitable discretion; or attend to some of your work elsewhere, Prill," Climera
sad.

"That means 'Hush up or leave," Prill said with an unrepentant grin. "But | promised Nijole I'd [ook
after her cards, so—"

"Have you any objection to her presence, Fredady?' Climeral asked.

Eleret consdered. Her ingtincts still cried for secrecy, but she had to admit that there were aready
far too many peopleinvolved for her businessto stay secret long. One more would make little difference,
and she had decided earlier that the idanders were trustworthy. She shook her head.

"l don't object, Adept." Eleret looked at Prill. "But you should know that this may be dangerous.
Not just watching, but—"

"Tdking about it after?’ Prill said. "That'sdl right. | can keep my tonguetied if | haveto.”

Climerd raised an eyebrow. "Then proveit by being silent.” Heturned to Eleret. "We have learned
al we can from these." He waved at the books and scrolls. "If you are agreeable, | think it istimeto
proceed to the next stage.”

"Y ou mean the scrying spell you mentioned earlier?' Eleret hoped she did not sound as nervous as
shefet. Owning aring of unknown magical properties was one thing; having a Shee wizard cast spellsfor
her was something else again. It seemed . . . presumptuous. He offered, Eleret reminded hersdf. | asked
for information, that's all. He was the one who started talking about spells. It didn't help. For the
first time, she thought she understood Karvonen's attitude toward wizards, a least alittle. But it wasthe
only way to find out what she needed to know. . . . "What do you want me to do?"

"Stand here." Climera gestured toward the near Side of his desk. "Daner, have you ever asssted a
scrying? Well, you're about to get abit of practice. Prill, take these scrolls, please.”

"Ah, if I'mintheway, I'd be quite happy waiting in the hall," Karvonen said.

"No, you're finewhere you are. Just try not to distract any of us during the spell.” Climeral reached
down and from somewhere under the desk he brought out asmall wooden box. Opening it, he removed
four teardrop-shaped stones, each a different color. These he placed on the corners of the desk—red,
white, blue, and green.

Daner blinked, then frowned dightly. "I didn't think scrying spells were supposed to be warded.
Won't thewardsinterfere?’

"Not if they are carefully done, and focused outward,” Climerd said. "And | would never consider
working without wards when there's agood possibility that Shadow-born areinvolved." He snapped the
lid of the box closed and bent to put it away.

"You'reredly taking these Shadow-born serioudy.” Therewas ahint of uncertainty in Daner's



voice. "Evenif they arered, they can't possibly be asawful asthe stories make them.”
"Want to bet?' Karvonen said.

Climerd straightened and laid both hands on the desk, palms down. He looked a Daner, hisface
expressonless. "If you refuse to recognize athreat, you cannot begin to deal with it. Sinceit isthrough my
actionsthat you areinvolved in this matter, it ismy responsibility to seethat you recognize the threget. We
will discussthisafter | have finished the scrying for Fredady Salven.”

"If youinag, Adept," Daner said tiffly.

"l doingst, Lord Daner." There was abrief, uncomfortable silence. Then Climeral went on. "First,
however, we have the scrying spdll to perform.” Helooked at Eleret. "There will actualy be three spells:
aprotective ward, aspell for the cards, and the scrying itsdf. Since your ring isVarnanin origin, it would
be unwiseto useit asascrying focus. The protective spellsthe Varnan wizards used are powerful and
long-lagting. Thus the cards become more important. It would be. . . helpful if you laid out the chart
yoursdlf, asit will connect the spell more clearly to you and your ring."

"I'll do whatever is necessary,” Eleret replied. "But | don't know anything about card-charting.”

"1 will direct you." Climera turned to Daner. "Will you hold the wards after | set them? Usethe
technique | showed you thismorning; it will be good practice.

Daner nodded.

"Very wdl, then. We begin." Climerd closed his eyesbriefly, then lifted his hands and gestured,
amost too swiftly to be seen. "Lithkatri mec cebarat, ri becvaro lithsavar. Katri a!"

The four stones on the corners of the desk began to glow. Climera gestured again, and the glow
grew stronger, spreading out from each of the stones like ripplesin water. In an instant more, the arcs of
light met and fused. Thefour colors melted into asingle, golden radiance that expanded until it brushed
the calling and the walls, surrounding the onlookers with shimmering light.

"Thewardsareraised,” Climera said. "Lord Daner, please take over monitoring them.”
"Hashy, aren't they?' Karvonen muttered.

Silently, Eleret agreed. If thiswastypica of protective magic, she was not surprised that her father
disdained it. It made her think of the castles the Syaski used—maybe you were safeinside, but your
enemies knew right where to look for you. All they had to do waswait for you to come out. Nobody
ever won a war with a brilliant defense, her mother's voice said in her memory. Not the kind of war
we're fighting, anyway.

"Fredady Sdven?'
Eleret came back to attention at once. "Y es, Adept?"

"Please remove the cards from the case. It will be better for my purposesif you are the only one
who handlesthem.”

Eleret stepped forward and picked up the silver card-case. To her surprise, the metal was warm to
the touch. Cautioudy, she removed the lid and shook the cardsinto her hands. They felt smooth, and
they dipped againgt each other like the feathers of abird'swing folding into place.



"Givethe caseto Prill,” Climera said, and smiled at Prill's surprised expression. " Since the cards
are your excuse for being here, you may aswell be useful. Now, Fredlady, hold the cards here, over the
desk, and try not to move them until | tell you."

AsEleret stretched her hands out over the desk, Climera began speaking rapidly in the same
strange language he had used before. Thistime the spell waslonger, but Eleret kept her arms
rock-steady. The cards grew warm, and the edges pressed againgt her fingers.

"Y ou may pull your hands back now, but keep hold of the cards,” Climerd said, and with asmall
shock Eleret realized that his spell was finished. " Stand facing me. Now find the Shadow-Mage card and
placeit on the desk, to your right. Try not to look at it too closdly."

Eleret turned the cards over and began |ooking through the deck. At first the pictures seemed
blurry, and she thought it would not be difficult to follow Climerd'sinstructions. Then, suddenly, one of
the cards sprang sharply into focus. awoman with chestnut hair holding a drawn sword, her retreat
blocked by acurtain of flames. The drawing was alittle different from the one on Jonystra's cards, but
Eleret still recognized the picture from her chart. It was the Swordswoman of Flames, whom she had
taken to represent her mother.

"The Shadow-Mage," Climerd's voice prompted softly. "L et your other questions go for now. Find
the Shadow-Mage."

The drawing of the swordswoman blurred again, and Eleret went on through the deck. Another
picture legped out at her: apersonin armor riding ablack horse, face and head covered by an iron helm.
Thisonewas easer to pass by; it lost its sharpness dmost immediately. A third picture snapped into
clarity. Thistimeit showed a couple stting comfortably a awooden table in front of afireplace, and
Eleret had to fight her desireto pull it from the pack.

"The Shadow-Mage," Climerd said inastently, and once again the picture blurred. Warily, Eleret
kept on. Hafway through the deck, the Shadow-Mage sprang into focus. Mindful of Climeral's
ingtructions, shetore her eyes away from the hooded figure and the enigmatic objectsit seemed to
contemplate. Pulling the card from the deck, shelaid it faceup on the desk as Climera had instructed. As
the card touched the surface, violet light glimmered briefly around its edges. Eleret let go with more haste
than she had intended.

"Excellent,” the Shee Adept said. "Thisisthe card of your quest, which isto know whether and to
what purpose the Shadow-born threaten you and yours. Look at the card.”

Reluctantly, Eleret let her eyesreturn to the drawing. A hooded figure stood beside atable bearing
ashattered diamond, a spent candle, abroken feather, and a splintered crab shell. Behind it, the figure's
shadow loomed againgt the wall, barely distinguishable from the figure itsalf. One hand reached toward
thetable, trailing awisp of black smoke from its fingertips. There was menace in the gesture, and danger,
and adeep hunger. I'mimagining things, Eleret thought. It's only a card.

And then the picture moved. The hand stretched forward, plainly reaching for the dead candle, but
unable quite to touch it. Eleret thought she glimpsed a chain holding back the wrist benesth the deeve.
Black smoke collected around the outstretched fingers and rolled forward over the candle, which
crumbled into powder. The hooded figure chuckled and began to turn toward Eleret. Automaticaly she
reached for her knife. . ..

Abruptly, the drawing was asit had been, the face ess figure frozen in mid-reach toward four
broken, useless objects. Eleret looked up, shaken, and met Climeral's green eyes.



"Didyou see. .. 7" Eleret found she could not finish the sentence, and waved the pack of cards
toward the Shadow-Mage instead. She was careful not to look directly at the card.

Climera shook his head. "What the cards show isfor you done. That iswhy thisspell isso
effective—when wefinish, we will have two views of the chart, mine, which isan interpretation based on
the meanings of the cards, and yours, which ismore direct and persona.” He smiled dightly. "1 would
caution you to remember what you see, but | have dready had a demonstration of your abilitiesin that
aea”

"Then what does the card mean?' Eleret said.

"Thefirgt card isyour question. Often, one sees nothing init, but when one does, it indicates that
the question is of immediate importance,” Climerd said. "It ssemsyou are right to worry."

"It wasturning toward me," Eleret blurted out.
"What?' Frowning, Climerd glanced toward Daner. "Did the wards—"

"They areintact, and nothing hastried to breach them." Daner sounded edgy and uncomfortable.
Then hisvoicefirmed. "I'll tdl you at onceif anything happens. Go ahead whenever you're ready.”

"Go ahead?' Karvonen said. "Why? If you know now that there are Shadow-born involved—"

"That isnot the only thing we seek to learn,” Climerd said. "Areyou ready, Fredady? Then begin
at the beginning of the deck, and find the card that is clear to you. When you have found it, place it
directly in front of you, close to the edge of the desk.”

If Climerd fdt that it wasimportant to continue, Eleret had to cooperate. She shifted the cards and
began working her way through them once again, trying not to think about the Shadow-Mage. Thistime,
the pictureswere uniformly blurred until she was nearly a the end of the deck. Using her periphera
vision, she plucked the card from the pack and laid it on the desk.

TWENTY-FOUR

AsEleret laid the card on the desk, green light flickered around the edges. Eleret heard a soft
intake of breath off to one side: Prill, probably. She kept her eyes on Climerd's cam expression, refusing
to look at the card hersdf until he ingtructed her.

"Thisistheroot of the matter, therole that your question card may play inyour life" Climera said.
"ItisaMgor Trump: the Breaking Tower. Look at the card.”

Eleret let her eyesdrop. A tower stood at the edge of the seg, itstop half broken off and toppling
into the raging waves. Fire legped from great cracks in the remaining portion, and wind whipped bits of
debrisinto the air. Behind the tower, the dim red crescent of the moon Kadarin hung in apurple sky; on
the road bel ow, threetiny figures cowered away from the havoc.

Again, the picture moved. The tower-top completed itsfal, sending water high into the air. Stones



crashed dl around, some from the disintegrating tower, others from somewhere outside the picture. The
mountains themsel ves are crumbling, Eleret thought, and did not know where the thought had come
from. Fire, wind, stones, and waves combined in massive destruction, overwhel ming the three struggling
people on the road.

And the card was as it had been, the tower in mid-fall once more. Eleret raised her eyes.

"The Bresking Tower standsfor disaster, conflict, and destruction,” Climera said. "It isnot
surprising to find it at the root of the matter when the question involves Shadow-born. Choose again, and
lay the card in front of you, near the far edge of the desk.”

Reluctantly, Eleret looked down at the cardsin her hands once more. She found the card quickly
and laidit onthe desk in front of Climerd. Whitelight flared, and Climera said, "Thisisthe pesk of the
matter, the role that you yoursdf play. A Minor Trump: the Mason. Look at the card.”

A Sheewoman in agray smock crouched on one knee before apartly finished wall of rectangular
gray stones. She held atrowe in one hand and a V-shaped mortar holder in the other, and shewas
frowning dightly, asif she had been interrupted a her work.

Eleret tensed as the picture began to move. The Shee woman shook her head, brushed aloose
wisp of hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist, and turned back to the wall. Her frown faded as
sheworked, replaced by alook of absorption. The soft scrape of her trowel against the mortar was
oddly comforting. Before the card froze, the wal had grown by two more blocks.

"The Mason stands for patience and dedication to a constructive task, and for the power of
perseverance in the face of great odds,” Climerd said. "Not unreasonable, under the circumstances.
Choose again, and lay the card to your left, on aline halfway between the other two but off to the sde.”

Fedling alittle more comfortable, Eleret complied. Thistime the light was red-orange, and for a
moment she was afraid the card had caught fire the way Jonystra's had. The light faded, and she breathed
asghof reief.

"Thisfuelsthe matter,” Climera said with unruffled calm. "It represents the resources you have.
Three of Stones. Look at the card.”

A Wyrd stood in adense foredt, just placing the last rock on athree-stone trail marker. The picture
remained motionless much longer than the others had; then, as the Wyrd straightened, an enormous
pebble-skinned creature with large, dark eyes and long claws legped out of the trees. Fast asthought, it
swung a the Wyrd; smultaneoudy aflight of glowing arrows came out of the trees. The Wyrd dodged,
bardly in time; the arrows struck home; the monster collapsed; the Wyrd made atriumphant gesture at
the unseen archers; and the card returned to its peaceful initia picture.

"The Three of Stones stands for unexpected action, particularly unexpected activity on your part,”
Climerd said, and Eleret choked on alaugh. "Unexpected” certainly described the scene she had just
witnessed, but how it related to her and her problems was not exactly obvious. Climera gave her a
questioning look; when she did not respond, he went on. ™Y our primary resource seemsto be surprise.
Choose again, and lay the card to the right, next to your question card.”

As she started through the deck for thefifth time, Eleret redized that this card, with the previous
three, would form adiamond, with the Shadow-Mage off to itsright. We must be nearly finished, she
thought, and set the card in its place. Blue light flared, and she looked at Climeral.

"This drowns the matter; it represents the resources that oppose you. Mage of Flames, reversed.



Look at the card.”

A tal manin red stood on astaircase, pointing toward the hearth bel ow; fire shot from his hand to
the flames roaring up the chimney. Eleret recognized the card a once, even upside down. It had
appeared in Jonystra's chart, and it had been her immediate opposition. The shapeshifter, shethought,
Mobrelan. Asif in response, the picture began to move. The man in red gestured, and more flames
gprang up around him, driving back the ghost-cat that had been contempl ating the dangling ends of his
belt. The man'sface twisted, and again he gestured, and again, until the whole card was enveloped infire.
From behind the flames came alaugh, the laugh of the hooded Shadow-Mage from thefirst card. Eleret
jerked involuntarily, and the card returned to its origina condition.

"The Mage of FHlamesisaman of power and intelligence, capable of using the abilities of othersfor
hisown ends. Sincethe card isreversed, his power islikely to be misused. Choose again.”

"| thought that wasthe last card,” Eleret said, surprised.
"Onemore," Climerd said. "Choose, and lay your card in the center of the diamond.”

Eleret found the card dmost immediatdly; it was the fourth from the front. She positioned it with a
fedling of relief, and did not even sart at the warm golden glow that briefly surrounded it.

"Thisisthe crown, which opensthe road to the future,” Climerd said. "A Minor Trump: the Raven.
Look at the card.”

Before Climeral even finished spesking, Eleret's eyes dropped to the picture. A raven in flight filled
the center of the card, itswings extended behind it in readinessfor their next Stroke againgt the air. Below
stretched mountains, some bare, others covered with trees or dotted with tiny fields. Home, thought
Eleret, and hardly noticed when the raven's wings began to move and the scenery below flowed past.
The bird cawed once and best the air with itswings, then stretched and soared higher on someinvisible
current of air. The mountains and everything in them fell away below it, until dl that surrounded the raven
was clear air and a sense of release.

The card froze. "The Raven isfor freedom earned through persond effort, for release,” Climera
sad. "A hopeful sign, but not very helpful, | am afraid. Perhagps you will find the meaning clearer inthe
future”

"It andsfor that ring of Eleret's, I'll bet," Karvonen said. "Areyou finished?"

"The chartisfinished," Climerd sad. "The scrying is dtill to come.” Helooked at Eleret. "If you will
remove your ring and hold it over the central card, Fredlady—"

"| thought you weren't going to use thering," Daner objected.

"1 have no intention of focusing the spell on or throughit," Climerd said. "However, Varnan magicis
often powerful enough to influence the things around it. I hope that the proximity of the ring to the focus
of the spdl will have the effect we want." He smiled dightly. "I am depending on Fredady Salven's quick
reflexesto break thelink if something goeswrong.”

"Break thelink?" Eleret frowned. She was uneasy enough about having a Shee work spellsfor her
like acommon hedge-magician; she hadn't thought that Climera might be risking any harm. Or at leat,
she hadn't thought he would be taking any more risk than magic normdly entailed. "What do you expect
to go wrong? And what do you mean by 'bregk the link'?"

Climera's danted eyebrowslifted dightly. "1 do not expect anything to go wrong; however, caution



isnever abad idea. In the unlikely event that something untoward were to happen, removing your ring
from the area affected by the spell will be quite enough to bresk the link between it and the scrying spell.”

"I don't like the sound of this," Karvonen muttered.

"If you're uncomfortable, you don't haveto stay," Daner said in atone that was only alittle more
polite than necessary.

"1 wouldn't give you the satisfaction.” Karvonen's voice was too sharp, without its usua teasing
undercurrents. He is nervous, Eleret thought, and had to suppress arenewa of her own anxieties.

"Quiet," Climerd told them. "Daner, kindly keep your attention on the wards." He rose and pushed
his chair to one side, then took up a position opposite the point of the diamond-shaped layout of cards.
"Fredady Salven, if you are ready to begin?'

Half-done is worth none, Tamm'svoice said in Eleret'smemory. You can't use a pot without a
handle or a how without a string. Finish what you start, or you'll have a house full of bits and
pieces, and nothing in fit shape to use. And arebellious part of Eleret's own mind responded, Thisis
her job, not mine. Haven't we learned enough?

The otherswerewaiting for her. Ma would have finished thisif she could, Eleret told hersdlf
firmly. Snce she couldn't, it's up to me, and I'd best make a good job of it. Shelooked a Climeral,
then dowly removed the raven ring from her finger once more and held it over theravenin flight. Climerd
nodded and stretched his own hands out to either sde. Bringing them together with a swooping gesture,
he said softly, " Aheltri varthal-srilreth.”

A pinpoint of clear white light appeared less than afingers-breadth above Eleret'sfind card. Barely
vigblea firg, it grew brighter and brighter until Eleret could not look at it even through ditted eyes, and
had to turn her head away. Climera had not moved, nor even squinted. How can he stand it? Eleret
wondered. But nothing in his expression or actions hinted at a problem, so she kept her hand steady,
holding the raven ring two feet above the brilliant, source-lesslight.

At lagt Climera lowered his hands and stepped back. "Helpara mec,” hesaid, and thelight
vanished. Helooked at Daner, who echoed the phrase, and the golden glow of the warding spell
disappeared aswell. Eleret dipped the raven ring onto her finger and looked around. In therelative
dimness of norma morning light, Daner stretched like a hunter who had been crouched too long inablind
and Prill shifted her weight asif she had not dared to move before. Only Karvonen remained tense and
watchful, his shoulders forward and hisfeet gpart in readiness for asudden move.

Climerd blinked, then scooped the six cardsinto a pile and handed them to Eleret. " Just put themin
the case with the rest of the deck," he said when Eleret hesitated. "The order doesn't matter; Nijole will
shuffle them before she uses them again. Then you can give them to Prill to return.”

"Y ou're not going to send me away before you tell everyone what you saw, are you?' Prill said.
"That'snot far!”

"Returning Nijoles cardsis your respongbility,” Climera said. ™Y ou may fulfill it in whatever way
you seefit. Bearing in mind the possible consequences.”

"Y ou mean Nijolesgoing to yel a me" Prill said cheerfully. "But she doesthat anyway. So that's
al right.”

"Youareincorrigible," Climera said.



"What did you see?' Daner asked.

"Thedetalswould be. . . confusing,” Climera replied. "I will tel you instead what | learned. To
begin with, the Shadow-born remain bound, adl of them, everywhere. Y ou need not fear facing one of
them directly.”

"Well, that's something,” Karvonen said.

"Y our ring isindeed at the center of what has been happening,” Climera continued. "However, | am
afraid it will not prove amgor weapon. It warns the wearer when shadow magic is near, and it will
provide you with protection from certain generd spells, but a strong, direct attack will wear throughina
matter of minutes. A direct attack with shadow magic . . . well, | suspect thering could disrupt it briefly,
but no more, and it would probably be destroyed in the process.”

"] don't suppose she has any control of the process, ather,” Karvonen muttered.

Climerd smiled dightly. "It depends on what you mean by control. Since Eleret isnot amagician,
she cannot enhance the ring's abilities, though adirect effort of will could shut the spdll off temporarily.”

"Oh, now that's really useful." Karvonen snorted derisively. "Just what you want to do when the
Shadow-born are after you—shut down the only thing you've got to protect yoursdlf.”

"Doesthe ring warn about other things besides shadow magic?' Eleret asked Climerd, frowning.
"Becauseit's warned me severd times, and if the Shadow-born are al bound—"

"That isthe worst of my news. At least one of the Shadow-born hasloaned a portion of its power
to ahuman sorcerer, for what purpose | do not know. It isthat power— indirect and filtered through
another—that you have felt these past few days.”

"Mobrellan," Eleret murmured. Shewas not redlly surprised.

"Areyou sure this guy isaHuman, and not aWyrd or Neiraor Shee?' Karvonen asked. "Because
Human shape-shiftersaren't al that common, and—"

"HeisHuman," Climera said. "I doubt that he has been a shapeshifter for long. The talent probably
woke in him when he began using the power of the Shadow-born, and that is a matter of months, at

"Well, nowonder . . ." Karvonen sat back, looking smultaneoudy enlightened and disgusted about
something, but though Climera waited amoment and Daner gave him apointed look, he did not
comment further.

"If this sorcerer isdready using shadow magic, why does he want Eleret'sring?' Daner asked.

"That, | could not determine,” Climerd said. "He guards himsdf well. Perhgps he thinks it more
powerful thanitis, or fears even aminor disruption of his new abilities. Or perhaps he has some use for
it—someone he wishesto protect, for instance. Without knowing more about him, | cannot guess his

purpose.”

"Power," Eleret said, thinking of the legping fires she had seen on the Mage of Flames. "He wants
power, and more power—and the more he gets, the more he wants."

"How can you be sure of that?' Daner said. "Was it something he said last night, when hewas
pretending to be me?’



"No, it'sthe card, the Mage of Flames. It wasin the chart Jonystradid, too."

"The Mage of Hames stands for power misused, certainly,” Climeral said. "But your interpretation
goesfar beyond that." He leaned back, awaiting an explanation.

Eleret told them what she had seen in the card, finishing, "H€ll never be satisfied, no matter how
great he becomes. But how could my ring be of any help to him?

"Y ou must discover thet for yoursdf,” Climerd said. "And remember that the card, and what you
saw init, may bear other meanings."

"What did you seein the other cards?" Prill asked.

"Mostly just the pictures moving. The Bresking Tower fell into the sea, the Mason worked on her
wall, the Raven flew."

"And the Shadow-Mage?' Climera said gently.

"It touched the candle, and the candle turned to powder," Eleret said, trying to repress a shiver and
not atogether succeeding. "And then it Started to turn toward me. Therewasachan onitswrig, | think,
but | couldn't see clearly. And it laughed.”

Climerd looked startled. "Y ou heard something in the cards?!
"Wasn't | supposed to?"
"Itis. .. alittleunusud. Y ou must have been concentrating very hard.”

"Or dseyou had bad oysters at breakfast thismorning,” Karvonen put in. " Speaking of which, isn't
it timefor lunch?"

"We il have thingsto discuss" Daner said.
"Can't you talk and edt at the sametime?”

"Prill cantake you to therefectory,” Climera said, and smiled at Eleret. "L ord Daner and | will join
you in afew minutes. We have a discusson on the redlity of Shadow-born to finish."

Daner gave Climera alook of mild surprise. "Do you redly think it's still necessary—"
"It's necessary. Prill, seeto our guests. And don't forget your other errands once they're settled.”

"Nijole's cards and the scrolls from the library,” Prill said, nodding. "Do | tell Nijole what happened,
when sheasks, or do | get yelled at?'

"Refer her tome" Climerd said.

With an air of suppressed glee, Prill nodded again and ushered Eleret and Karvonen into the hall.
"Thisway, Free-lady," she said asthe door closed behind them, and then skipped three paces down the
hall to the left. Seeing Eleret's dightly startled expression, she stopped. " Sorry, Fredady, but | can't help
it. The expresson on Nijolesface ... | can hardly wait."

"l understand,” Eleret said, and smiled, thinking of the weaponsmaster in Calmarten who had
trained her with the raven's-feet. Eleret had never had an opportunity to surprise him as Prill expected to
aurprise Nijole, but she would have thoroughly enjoyed doing so. " Go ahead and skip."



Prill grinned and started down the hall once more, not quite skipping, but very light on her feet all
the same. "I'm glad someone got somejoy out of al that,"” Karvonen said asthey followed in amore
decorous fashion.

"l know you don' like wizards, but—"

"It'snot amatter of liking or didiking,” Karvonen said in apatient tone. "It's policy. | like your
Adept Climerd very well; I'd just prefer not to be mixed up in hisbusiness.”

"It'snot hisbusiness, itsmine," Eleret said. "And you don't ssem to like Daner much."

Tactful, aren't you? That's another thing entirely." Karvonen gave her asideong look. "That's not
policy, it's persona. And anyway, he doesn't like me.”

They turned acorner and crossed alarge courtyard. "Well, do me afavor and stop sniping a him,”
Eleret said. "I have the beginning of an idea of what to do next, and it would be useful if you were
cooperating with each other.”

Karvonen's eyeswent wide, and he stared at her for amoment. Then he gave her asmilethat held
not only al hisusud careless charm but aso an underlying warmth like glowing embers. "I'll do you dl the
favorsyou want."

"Urn. Good. | think." Eleret |ooked away, unseitled and unsure of exactly what had unsettled her.
Karvonen certainly has a knack for throwing people off balance, shethought. Now, if he could just
catch Mobrellan with his bow unstrung . . .

"Herewe are, Fredlady,” Prill said, pushing open a set of double doors. " Savrik, these are Adept
Climerad's guests, he and Lord Daner will bejoining themin alittle while. Will you see that they're taken
care of ? I've got errandsto run.”

TWENTY-HVE

By thetime Daner arrived, Eleret and Karvonen were seated at one of the long tables, their tin
plates hegped with snowy chunks of fish mixed with carrots and an unfamiliar gray-green vegetable. One
of the servers appeared with another plate as Daner did onto the bench opposite Eleret.

"What kept you?' Karvonen said. "And why couldn't it have kept you alittle longer?”
Daner did not look up from hisplate. "Climera wanted to show me afew things."
"And did he?'

"Morethan | wanted to see." Daner's expression was grim as he looked at Eleret. "I don't suppose
| can talk you into staying here until we catch that shapeshifter, can1?'

"No," said Eleret. "Why should 17"

"Because the school is probably as close as we can get to a safe place right now, asfar asyou're



concerned. Even if Mobrellan can get past Climerd'swards, the detection spellswill let you know he's
here. And there are enough Adepts here to take care of him, shadow magic and all. Are you sure—"

"| fight my own battles. And staying safe doesn't win wars" Assuming that staying safeis
possible, Eleret thought.

Daner sghed. "l was afraid you were going to say something likethat.”
"Then why'd you bother asking?' Karvonen said.

"Karvonen." Eleret waited until thelittle thief looked at her, then went on, "Y ou said you'd stop
that."

"Not exactly. And it'sahard habit to break."
"Thenwork at it." She looked back at Daner. 'Are you going to try to block my strokes again?’

"Block your— Oh, | understand.” He looked down and shifted uncomfortably. "I'm sorry about this
morning, Eleret. | . . . shouldn't have doneit."

"And now?"'

"l won't try to make you stay here. If | can't persuadeyou .. . ." He shrugged. "I'll just have to be
twice as careful when we're on the street.”

"It'snot just that." Eleret frowned, trying to put into words something that al Cilhar understood in
their blood and bones. "An army or a battle team can only have one commander, or it doesn't work well.
And you're not just acting asif you'rethe onein charge; you act asif youre working entirely alone. |
don't know why—"

"l do," said Karvonen.

Eleret looked at him, but his expression was serious and hisvoice did not have its usua mocking
edge. "Why, then?'

"It's because he's S0 used to being my lord Daner Vdlaniri, second heir to Lord Breann tir Valaniri
of Ciaron."

"Bah!" said Daner. "That's absurd. | don't trade on my rank."
"No," Karvonen said, il serioudy, "but you're used to

having it. When you ask about something, things get done your way, without argument. Most of the
time, you don't even have to ask. So you don't think to find out how Eleret wants them done.”

"He's probably right,” Eleret said. "And you're going to have to stop. If it comesdown toiit, it'smy
ring and my problem, not yours.”

Daner looked asif he had bitten into a sour gpple. "This seemsto be my day for lectures. Very
well, I'l try."

"Good," Eleret said. Daner looked at her in some surprise, and she amiled. "1 want your help, soit's
niceto know | can haveit."

Daner returned her smile. "You'd haveit in any case.



"Y ou don't understand,” Karvonen said. "It's not amatter of your willingnessto help, it'samatter of
her willingnessto have you. If you'd said you couldn't accept her command, sheld act without you."

Startled, Daner looked at Eleret, who nodded. "'l see," he said, and for afew minutes everyone ate
inglence.

"I'm dmogt afraid to ask this," Karvonen said to Eleret at last, "but do ail these questions mean
you've come up with aplan?’

"No," Eleret said. "I've got the beginnings of anideg, that'sall. Daner, didn't you say that now you
can tell whether or not someone is the shapeshifter?!

"Not exactly. Adept Climerd hastaught me aspell that will detect a shifter, but | can't just walk out
the door and cast it at the market crowd. It hasto be directed at a specific per-son.

"Mmm." Eleret frowned. "It will haveto do. Can you keep him from vanishing theway hedid last
nignt?'

"| think s0." Daner shook hishead ruefully. "An hour ago, I'd have said yes without question, but if
what Climerd says about shadow magicistrue, | can't be sure how long I'll be ableto hold him."

" Assuming we can catch him," Karvonen said.
"Assuming we can catch him.”

"That'swhat thisisal about,” Eleret told them. "Before | start setting traps, | want to know they're
strong enough to hold my game.”

"Traps?' Karvonen said in awary tone. "'l don't like traps.”

"Climerd said my primary resource was surprise,” Eleret said. "And what | saw in the Three of
Stoneswas an ambush.” And a very effective one. Eleret amiled dightly, remembering the glowing
arrowswinging out of the trees, and the mongter faling.

Karvonen il looked doubtful. "It'stoo easy for something to go wrong.”

"Things have been going wrong ever sincel got to Ciaron,” Eleret said. "Besides, it would be silly to
ask for Adept Climerd's advice and then ignoreit.”

"Wdl, | don't likeit."
"Y ou don' like anything that hasto do with magic,” Daner said.

"If you've got abetter ideg, I'd like to hear it," Eleret said to Karvonen. "The only other thing |
could think of isto wait for Mobrdlan to atack again. The problem is, Mobrellan seemsto like making
other people do hiswork, while he skulksin the background. We have to make sure he doesn't send
more Syaski or peoplelike Jonystrainstead of coming himself, or well never catch him.”

"Sounds to me like amouse trying to catch atomcat,” Karvonen muttered. "He'sgot alineinto a
Shadow-born, Eleret. Can't you just stay out of hisway?"

"I haven't had much luck avoiding him so far.”

"True." Karvonen sighed. "All right, then, how do you plan to get him to show up himsdlf, instead of
sending some more henchmen?'



"The sameway | make sure my snares catch rabbits and not weasdls: usethe right bait.” Eleret
raised her hand and wiggled her forefinger, making light glint on the raven ring.

"It might work, if we can put it to him theright way," Daner said thoughtfully.

"Y es, and how are you going to do that?' Karvonen said. "Send out acrier to shout your message
on the Street corners?”

Eleret smiled at him. "That's your job."

"My job? Look, I'mwilling to help, I've told you that, but I'm not awizard. I've been trying to find
thisguy since noon yesterday, and | haven't had awhisper of luck.”

Eleret let her smilegrow. ™Y ou won't haveto find him. Hell find you.”

"I have afeding I'm not going to like thisideamuch." Karvonen sighed. "It'swhat | get for getting
mixed up with Cilhar wizards."

"Eleret'snot awizard," Daner objected.

"Her umpty-great-grandmother was, wasn't she? That's good enough for me. Or bad enough. Wdll,
what isit you want meto do?'

"Y our family sdlsinformation, right?" Eleret said. " Offer to sall somebody information about where
I'm going to be tomorrow afternoon. One way or another, that should draw him."

Daner choked on aspoonful of stew. "Eleret, are you crazy?' he demanded as soon as he could
spesk again. "l thought you were planning to use the ring as bait, not yoursalf!"

"It'sthe samething,” Eleret said. "I'm not taking thisring off again, no matter what."
"l knew | wasn't going to likethis," Karvonen muttered.

"Eleret, you—" Daner stopped and closed hiseyes asif he werein pain. After amoment, he
opened them and looked at her. Eleret returned his gaze steadily, and at last he sghed. "I'm not going to
be ableto talk you out of this,am |7

"No. Y ou can refuse to cooperate, though.”
"And you'l do something even crazier."
"She cant helpit," Karvonen put in sourly. "She'sa Cilhar."

Daner gave Karvonen adark look, and turned back to Eleret. "All right. Well do it your way. But
how do you know this thief won't sell Mobrellan the truth and wreck your trap?”

"Hewon't." Eleret could not explain why she was certain, any more than she could explain why she
had claimed Karvonen as her knife-friend in front of Climerd, but she was as sure of thelittle thief as she
was of Daner. More sure, whispered an unfamiliar corner of her mind. You won't ever catch Karvonen
blocking your throwing lines. . . .

" may beathief,” Karvonen said to Daner, "but | would never sdl up afriend.” He paused, then
ghrugged. "In this case, theré'sno point to it. I'll get just as much money for what you want meto say,
and aslong asit'strue asfar asit goes, the family reputation won't suffer.”



"Thenyoull doit?' Eleret said.

"Under protest and against my better judgment,” Karvonen said. "Where do you want meto tell
him youll be?'

"That could betricky," Daner said, frowning. "1 doubt that he'd be foolish enough to come here; the
Idand of the Moon has too much of areputation for magic. And after what happened last night, he
knowswell be ready for him if he comes back to the house.”

"He won't expect anyoneto be particularly ready for him at the Broken Harp Inn," Eleret said.
"And | can't think of any reason he'd be reluctant to go there."

Daner nodded dowly. "It'sagood idea. From what | remember, none of the roomsistoo large for
meto cover with ablocking spell.”

"And thereé'sroom to maneuver, if weneed to.”

"I'll send Bresc over earlier with acouple of men," Daner went on, setting down his spoon to drum
hisfingers absently on the tabletop. "They can hide somewhere until Mobrellan shows up; that way, we
won't have to worry about whether he's bringing some more of his hangers-on with him." He straightened
suddenly and looked across a Eleret. "If it'sdl right with you, that is."

"I have no objection to making sure he's outnumbered,” Eleret said. "Itl be anice change.”

"I'm glad to see you've got some sense,” Karvonen said. "But | can hardly put out word that youre
going to be waiting at the Broken Harp with agaggle of guards, hoping your shapeshifter will show up. |
need agood story.”

"A gtory?' Daner raised his eyebrows.

"Some kind of reason why, after all that's happened, you've decided to spend the afternoon at the
inninstead of under heavy guard or running for your lifelike asensible person,” Karvonen said. "What
esewould you cal it?'

They spent the rest of the meal consdering and discarding possibletales. At last they settled on one
that everyone agreed was plausible: Jonystra had regained consciousness long enough to convey apiece
or two of interesting information, and Eleret and Daner were returning to the inn to go through her
belongingsin hopes of finding out more.

"It'snot abad idea, you know," Daner said asthe serversremoved their empty plates. "Werefairly
close. Why don't we head over there now, and—"

"No," Eleret said firmly. "You and | can't go anywhere near that inn until tomorrow afternoon.
Mobrellan might have someone watching it, or us, and we don't want to scare off the game."

"I'll take alook, if you like" Karvonen offered. "It is rather more my line of work, after al.”

Eleret nodded. " Send usword if you find anything interesting, but don't come yoursdlf. Y ou
shouldn't be seen with us until after Mobrelan's got histeeth into the bait.”

"If that's how you want to work it,"” Karvonen said. "'l won't missthekill, though. Oneway or
another, I'll meet you at the inn tomorrow. Where will you bein the meantime?”’

"The headquarters of the Imperid Guards," Eleret said. "Mobrellan won't try anything there, not



with haf an army waiching.”

"Areyou sure? He's awizard and a shapeshifter, and whatever else heis, he'snot Cilhar. Hewon't
have your respect for uniforms and swords.”

Daner'schinrose. "Nobody would risk an attack on the headquarters of the Imperiad Guard of
Ciaron."

"Y our shapeshifter doesn't seemto go in for fronta assaults," Karvonen said. "He's more likely to
try asneak attack."

Eleret shook her head. "Not with so many people around. Too many things could go wrong. He's
tricky; he'snot stupid.”

"If you say s0," Karvonen said with ashrug. "But wouldnt it be safer to go back to the Vallaniri
keep and wait?'

"Probably, but Daner and | were supposed to talk to Commander Wezird this morning—"

Daner's expression turned apprehensive. "Ah ... | hateto tell you this, but | sent a messenger to tell
Wezira we wouldn't be coming. Since | needed to be hereand |, er, didn't expect anyone elseto be
goingout. . ."

"Somehow that doesn't surprise me. | still want to talk to him, though. Will the spells you put on
your home hold awhile longer, or do you need to go straight back?!

" think they'll hold, but I'd fed safer if | made afew adjustments. Climera showed meamore
effective method of blocking, and if there are Shadow-born involved inthis, I'd like my blocks as
effectiveas| can make them.”

"So you're taking Shadow-born serioudy now," Karvonen said in atone that was half question, half
comment.

"Adept Climerd was very convincing.”

"Good," Eleret said. She thought for amoment. "Mobrellan probably doesn't redize that I've left the
house, so it will be best if | visit Commander Wezira before | go back. Why don't you go strengthen the
spells and then meet me at the Guard headquarters?

Daner frowned. "I don't like the idea of you running around Ciaron unprotected. | know you'rea
competent fighter, but anyone can be taken down by superior numbers. If Mobrellan sends out another
batch of Syaski . . ."

"If the news Karvonen brought this morning is correct, he can't do that," Eleret said, and explained
briefly. "Syaski don't like being ordered around by outsiders, any more than Cilhar do,” shefinished. "I
don't think they'll listen to Mobrellan any longer, and they won't be quite as dangerous without him to
direct them."

"They'll 4ill belooking for you, though," Daner said, his expresson unchanged.

Eleret shrugged. "Syaski are aways on the lookout for Cilhar. Were used to it. Stop fussing and
take care of your business. The sooner you're done, the sooner you can meet me."

* % %



Daner did not, of course, stop fussing at once. He argued all the way to the side door, and when he
could not change Eleret's mind, he offered to escort her to the Guard headquarters himsdlf. Eleret pointed
out that she had arrived at the school without him and without incident, and added a sharp remark about
his duty to hisfamily, and in the end, Daner agreed to do things her way.

"Hell probably run al theway home," Karvonen said as the door closed behind them. He sounded
amos wigful. "l wish | could watch."

"Daner's not that foolish,” Eleret said asthey turned toward the narrow, nearly empty backstreets.
"Fodlish?'
"Running would aitract alot of attention.”

"1 don't think helll worry much about that. He's got other things on hismind." Karvonen gave Eleret
another enigmatic, sdelong look. "Want to bet he getsto Wezird's before we do?”

Eleret laughed. "Not when you're my guide. The way you pick a path, you could take me twice
round the mountain and I'd never be wiser."

"Would | do that?' Karvonen gave her alook of totally spurious wide-eyed innocence.
"Probably. So | won't tempt you."

"Asyou wish. Thisway, Fredady." Gesturing extravagantly, Karvonen steered Eleret toward a
dark and unpleasantly smelly wakway between two buildings.

I'm going to have a time cleaning my boots tonight, Eleret thought, picking her way over and
around the larger pieces of garbage. But at least the dleyswere dl but deserted; if trouble headed for
them, she had agood chanceto see it coming.

The route Karvonen chose was even more circuitous than the one that had brought them to the
school. It led past a haf-broken courtyard wall, through a warped wooden gate to adim storage area
filled with broken barrels and out again by an unlocked door on the far Sde, dong adightly wider Street
to another narrow walk, and on to amaze of passageways that reminded Eleret of the Charileduk
Caverns, only damper.

Gradudly, the alleys widened and became lighter and lessfilthy. Finaly, Karvonen paused beside a
smooth wall of the ubiquitous gray stone. "Thisisthe headquarters of the Imperid Guard,” he said,
patting thewall gently. "There's an entrance just around that corner. Y ou'll pardon meif | don't
accompany you farther, but | suspect that your solemn Commander has thought up alot more questions
for me since yesterday, and 1'd rather not have to answer any of them. Particularly since | don't have
Lord Daner's nobility to hide behind at the moment.”

" undergand.”

Karvonen started to turn away, then paused. "Eleret. May your knife do itswork swiftly, and your
raven'sfegt fly trug," he said in Cilhar. "And may we meet again in honor when this clash of amsis
ended.”

Thewords of the traditiona Cilhar farewell before battle sent cold lightning down Eleret's spine.
May we meet again . . . Generations of comrades, companions, knife-friends, and sword-mates had
voiced that hope, knowing that the coming hours would be full of danger and degth. For many—too
many—the only meeting had come in the smoke of funeral pyres. For amoment, she could not move, but



as Karvonen began to walk away, she pulled herself together. "Wait," she croaked.
Karvonen stopped short. Slowly, he turned back, his expression both wary and questioning.

"Y ou know agreat ded about Cilhar customs,” Eleret said, trying to think how to phrase her
request.

"Studying interesting placesisanice, safeway of filling up my sparetime.”
"Do you know how to plait a battle-braid?

"Yes, |—" Karvonen's eyeswidened, and for amoment a confusion of emotions swept across his
face, too many and too complex for Eleret to be certain of anything but the astonishment. Then hetook a
bregth, and wasin control once more. "Are you asking meto do one for you?"

"Yes" Eleret said firmly. They were heading into battle, no matter that they were the only oneswho
knew it. She wanted the comfort of knowing that she had done things right, that if Commander Wezird
had to send her braid home along with her mother's, her family would see that she had died fighting. And
Karvonen knows how, and as comrade and knife-friend he has the most right of anyone here.
Then, asarductant and uncomfortable afterthought, Even if he is a thief. She shoved both thought and
discomfort away, and looked at Karvonen expectantly.

"All right," Karvonen said. "All right, if you want it. Turn around and stoop allittle so | can see what
I'm doing."

It took |ess effort than Eleret expected to turn her back to him and crouch in an awvkward,
hard-to-defend position. Hisfingersfelt gently at her hair, loosening the old braid and separating the
strands, then rebraiding them. She had not realized how intimate atask the battle-braid could be; no
wonder it was normally done only by family or the closest of friends. Her head was oddly light, asif the
touch of hisfingers and the familiar-but-strange pull and twist of the braiding had removed aweight,
ingtead of merely reshaping her hair.

"There," hesaid. "I'm afraid | haven't any red cord to tieit with, so | reused the brown.”

"The pattern is more important than the cord color,” Eleret said, straightening. She fdlt the braid
hugging the back of her head, and nodded in gpprova. "Thank you. | wish | could return the favor.”

"Actudly, I'd rather— Hold on aminute, there's a bit coming loose on thisside." Karvonen
frowned. "Bend over so | cantuck itin.”

Obligingly, Eleret leaned forward. Karvonen reached up and brushed hisfingers dong the top of
her hair, then set his hand against the back of her head and, without warning, kissed her.

Totd surprise kept Eleret motionlessfor along and rather pleasurable moment. Then her training
surfaced belatedly, and she pulled back. Karvonen released her at once, and grinned crookedly at her
expresson.

"What did you expect?' hesad. "I'm athief, after al. Good hunting, Eleret.” Before she could
collect her wits, he had turned and vanished down one of the dleys.



TWENTY-SIX

Eleret stared after Karvonen, her thoughts skipping wildly from one spot to another like
water-spiders on astill pond. That's why he and Daner don't. . . That's what Daner meant when . . .
Oh, Mother of Mountains, surely not both of them. Why didn't | see it sooner? Shefdt likeafool.
But how could she have guessed that anyone on active duty would try to start a courtship? Of course,
Daner and Karvonen might not consider helping her as"active duty"; till, they should have seen that she
was on watch even if she wasn't under orders. Blizzards take these Ciaronese, they don't do anything
like normal people. And now what do | do?

The answer to the last question wasimmediately obvious, if not entirely relevant to her current
puzzlement. Firmly, Eleret pushed the last few moments out of her mind and started down the dley.
Daner and Karvonen might have other ideas, but she was a Cilhar preparing to confront an enemy. She
would take time to consider things later, after the shapeshifter had been dedlt with.

But the interesting problem with which Karvonen had presented her kept creeping back into her
thoughts as she explained her business to the doorkeeper at the central building and followed a dour
guard to Commander Wezird's offices. The outer office was unoccupied today, and Eleret's escort
crossed directly to the other door. "Wait here,” he said, and vanished inside.

Eleret sat down on along bench with her back against thewall. Try as she might to think of other
things, Karvonen—and his kiss—intruded on her reflections. And Daner. She should be far more upset
about Daner than about Karvonen; after al, Karvonen had never quite crossed the Cilhar boundariesfor
acceptable behavior . . . until that kiss. Now that she had the opportunity to recal things and examine
them in an orderly fashion, she could see that Daner had been interested in courtship from the very firs.
He just doesn't know anything about Cilhar. But Karvonen does. Karvonen . . .

He'sa thief. He's a cowar d—he says so himself. He's probably a liar. He can play-act a
messenger or disappear into a crowd. | shouldn't trust him. Eleret Sghed. But | do.

Unasked, held offered his help and information to astranger. Eleret smiled. Offered? He
practically forced it on me. Morethan once, held taken risks to help her. Sheld named him knife-friend
in public and asked him to plait her battle-braid. What more do | want from him? What does he want
fromme? If that kiss was just another of histricks. . . But shedid not redly believethat. Or do |
only want not to believe it?

The outer door swung open. Eleret straightened quickly, then relaxed as adark-haired guard
ushered Daner into theroom. "If you'll wait here, Lord Daner, I'll tell the Commander you're here," the
guard said, tarting toward the other door.

"Eleret!” Daner said in tones of relief. "Y ou did get here safely. And awhile ago, | see; you've done
something different with your hair. It'scharming.”

"l haven't been herelong,” Eleret replied, thinking, A battle-braid, charming Shefet both irritated
by Daner'sinterruption of her train of thought and glad of the distraction at the sametime. ™Y ou must
have hurried.”

/"l certainly did,” Daner said. Eleret thought of Karvonen's comments and dmost smiled. "There
was no Sign of the shapeshifter at home," Daner continued, "so | reinforced the wards and | eft without
even talking to anyone. My father isgoing to be annoyed if he finds out.”



Before Eleret could respond, the inner door swung open and the two guards reappeared. Eleret's
escort looked, if possible, more dour than before,’ Daner's wore asmug expression. "My lord Daner,
Freclady, the Commander will see you now," he said, and waved them into the office.

"Lord Daner, Fredlady Salven, welcome," said Wezird as the door closed behind them. "I'm sorry
you couldn't be with usthis morning. Problems all settled?' He gave Daner a sharp look as he spoke.

"Not settled, but under control for the moment, | think," Daner replied. "I gpologize for the
inconvenience.”

"So your man said." Wezira leaned back in hischair. "Find a seat, the pair of you, before | break
my neck trying to talk to the crow's nest. Just dump something on the floor. It won't hurt the floor, and |
can't remember what most of the papers are anyway."

"| trust our absence thismorning did not cause any greset difficulties,” Daner said.

Wezira snorted. "Maggen caused the difficulties. It'saswell you weren't here, my lord; I'd have felt
guilty about wasting your time."

"Maggen didn't tell you anything, then?" Eleret said.

"Oh, hetold usplenty. The problemis; it'sdl lies, and | know it. But he won't admit he's been
weaving thewind, so hesitsinacdl and | St here, and neither of us gets any further.” Weziral shook his
head. "I don't understand the man at dl.”

"What did hetell you?' Daner asked.

"A lot of nonsense" Wezird said. "The short versonisthat hisnoble cousin Lord Ovrundli put him
up to pulling these tricks—all of 'em, from trying to buy Fredady Salven'skit to abusing his authority to
have her arrested and brought in.”

Daner frowned. "If Lord Ovrundli isbehind Maggen'sinterest in Eleret—"

"That'sjustit,” Wezird interrupted. "Heisn't. Not only does he deny it, it's flat-out impossible.
Ovrundli wasin council dl day yesterday. He couldn't possibly have visted Maggen's office a the times
Maggen clamshewasthere."

Eleret and Daner exchanged looks. "Lord Ovrundlli talked to Maggen in person?” Eleret said.

"That'swhat Maggen clams. He won't back down, either. The poor fool thinks Ovrundli isgoing to
use hisinfluenceto have him released.” Wezird scowled. "'If he were under my command, instead of
merely in my employ, I'd have him court-martialed. After dl 1've done to keep the Guard out of palitics
.. Asitis dl | can doiskeep him locked up for afew days and then fire him."

"1 think perhaps we can explain Maggen's misplaced confidence," Daner said with another glance at
Eleret. "There's a shgpeshifter in Ciaron who seemsto be impersonating people by the boatload.”

"A shapeshifter?' Wezird said kepticaly.

Both Daner and Eleret nodded. "Hetried being melast night,” Daner said. "Fortunately, Eleret saw
through him before he did any damage.”

"l see” Wezird frowned. "Y ou're certain it wasn't merely some actor'strick, my lord? They can do
some remarkable things with alittle gum and horsehair.”



"Thereisno question of trickery," Daner said firmly. "El—Fredady Salven talked with him for
severd minutes, and | was face-to-face with him mysdlf a the end. He's a shapeshifter.”

"Even s0, do you serioudy think held try to impersonate one of the Imperid Councilors?”

Eleret saw what was disturbing Weziral, and said, "I doubt that he's learned any state secrets or
given the Emperor bad advice. He relies on his gppearance, and doesn't bother trying to move or act like
the person he'simitating. That's what made me suspicious of him last night, and I've only known Daner
for aday. He couldn't fool anyone who knows Lord Ovrundlli well."

"Then how could he havefooled Birok Maggen?"

"Maggen doesn't necessarily know Lord Ovrundli well just because they're related,” Daner said.
"They may not even have met. Maggen's father or brother may have been the one who requested Lord
Ovrundli's patronage, and as long as he wasn't asked to provide an important post for Maggen, Ovrundlli
might not have bothered to make his acquaintance.”

"That would explain alot,” Wezira said sourly. "I suppose we'd better have another chat with him.
If you'll comewith me, my lord, Fredady . . ."

Wezird led them out of the office and through the maze of hallwaysto the courtyard. Their progress
was interrupted repeatedly by various guards and officers who politely inssted on speaking with the
Commander about one thing or another. Wezird dedt with most of the reports quickly; still, it was nearly
half an hour before they reached the guardhouse where Maggen was being held.

"I'm sorry about this, my lord, but it's something of acustom here)" Weziral said, turning back from
yet another messenger. "Aslong asI'm in my office, they don't worry mewith thelittle things, but outside
I'm afair catch no matter who I'm with."

"Dont let it concern you," Daner said, grinning. "My father has the same problem.”

"And if thishgppensadl the time, you can be sure the shapeshifter wouldn't get far imitating you,”
Eleret said.

Wezird threw her astartled look and led them into the guardhouse. Inside, a heavyset officer took
down their names before handing them over to another guard for escort to the cells.

The four cells had been built in acorner of the guardhouse, two against each wall. The open areain
front of them was small and bare; apparently the questioning of prisoners -was done e sewhere. A heavy
oak shutter covered the top half of each door. Surprised, Eleret studied the shutters more closely, then
nodded in understanding and gpprova. A small window would dlow asingle guard to passfood to
prisoners with no chance of being overpowered. She would have to remember to mention the ideato
Raken when she returned home. All of the shutters were closed, so it wasimpossible to tell how many of
the cellswere occupied.

The guard paused in front of the second door. " Just the shutter, Sir?" he asked Wezird.

"No, open the door. It will be crowded enough with three of usto ask questions, without having to
peer through the grilleaswdl.”

"Yes gr."

Asthey entered the cell, Maggen rose from a straw pallet in one corner. A chamber pot sat next to
the door; otherwise the room was bare. Maggen scowled at Wezird. Then he saw Daner, and his



expression brightened. "Welcome, my lord! | knew Cousin Ovruneili would send someone, evenif he
couldn't come himsdlf. | knew—" He broke off as Eleret moved into view. "Whét is she doing here?"

"That ismy affair," Daner said. Maggen snickered, and Daner gave him aquelling look. ™Y ou had
best concern yoursdlf with asssting mein clearing up the lamentable confusion you have created through
your carelessness. Lord Ovrunelli is not pleased.”

"l did what hetold me to," Maggen said sullenly.

"That," Daner said loftily, "remainsto be seen.” He turned to Commander Wezird. "Have you
anything to add to your previous comments?”'

"No, my lord.” Wezird's voice was grave, but hislips twitched as he spoke. Fortunately, Daner
was between Maggen and the Commander, and by the time Daner moved, Wezira had hisface back
under control.

"And you?' Daner asked Eleret. His back wasto Maggen, and he raised his eyebrowsinquiringly,
his expresson alittle doubtful.

Eleret thought she understood. "1've nothing to add. Y ou may proceed, my lord."

Relief flashed across Daner's face, then he smiled warmly at Eleret. "Very well," hesaid in the same
imperious manner, and grinned before schooling his expression to match histone of voice. Turning back
to Maggen, Daner studied him asif he were an improperly fletched arrow that Daner was deciding
whether to salvage. Y ou had best begin at the beginning,” he said at last.

"Aren't you going to get me out of here?' Maggen said.

"Induetime,” Daner replied, so coldly that Maggen

flinched. "Provided | am satisfied that you fulfilled your ingtructions. Proceed.”
"My cousin, Lord Ovrundli, cameto see me—"

"Without informing you firg?'

"No, there was a note—"

"| believef told you to begin at the beginning,” Daner said in atone that was, if possible, even
colder than before.

"Sorry, my lord. | didn't think it was important.”
"Youdidn't think at dl,” Daner said. "Describe the arrival of the note, and what it said."”

"A messenger brought it to my office," Maggen said. "It said that my cousin, Lord Ovrundli, wished
to spesk with me on ameatter of great importance. | wasto meet him at an inn; | forget the name.”

"And you didn't think it strange for Lord Ovrunelli to cometo you in such aplace?' Commander
Wezira asked.

Maggen shrugged. "Everybody needsto relax abit now and then. And we're cousins. Why
shouldn't he?"

"Y ou are third cousins, once removed,” Daner said. "And you had not met Imperial Advocate Lord



Ovrundli before. Never mind. Go on."

"What was | supposed to do, quiz the messenger? Hewasjust ahireling. Cousin Ovrunelli hadn't
told him anything."

"Lord Ovrundli," Daner corrected with dangerous gentleness. "And it is obviousthat you did, in
fact, 'quiz the messenger,’ or you would not have known hewas a hireling.”

" just wanted to make sure my cou—L ord Ovrunelli was being well served, that'sall.”
"Commendable, I'm sure. Continue.”

Under Daner's persistent prodding, Maggen's story dowly emerged. He had met "L ord Ovrundli*
at theinn. Ovrundli had been done, without guards. No, Maggen had not thought that strange. Ovrundlli
had asked Maggen to obtain the contents of akit bag that had accidentally fallen into the hands of
Commander Wezirdl. The bag contained an object vita to the security of the Ciaron Empire. Maggen
would be well rewarded for returning it to his cousin; the exact nature of the reward had not been
Specified.

Maggen had attempted to break into Commander Wezird's office without success. At a second
mesting with "Lord Ovrundli,” he had been forced to confess hisfailure. Ovrundli had been furious.
Maggen had tried again, with no better results. Thistime, Ovrunelli had been less angry, and had told
Maggen to wait for the person who would be picking up the kit bag. Once the kit was away from the
security of Imperid Guard headquarters, it would be much easier to retrieve,

The day before Eleret's appearance a the Commander's office, a note had arrived giving her name
and warning Maggen to watch for her. He had found various excusesto loiter near Wezird's office for
the rest of the afternoon and most of the following morning, but when Eleret showed up at last he had
been unable to persuade her to give up thekit.

Frustrated, Maggen had returned to his own office, dreading his"cousin's’ rage. To hissurprise,
another note had arrived less than an hour later, ingtructing him to use his position in the City Liaison's
office to have Eleret—and her kit—brought to him when shetried to leave Ciaron. This he had done, and
though the attempt had been even more spectacularly unsuccessful than histry at burglary, hefully
expected Lord Ovrundli to reward him for following ingtructions.

"These notes,” Commander Weziral said when Maggen finished. "Did you keep them?"

"Ah—" Maggen looked at Daner uncertainly. Daner nodded, and Maggen said, "They'rein my
storage chest a home."

"Good," Wezird sad. "If that isdl, my lord Daner, perhaps we should be going."
"Areyou satisfied aswell, Fredady?' Daner said.
"Y ou've covered everything pretty thoroughly. | don't have any more questions.”

"Then we are at your disposal, Commander.” Daner bowed and stepped aside to let Wezird leave
the cdll before him.

"Wait! What about me?' Maggen said. "Y ou said you'd get me out of here."

"| said that might happen in duetime, provided | was satisfied that you had followed ingtructions,”
Daner said. "Y ou weretold to destroy Lord Ovrunélli's notes, were you not?"



Maggen blanched. "I— But—! didnt—"

"Yes. Youdidn't." Daner frowned. "I shal do my best to explain mattersto Lord Ovrunelli, but
under the circumstances | can do nothing for you now. Commander, Free-lady, if you will join me?

They left Maggen sputtering in the cell and started back toward the main building. As soon asthey
were out of hearing, Wezird laughed. "Nestly done, my lord. I must confess, | wouldn't have thought of
trimming sail to fit hismistake, but you changed course as smoothly asyou please. Y ou got twice as
much out of him aswe did thismorning."

"Thank you, Commander,” Daner said. "It seemed the best thing to do at thetime, but | wasn't sure
you'd gpprove.”

"1 might not have, if it hadn't worked so well. Successishard to argue with."

Thewak back was as dow and full of interruptions asthe wak over had been. Eventudly, they
reached Wezird's office. As the Commander reached for the door, another aide came hurrying up.

"Two seconds more and I'd have been safe,” Wezird said resignedly. "Ah, well. What isit,
Vardon?'

"Theré'samessenger herelooking for Fredady Sdven,” theade said. "He just arrived. | thought all
of you were dill over in Building Four, so | put him in that empty room just down the hal.”

Eleret frowned. It couldn't be Karvonen; they'd agreed he would avoid Eleret and Daner until they
sprang their trap. Of course, he might have found something important in Jonystrasrooms. . . . Or
perhaps it was someone from Climeral's school ? She shook her head. "Daner, can you work that spell
from here? The oneto see if whoever isin thereisthe shapeshifter?’

"] can cagt it here, but it won't tell me anything unless| can see the person I'm trying to test,” Daner
sad. "It haveto wait until werein the room with him."

"What about the spell to keep him from vanishing?'
"That onetakesalot of energy, Eleret. I'd rather not cast it until | need it.”
"And I'd rather not let Mobrdlan dip my snare again. Do it."

Commander Wezird |ooked from Eleret to Daner with adightly startled expression. Daner smiled
and shrugged. "Asyou wish, Fredady.”

As Daner began muittering the spell, Wezira turned to hisaide. "Go get the Inner Watch. They'reto
accompany Fredady Salven and Lord Daner, and arrest whoever isinsde that room if Lord Daner gives
theword.”

"Yes, ar."

"Wait," Eleret said. "Commander, I'd welcome the help, but it might be better if your men didn't
comeinwithus"

"Why? From what you've said, this fellow is dangerous enough to warrant it.”

"Y es—if it'sthe shapeshifter in there. | may be shooting my arrows at a patch of mist. But if itis
Mobrellan, we don't know who helll 1ook like. Would your men arrest Imperial Advocate Lord Ovrundli
on Daner's say-s0?"



"Sir, I'd have recognized Lord Ovrundli,” theaide put in. "It isn't him."

"Thenif Fredlady Sdven opensthe door and finds Ovrundli waiting for her, well know it'sthe
shapeshifter, won't we?' Commander Wezird said. "Still, | seewhat you mean, Fredady. I'll make sure
the guards have clear indructions.” He nodded at the aide, who left at abrisk walk.

"Dong" Daner said.

Eleret turned. Daner's eyes|ooked tired and his face was drained. Before she could voice her
concern, Daner went on. "The only way anyone can get out of this building for the next hour isto walk,
run, or be thrown out awindow. | hope you're not in a hurry to see who'swaiting for us, Fredady. I'm
going to need alittle rest before | can cast another spell.”

"1t will take afew minutesfor the Commander's guardsto get here." Eleret hesitated. "Will that be
enough?Isthe next spell as. . . demanding asthisone?’

"A few minuteswill be plenty of time," Daner said reassuringly. "And the test for shapeshifting ability
isardatively easy spell. It doesn't have to hold anyone, you see, or last any length of time.”

"Good," Eleret said with aconfidence she did not fed. But by the time Wezird's aide returned with
two quiet, efficient-looking guards, Daner's face no longer looked tired and drawn.

"Go ahead, Fredady,” Commander Wezird said. "WEell be hereif you need us.”

"Thank you, Commander,” Eleret replied. As she opened the door the aide had indicated, she said
to Daner, "Y ou know, I'm going to fed alittle slly if it'sonly Karvonen after dl.”

"Why?' said Karvonen's voice from insde the room.

Daner let out an explosive breath. "Karvonen, you idiot! Why didn't you leave your name with
Wezird's guard?

"Because he'sathief," Eleret answered. Stepping into the room, she looked to her right and saw
Karvonen lounging on a bench. Benches lined the wall opposite her aswell, below three narrow
windows. At the far end of the room from Karvonen stood a stack of boards and severd trestles. Asthe
door closed behind Daner, Eleret returned her gaze to the thief and said, Thered questionis, what are
you doing here? We had an agreement, if you remember."”

"Ah, yes, the agreement.” Karvonen pushed himsdif to hisfeet. "What you'reredlly &fter isthe
password, of course.”

"Passw—" Daner broke off abruptly, even before Eleret's warning nudge touched hisside. "Yes,
you'd better give us the password before you forget it."

Karvonen smiled. In careful, clearly memorized Cilhar, he said, "Karvonen saysto tell you I'm the

shapeshifter.”

TWENTY-SEVEN



Eleret'sblood sang in her ears, and for an instant she was blinded by rage. How dared he steal
Karvonen's shape? And what has he done with Karvonen? Ingtinctively she reached for the
raven's-feet a her shoulders, and the movement brought her back to hersalf. Hands poised, she
stopped. He doesn't realize yet that | know he's not Karvonen. Close on the thought came another.
Daner is suspicious, hut he can't be sure, because he doesn't speak Cilhar.

With that, the surge of emotion ebbed, leaving only clear, cold reason behind. Eleret turned dightly
toward Daner, so that her shoulder blocked the shapeshifter's view of her hands, and said in what she
hoped was anormal tone, "It'shim, dl right." As she spoke, she pointed her right forefinger and tapped
the raven ring with her |eft.

Daner's eyes dropped to her hands and he nodded. "I'll just go tell the Commander, then. There's
no sensein letting himworry."

"| disagree,”" the shapeshifter said. "Thiswon't takelong."

Eleret moved farther into the room, where an unexpected spell would be lesslikdly to catch both
her and Daner at once—and where she could get a clear throw at "Karvonen,” should sheneed it. "L et
be, Karvonen," she said, wondering as she spoke that she could say his nameto this creature without
choking. "Y ou gtill haven't said why you came.”

"No." The shapeshifter smiled, and if she had not dready known it was not Karvonen standing at
the other end of the room, she would have realized it then. There was none of Karvonen'swry humor or
cheerful irreverencein that smile, and very little pleasure of any kind. He raised a hand and gestured.
"Behtha.”

Before the shapeshifter finished spesking, Eleret had thrown two raven's-feet and was reaching for
two more. In mid-reach, she stopped, staring, as the raven ring pricked her finger in unnecessary
warning. Her wegpons had hated two feet from the fase Karvonen'sface, and now hung motionlessin
midair, asif someone had suspended them on strings. She threw two more anyway; they'd give him
something to walk around if he started down the room.

The shapeshifter finished his gesture, and the door of the room shimmered and began to glow a
poisonous green. Daner, who had been reaching to open it, jerked his hand back and spun to face
"Karvonen." Hissword rang asit came free of the scabbard. Faintly, through the wall, Eleret heard a
sudden commotion in the corridor outside.

With afaint smile on hislips, the shapeshifter sudied Daner's sword. " Zyrimi sal.”
"Nor hanri darvaria," said Daner dmost at the sametime.

The raven ring tightened uncomfortably around Eleret's forefinger. The light from the windows
dimmed briefly and then brightened once more, asif someone had drawn a curtain and then opened it
again. Daner smiled and lifted his sword briefly before lowering it to guard-position once more. The
blade shone asif they stood in abettle ring a noon instead of indoorsin haf-light.

The shapeshifter's eyebrows rose. "Not bad, for abeginner. But you can't keep it up.”
"Nether can you," Daner said.

"Now there, you are wrong." The shapeshifter grinned, and Eleret shuddered to see Karvonen's



smile go so subtly awry. "I have help." He gestured again and rattled off along, complex phrase.

"Nor hanri darvaria,” Daner repeated, but thistime the dimness did not vanish entirely. It
hovered againgt the celling and filled the corners of the room, withdrawn but waiting. From the shadows
behind the shapeshifter, Eleret heard a soft chuckle, and the ring pricked again, emphaticaly.

Displeasure mingled with surprise in the shapeshifter's expression. "Where did you learn that?'

Sowly, quietly, asif she had sighted adeer and were circling for a better shot, Eleret moved
sunwise and forward. Her raven's-feet ill hung frozen in mid-flight; Daner's counterspells had not
alowed them to move even an inch. But the shapeshifter's magic had not yet affected her, or Daner. If
she could get close enough. . .

"l learned it in the same place | learned any number of other things," Daner said. "Why don't you
give up now, and save us both some trouble?"

"You musgt think I'm afool,” the shapeshifter said, and smiled his disconcerting, not-Karvonen smile
once more. "I'm herefor that ring of hers. Giveit to me, and I'll go."

Asheglanced in her direction, Eleret stopped moving and did her knife out of its sheath. "Why
should we believe that?'

Anger twisted the shapeshifter'sface. "l suppose you don't think abastard is as honorable as
someone who's true-born. Well, my word is as good as anyone's, and better than some.”

"No doubt," Eleret said noncommittally. She had no ideawhy he had reacted to her question so
strongly, but she did not want to provoke him into an attack just yet. Not until she was near enough for
her stedl to touch.

Daner snorted. Y ou can have ten fathers, or you can be the legitimate son and heir of the Emperor
himsdlf; | don't care. After what we know you've done, we wouldn't believe athing you say."

"Then therés no point in talking, isthere?' said the shapeshifter, and raised his hand.
"Wait!" Eleret said. "Why do you want my ring?"

"Doesit matter? Y ou won't believe me, and if you did, you still wouldn't giveit to me." Hisvoice
was bitter, and he glared in Daner's direction, but he did not move to complete his spell.

"Daner doesn't speak for me," Eleret said. "'l might believe you. What harm can it do?' She wasn't
close enough for alunge, and there was no point in throwing the dagger, not with the spray of
raven's-feet dill hanging usdlesdy two feet in front of hisface. And helooked so much like Karvonen. ..

The shapeshifter sudied her asif he had never seen her before. I want the ring in order to discover
where the Shadow-born have been bound," he said at last, and Eleret was sure that he spoke the truth.
"Make of that what you will."

"What are you going to do when you find them?' Daner asked. "Release them?”

The shapeshifter hesitated. "I'm not afool,” he said at last. "I would never unbind a Shadow-born |
could not control.”

A shiver ran down Eleret's spine, and she remembered the Mage of Flames calling fire, and more
fire, until the flames consumed everything, including himself. He thinks he's found a way to control a



Shadow-born. Once he has the ring, he'll unbind one, and try. And jail—nobody can control a
Shadow-born. And then ther€'ll be a Shadow-born loose in theworld. . . .

"I'm glad to hear that you aren't afool,” Daner said dryly. "Eleret, hesgoing to—"

"l know. I'm not afool, either.” Shelooked at the shape-shifter. "Y ou were wrong, and you were
right. | believe what you said, but | won't give you thering. Not for that. No Cilhar would."

The shapeshifter turned his head toward her. "Then I'll haveto takeit.”

Asthe shapeshifter's eyes | eft him, Daner moved forward with the swift, practiced grace of a
swordsman closing on an opponent. He was not swift enough, or € se the distance was too great. Before
he reached striking distance, the shapeshifter turned and snapped a single word.

Something chuckled again, the same chuckle Eleret had heard from the Shadow-Mage card during
Climerd's charting, and from the corners of the room, the darkness surged forward. Daner gasped, and
his movements dowed, asif he were wading through knee-deep mud. "Nor hanri darvaria,” he
repeated for the third time.

The darkness retreated fractionaly, but Daner's progress remained impossibly dow. "Eleret! | can't
hold thisfor long."

"l shouldn't think s0," the shapeshifter said in tones of detached interest. "It will beinteresting to see
how much difference your spells make. Last time, it only took afew minutesto kill, but last time there
wasonly thering to keep it a bay."

Hekilled Ma. Eleret took an involuntary step and discovered that she, too, had been dowed to a
crawl. Apparently the ring could only handle one spell at atime.

"Of course, it was my own fault,” the shapeshifter continued. "1 wasn't using the full strength of the
spdll then, so | expected it to take hours to work through thering's defenses. | thought I'd arrivejust asiit
took effect, but... If she hadn't died so quickly, I'd have had thering, and al thiswould be unnecessary."

Eleret froze. In her memory, Climerd'svoicesad, . . . hut a direct effort of will could shut the
spell off temporarily, and suddenly she was postive that she knew what had happened. Ma called for
the healers and then shut off the ring, so that by the time he got there, her things were sealed up
to send home. She must have figured out what he wanted, the way | figured it out, and that was
the only way she could he sure he wouldn't get hold of the ring.

" She must have been weaker than | thought,” the shape-shifter finished. ™Y ou two are certainly
doing better than | expected, though.”

Again, Climeral'swords came back to her: It will provide you with protection from certain
general spells, hut a strong, direct attack will wear through in a matter of minutes. How long had it
been since the spell had been cast? Eleret forced her feet forward, but her best effort made little
progress. She would never reach himintime.

Her armswere free; she could throw more raven's-fet, or her knife. But while the shapeshifter's
warding spell stopped them in midair, throwing things would be usdess. Unless she threw the right thing.

On the card, the painted raven's wings began to move. The bird cawed once and heat the air
with itswings, then stretched and soared higher on some invisible current of air. The mountains
and everything in them jell away below it, until all that surrounded the raven was clear air and a
sense of release. Release . . .



Eleret sared a theraven ring. Climeral said it could disrupt shadow magic, but it might be
destroyed in the process. And it was Mother's. He killed her for it. HEll useit to free the
Shadow-born. | can't giveit to him. | can't take therisk. If it doesn't work, I'll have lost everything
Mother fought for. And if it does work, I'll lose the ring anyway. | can't do it. No Cilhar could.

Her own thought reverberated in her mind. No Cilhar could. No Cilhar would. Ma was Cilhar,
she spent her life fighting, she taught me the old tales. She couldn't stop fighting. She couldn't let
go of the ring—but she could die for it.

She glanced up. Daner's face was shiny with perspiration, but he had managed another step. The
shapeshifter watched his efforts with the air of adrill captain observing araw recruit at wegpons practice.
In the corners of the room, the shadows had thickened, swallowing thelight. Eleret winced. I'm not Ma.
And if | don't try now, it will be too late.

The shapeshifter turned and looked at her out of Karvonen's eyes, and renewed rage swept Eleret's
doubtsasde. "Y ou want my ring?' shesaid. "Takeit." She pulled it from-her finger and tossed it
underhand inahigh arc.

"Eleret, no!" Daner said, but thering was dready inthe air, agleam of slver inthe dimming
haf-light. Take this, too, Eleret thought, from me and Ma. And threw her mother's knife after thering.

The shapeshifter's eyes widened in an expresson of puzzled surprise, and then thering struck his
chest, undowed by his spell of warding. His hands came up and caught it in automatic reflex—and
abruptly thelight in the room brightened.

The shapeshifter's cry of astonished dismay changed—first to a scream of pain asfour razor-sharp
raven's-feet struck hisface, then to acry of agony aslightning exploded inside his closed hands, thento a
choked gurgle as Eleret'sknife, Tamm's knife, buried itsdf hilt-deep in histhroat.

Eleret sumbled forward asthe force holding her back vanished. Before she could reach him,
Daner's sword did over the shapeshifter's charred, half-raised arm and into his chest.

Karvonen'sfeatures blurred—no, hiswhole form blurred and atered, stretching and twisting his
clothes, until it was no longer Karvonen's shape bleeding and choking in front of them, but Mobrellan's,
His dying hands clenched convulsively around the remains of the raven ring, and he toppled.

Asthe shapeshifter fdll, the last of the unnatural shadows fled, leaving only the normd variation of
light and shade. An ingtant later, the door burst open and haf a dozen soldiers with drawn swords
charged into the room. The swords glimmered faintly with the light of some protective spell, and so did
the soldiers breastplates. Eleret smiled faintly. Commander Wezird would be agood man to serve
under.

"My lord!" one of the men said to Daner. "Areyou dl right?'

Daner pulled hissword free of the body, turned, and began answering questions. Eleret left it to
him; her mind was occupied with other things, and Daner would make a better job of the explanationsin
any case. Thelast of her smile faded as she stepped forward to stare down at the shapeshifter.

Shefdt no triumph, only relief that she did not have to retrieve her wegpons from a body that il
resembled Karvonen. If thiswas her revenge on her mother'skiller, it was not worth having. But it's
mor e than revenge, shereminded hersdlf. He won't be after me or any other Cilhar, ever again, and
he won't be letting Shadow-born free to trouble the world. It fill did not fed likeavictory, only like
the absence of defeat. But she could not take the time to ponder now, not while she still was unsure



where Karvonen was and what had happened to him.

Carefully, so asto avoid the spreading pool of blood, she crouched beside the body. The raven
ring was aworthless chunk of metal, embedded in the blackened flesh of Mobrellan's pam. She
shuddered and left it there, reaching for one of her raven's-feet instead.

"Ah, milady, should you be doing that?' one of the soldiers said.

Eleret looked up, uncomprehending. "He's not my firgt battle kill, by any count. And who should
clean my weapons, if | don't?’

"Let her be, Captain,” Daner said, and there was arueful expression lurking at the back of hiseyes.
"It'sdl right. ShesaCilhar."

"I've heard about them," the soldier muttered, backing away. "Well, if you say so, my lord.”

Quickly but methodicdly, Eleret picked her raven's-feet out of the wreckage of Mobrelan'sface
and cleaned them on his shirt—Karvonen's shirt, actudly, but it was ruined in any case and she doubted
hed want it back. Assuming he was till in acondition to care about such things. She shut off the thought
and made her fingerswork faster. Two of the raven's-feet had to go into her pouch; when she'd pulled
them free, sheéld split the thong that held them to her shoulder. Well, that was what the thongs werefor.
She dtill had arow and ahdf a each shoulder, if she needed them again.

She yanked her knife free and wiped it clean, then rose. As she turned, she heard Daner saying,
"—quite definitely the same shapeshifter. | doubt there was more than one, soit's over.”

"Noitisn't," Eleret said. She nodded to Commander Wezird and said, "I'm sorry, Commander, but
I'veafriend in trouble to seeto. If you need more explanations, they'll haveto wait."

Daner frowned; then his eyes went past her to the shape-shifter's body and widened dightly, asif
he had only just noticed that Mobrellan had been wearing Karvonen's clothes. "1 think the Commander is
finished with us™ he said. "Where do we start looking?*

"Karvonen was going to Jonystra's room. He was either waylaid there or on hisway there; the
timing istoo closefor anything ese." Eleret started purposefully for the door.

"If it would be any help, Fredady, | could send some men—" Commander Wezird began.

"Send them to the inn called the Broken Harp," Eleret said without pausing, and an ingtant later she
wasinthehdl outsde.

Daner caught up with her halfway down the corridor. Neither of them said anything until they were
amost out of the building; then Eleret glanced over at him and said, "Good job."

"That last sword-thrust?' Daner shrugged. "It seemsto have been unnecessary.”

"That, yes. Unnecessary or nat, it's best to make sure. And if you hadn't done whatever you did to
stop hismagic, | couldn't have thrown anything—ring or knife—once the ring was off my finger. But that
wasn't what | meant." Eleret hesitated.

"Well?' Daner said after amoment. "What did you mean?'

"Thistime, you didn't block my throwing lines.



TWENTY-EIGHT

When they reached the streets, Eleret chose the most direct route to the Broken Harp and set a
brisk trail-pace in spite of the crowds. There was no point in trying to track Karvonen through the dleys
from the point where they had parted; if he had been waylaid before he reached the inn, the quickest and
surest way to find out was to determine that he had never arrived there.

Daner did not object to her hurry, though he looked asif he would like to. Eleret suspected that
he'd have preferred to wait for Wezird's men to accompany them, but that would have meant another
five or ten minutes delay while the soldiers were assembled and ingtructed, and she could not have stood
it. She needed work, or action, or perhaps merely movement—something to release the tension shefdlt,
or at least to distract her fromiit.

It occurred to her that she had never trandated the shapeshifter's Cilhar " password" for Daner, so,
asthey crossed the broad avenue toward the areawhere the inn was |located, she did so.

Daner's expression went grim. "I wondered what that was about, but when you tapped thering ..."

"Y ou thought | knew it was the shapeshifter because the ring had warned me?"' Eleret shrugged. "It
was areasonable guess. And it really doesn't matter; the important thing, then, was that you were sureiit
wasn't Karvonen."

"l wish | knew how Karvonen persuaded him to say something he didn't understand,” Daner said.
Then he closed his mouth abruptly and his expression changed from grim to bleak. "I was going to ask if
you were sure you didn't want to wait for the Commander's men," he said after amoment, "but now |
don't think | want to wait for them."

"Wait? Why?'

"That shapeshifte—M obrellan or whatever his name really is—had a tendency to get other people
to do hisdirty work for him. If he'sleft someone at the inn—"

"Thenwell ded with them.”

They turned the last corner, and Eleret saw the splintered harp above the inn's door. Her stride
lengthened further, even as her somach clenched. She found herself dmost hoping Mobrellan had left
someone on guard. With Daner haf a step behind her, she pushed open the door of theinn.

The trangtion from the near-noon light of the Street to the smoky gloom of the public room blinded
Eleret to detail for amoment, but she heard a startled exclamation as she entered, and then amuttered
"Hoy! Oransk voyi Cilhar," and the scraping of benches being shoved back from tables.

"Syaski!" Eleret caled the warning to Daner, then drew her knife and moved | eft, out of thelight
spilling through the open door. | should have let Daner comein first, shethought. It would have given
us another second or two, they couldn't have identified himas a Cilhar from looking at his clothes.

Sted rang againgt leather as Daner drew his sword. Five figures converged on them, their
expressionsindistinct but their intentions clear. Near the back of the room, the proprietor of theinn
pushed hiswife into the kitchen, then discreetly followed her out of harm'sway.



Eleret flipped araven's-foot at the nearest Syask, expecting him to dodge. He did, but not far or
fast enough. Clutching his|eft eye, he tripped over abench and temporarily disappeared from sight.

One out, four to finish. Eleret dropped into a crouch asthefirst man came a her. His movements
lacked edge—he's probably been drinking. Stupid thing to do, if you're expecting a fight—and she
closed with him, ducking under his descending sword to dide her knife between hisribs. Two out. As
she pulled her knife free, she shoved, hard. The man fell backward into his compatriots, entangling their
swords and dowing their advance.

Backing away, Eleret circled sunwise. Off to her right, she heard the clash of sword againgt sword.
Daner has one. Two left for me. The nearer man turned to face her and found her knife waiting. One
for me, one for Daner.

Thelast man was ready for her. His sword licked out, and she jumped backward, barely avoiding
it. The Syask smiled and lunged again. Eleret took the cut across the fleshy part of her right arm—not
deep enough to cut muscle, but painful. Ignoring the pain, she caught at hiswrist and pulled him toward
her, bringing histhroat within reach of the knifein her Ieft hand.

As she jJumped back to avoid the spurt of blood, she heard a strangled cry to her right, and the
sound of abody faling. That's all of them. Automatically, she bent to wipe her knife.

"Eleret! You—" Daner stopped.
Looking up, she found him staring at her with an astounded expression. "What isit?'
"Youkilled four of them?'

"No. Two. That onewill probably live." She pointed her knife at the man she had diced between
theribs. "And the one over thereis sureto survive." She gestured in the direction of the man she had
blinded with her raven's-foot.

Daner shook hishead. "Y ou're amazing.”

"Not redly. Theinnkeeper'sin the kitchen; go ask him which roomis Jonystras. If | ask, hell want
explanations, but if you do it—"

"Hell be happy to tell Lord Daner Vdlaniri whatever he wantsto know." Daner was heading for
the kitchen door before he was quite through speaking.

Eleret finished cleaning her knife and sheathed it, then pressed her hand againgt the sword cut for a
moment to reduce the bleeding. By the time she had retrieved her raven's-foot, Daner was back. "First
door on the left, upstairs” he said, then, "Y ou're hurt!"

"Not enough to matter." The cut was messy and needed bandaging, but though it continued to ooze,
the bleeding was not bad enough to worry about weakness or blood loss. A few more minutes would
makelittle differencein itseventua heding.

"l begin to understand Karvonen's attitude toward Cilhar,” Daner muttered. "A few minutes
wont—"

"—make enough difference to be worth thetime," Eleret said from the far door. "Be quiet. There
may be more of them upgairs.”

"| think they aready know we're here," Daner said, glancing pointedly back at the overturned



bench, the two injured Syaski, and the three bodies.
"Probably, but they don't need to know to the second when we're coming through the door.”

Without waiting to see whether Daner was following, she started up the airs. She moved quickly
and quietly, as she did when she hunted in the forests at home, her ears straining to catch any whisper of
sound that might betray the presence of enemies above. In the hall by Jonystral's room she paused,
suddenly reluctant to face whatever waited insde. Her dight hesitation alowed Daner to catch up with
her. At hisinquiring look, she whispered, " Spells?' and gestured at the door.

Daner's eyes narrowed and he muttered something indistinct. Then he shook his head. Eleret took a
deep breath, nodded once, and pushed open the door.

No Syaski burst out to attack them. What she could see of the room was empty, save for awash
table very like the onein the room she had had downstairs. Eleret frowned; then, dagger ready, she
leaped through the open door and whirled, scanning the room. No one crouched against awall or lurked
behind the door. Satisfied, she sheathed her dagger and looked around more carefully.

Two wooden trunks sat against the wall beside the door, each closed with aniron lock. The bed
wasin complete disarray; the blankets had been pulled off and dumped in aheap on the floor besideiit,
leaving the straw pallet bare. No, not pulled off, dragged. And even half-blocked by the pile of blankets,
there was something odd about the shadow under the bed. . . . Stepping forward, Eleret jerked the straw
pallet off the bed, and found hersalf staring through the rope webbing into Karvonen'sterrified eyes.

Reief made her dizzy. "It'sdl right,” shesaid in Cilhar. "It'sredly me." Switching to Ciaronese, she
cdled to Daner, "I'vefound him."

"Ishedl right?'

Only then did the swellings and the lacework of fine cuts on Karvonen'sfaceregister. "No," Eleret
sad. "Give me ahand with thisframe, so we can get at him."

Karvonen's eyes closed, and his head dropped back to the floor with athud. He did not move as
Daner and Eleret lifted the wooden bedframe and moved it asde. With the frame out of the way, it was
easy to see the marks of athorough beating on his naked body, aswell as the threads of dried blood that
marked the path of aknife. His hands and feet were bound tightly enough that hisfingers were blue and
swollen, but he had not been gagged. Daner made a sickened noise and turned away. Thethief neither
moved nor spoke.

Frightened by Karvonen's ftillness, Eleret knelt beside him and reached for the pulse point at his
throat. Her fingerstingled as she touched him, and she pulled away. "Daner, | think theresaspell on
hm."

Daner was beside her in an ingtant, muttering incomprehens ble words as his hands hovered over
Karvonen's chest. "You'reright; it'sasilencing spell. No wonder nobody heard him while they were. . .
Never mind. Thiswill takeaminute." He frowned in concentration and began murmuring once more, his
hands making odd plucking gesturesin the air above Karvonen. "Halkana wilinin sala, valyra wilme
sal," hesaid at last, and sat back.

Aningant later, Karvonen gasped, coughed, and said in araw, hoarse whisper, "E-Eleret?’
"It'sme" Eleret said in Cilhar.

"Did—did—shgpe—" Karvonen broke off, coughing painfully.



"I got your message,” Eleret said. "The shapeshifter isdead.”

"Thoroughly dead,” Daner put in. "And if I'd known held done this, I'd have twisted the sword asiit
wentin."

Karvonen's cracked and puffy lips curved very dightly. "Good."

"Dont tak." Eleret studied Karvonen's bonds for amoment, wincing in sympathy, then drew her
dagger. "And try not to move. I'm going to cut the thongs around your wrists, and | don't want to dip."

"You...won't."

"Quiet." Carefully, Eleret stroked the knife point across the taut leather. She counted under her
bregth, two, three, four times, each stroke dicing afraction farther, until the thong parted at last. Working
as gently as she could, she unwound the legther from the swollen flesh. Karvonen sighed as his hands
camefreeat lagt, then shivered.

Eleret |ooked dubioudy at the rough blankets, but there was nothing else to use. As she reached for
the top blanket, Daner undid the clasp on his cloak and swung it away from his shoulders. Leaning
forward, he draped it over Karvonen's recumbent form. Karvonen tried to raise an eyebrow, winced,
and took a deep bresath.

"I told you to be quiet," Eleret said before he could speak. ™Y ou can tell Daner ‘thank you' later.”

"What makes you think he was going to thank me?' Daner's tone was bantering, but his expression
was concerned. "It'smore likely he was planning another insult.”

"Whichever itis, itisgoing towait," Eleret said firmly. Shethrew agrateful smile at Daner, and did
down to undo Karvonen'sfest.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs outside drifted through the door. Eleret shifted to face the
entrance, and Daner readied his sword. An ingtant later, they both relaxed as the innkeeper's worried
face appeared. "My lord? Lord Daner? |— Desth storm on the open seal What happened here?’

Eleret turned back to her task, leaving the explanations to Daner. He gave the innkeeper a succinct
and considerably edited story focusing mainly on Karvonen's rescue and leaving the distinct impression
that it had al involved a plot against the Emperor. The innkeeper, while impressed, seemed far more
interested in who was to pay for various damages and what he wasto tell the City Guards when they
arrived.

Thelast thong parted, and Eleret looked up. "Daner, settle this outsde. Karvonen needs a hedler;
failing that, he needs quiet.”

"I'm...not—"
"Quiet!" Eleret said. "Daner, go away. And when you come back, bring aheder.”

"An unnecessary stipulation,” said anew voice. "Livarti! Doubletime; you're needed.” And astocky
man in the uniform of the Imperid Guard stepped through the door. Bowing to Daner, hesaid, "I'm
Captain Sheverin, at your service by Commander Wezird's order and with his compliments, my lord,
Fredady. Some of my men are cleaning up downgtairs; do you require any additional assstance?

"Not at the moment, Captain,” Daner sad. "Y our arrivd isvery timey."



Another uniformed man appeared in the doorway. " Captain, | hope you've got agood reason for
dragging me up here. There are two men downgtairs who need my attention.

"The man up here not only needsit, he deservesit,” Daner said. "That is, if you'rethe hedler
Captain Sheverin called for aminute ago.”

"I'm Livarti." The man eyed Daner suspicioudy. ™Y ou're not injured.”
"Over here)" Eleret said. "Daner . . ."

" Perhaps we should continue our discussion in the hall," Daner said to the innkeeper. *I'm sure
Captain Sheverin will want tojoin us.”

"Indubitably." The Captain bowed, Daner bowed, and between them they shepherded the awed
innkeeper out of the room.

The hedler was dready shaking his head over Karvonen's condition. " Close your eyes and try to
hold dtill," hetold thethief. "This shouldn't hurt, but it may fed alittle srange. If it does hurt, tell me
immediatdly.”

"Yes," Karvonen rasped, and Eleret had to repress another automatic command for him to be till.
Karvonen must have redlized what she was thinking, because he caught her eyes and winked very
deliberately before following the rest of the heder'singtructions.

Livarti folded Daner's cloak back, then began muttering rapidly, while his hands wove through the
air above Karvonen's body. Blue light sprang up and faded almost at once, first around Karvonen's head,
then his chest, then each arm and leg in turn. Eleret watched in worried fascination. She hadn't realized
how different a practiced healer'swork would be from the tests Gralith had run on her father the day
before she had |eft the mountains.

At last the healer paused. "A cracked collarbone, two broken ribs, and a damaged kidney, plusan
amazing assortment of bruises, sprains, and cuts. What happened?”

"l ... was—

"Tcha," said Livarti. "A moment, please.” Helaid hisright hand againgt Karvonen's throat and made
aseries of strange gestures with hisleft. Orange light bloomed around his hand. Frowning, the healer
made another complicated gesture and began muttering under his breath once more. Sowly the light
changed color, fading from angry orangeto clear yellow and then to white.

Findly, Livarti sopped muttering and let thelight die. When the lagt glimmer was gone, helifted his
hand from Karvonen'sthroat and flexed thefingers. "How's that?'

"It's. .. much better." Karvonen's voice was still dightly hoarse, but he no longer sounded asiif
every word were painful.

"If you didn't have so much ese wrong with you, I'd have pushed alittle further, but under the
circumstances it wouldn't have been wise. Y ou're going to need the rest of your energy for more
important repairs.”

"Youretheheder."

"Now, then—what happened?’



Karvonen started to shrug, winced, and stopped short. "I ran into aman who wanted some
information. The only way to convince him that he was getting what he wanted wasto let him. . .
persuade meto giveitto him."

"But the sllencing spell . . ." Eleret said, then stopped, uncertain how to continue.

"Heput it on and off likeagag. Very effective. It'd be auseful trick to know, under some
circumstances.”

"This, | takeit, represents the fellow's means of persuasion,” the heder said with adisapproving
frown at Karvonen'sinjuries.

"Not al of it. Some of the bruises are from rolling off the bed.” Karvonen gave Eleret an apologetic
look. "I couldn't get loose, but | thought | could makeit look asif | had. So | rolled off, and sort of did
underneath, and pulled the blankets down. It wasthe best | could do.”

"Y ou must have ether an iron condtitution or aniron head,” Livarti said acidly. "With adamaged
kidney, that kind of movement—"

"It. .. wasn't one of the more pleasant things I've ever done," Karvonen admitted.

The healer snorted. "Y ou're luckier than you deserve. About this man you met—the Commander
will want details. The Emperor frowns on incidents like this, whoever did it—"

"The Commander already has details, and the man who did itisdead,” Eleret put in. Shelooked at
Karvonen. "Areyou sure you weren't alittle too convinang?'

Karvonen smiled very dightly. "Now that you mentionit, | think maybe you'reright.”

"Next time, don't overdo it," Eleret said, and touched his shoulder lightly, careful not to add to his
pain. " Or Jaki will be convinced you've taken up that Fourth Profession of yours.”

"There had better not be anext time," Livarti said. "I don' like patching people up twice."
"Don't worry," Karvonen told him. "I never disobey a heder's orders.”

"Then you're thefirgt patient I've ever had who doesn't. Quiet now. I'm going to do some
preliminary work on that kidney, and set afew binding spellsto hold the rest of you together until we get
you to theinfirmary. Fredlady, would you tell the Captain to send two men up with alitter in about half an
hour? I'll tend to that arm of yours as soon as I'm finished here.”

That wasadismissa if sheld ever heard one. Reluctantly, Eleret rose and left the room. Asthe door
swung closed behind her, she heard the low murmuring of the hedler's spells begin once more,

TWENTY-NINE

For the next two days, Karvonen lay in asmdl room in the infirmary of the Imperia Guard of
Ciaron, tended dternately by Commander Wezird's heder Livarti, and the Valaniri healer, whom Daner



inssted on sending over the moment they returned to his home. Eleret was impressed by the speed with
which Karvonen's bruises purpled and faded; in the mountains, held have rivaled arainbow for aweek.
The cuts, too, hedled unnaturdly fast. By the evening of the second day, there was only anetwork of
darker skin to show where they had been, asif someone had painted adiagram of Ciaron's Streets
across hisface and chest inwalnut juice.

We need someone at home who can do things like that, Eleret thought, watching Karvonen
devour adinner large enough for three men. Such rapid hedling, the two physicians had explained, made
unusua demands on the patient's physica reserves. Until he was well enough to leave, Karvonen would
gpend whatever time was not occupied by the hedlers treatments either esting or deeping. Maybe
Climeral can send a teacher to the mountains next year, or maybe he'll let Orimern or Calla come
to school here. I'll have to ask him before | leave.

Findly, Karvonen pushed the tray away and sat back with asigh againgt the pile of pillows at the
top of the bed. Daner frowned. "Are you sure you've had enough? Y ou've left half the fish paste.”

"I'm sure,”" Karvonen said. "Anyway, they'll be back with another load in two hours. If I've missed
anything, I'll makeit up then."

"Livarti says—"
"Livarti can go shove fish-heads. I'm not esting any more tonight, and that'sthat.”

"I'm pleased to see that you're feding better,” Commander Wezird said. Asone, Eleret and Daner
turned to find him standing in the open door of the room. "And since you're dl in one spot, perhapsyou
canfill inafew detailsin regard to this shapeshifter of yours. I've put off making my report aslong as|

"What do you need to know?' Daner asked.

"What that shapeshifter was fter, for agtart,” the Commander replied promptly. "After that—well,
it would be nice to know exactly what happened before my men got to that inn, and why."

"l usudly chargefor this, you know," Karvonen muttered.
"No you don't," Eleret said. "That's adifferent branch of your . . . family business.
"Ah?What busnessareyou in?' Wezira asked.

"Oh, my family has broad interests," Karvonen said. "I'm sure you wouldn't be interested in the
detals. I'minthe acquisitionsend of things," he added blandly.

Daner made achoking noise.
" thought what happened & theinn wasfairly obvious,"

Eleret said quickly. "Mobrellan left some Syaski there in case we came before he found us, and we
had to fight our way through them when we arrived.”

Wezird sighed. "Y es, but why! Posthumous revengeiswel enough in mingrd'stales, but—"

"He didn't expect it to be posthumous," Daner said. "And— Wel, it will beeasier if | sart at the
beginning.”

"I've been waiting for someoneto say thet. Hold on aminute." Weziral went out, returning dmost at



once with another stool. He sat down and looked at Daner expectantly. ™Y ou were saying?'

"M obrelan was the bastard son of a Rathani wizard,” Daner said. "lllegitimate offpring aren't highly
regarded in Rathane, so even though he had hisfather's magicd abilities, he didn't have much of afuture
to look forward to."

"Until he got himself hooked by a Shadow-born,” Karvonen said.

"Exactly. | don't know whether he tried to summon the Shadow-born, or whether the
Shadow-born felt some of Mobrdlan'smore. . . unusua magica experiments and reached out to him
without being called, but it doesn't matter. Mobrellan—"

"How did you find out dl this?' Eleret asked, frowning.

Daner gave her aguilty look. "Jonystra Nirandol has recovered enough to talk. My father and |
spent the afternoon asking questions. Y ou were busy with Adept Climerd, or I'd have asked you to join
lel

Ciaronese have no sense of priority. "l see. Go on."

"Jonystraredly was a Trader once, but the caravans threw her out. | think she was cheating the
cusomers™”

"All Traders cheat their customers,”" Karvonen said.

"Then it must have been for getting caught cheating the customers,” Daner said with exaggerated
patience. "Anyway, she and Mobrellan have been together for along time, so shewasabletotel usa
lot.

"Mobrellan learned how to draw on the Shadow-born's power—that's where his shape-changing
ability came from—but it still wasn't enough to get him accepted by the Rathani wizards guilds. Then
Grand Master Gorchastrin announced that he'd discovered something that would put his particular guild
at the helm, and Maobrelan went alittle crazy. He thought, you see, that Gorchastrin had hooked hisown
Shadow-born, which would mean that the guilds wouldn't need M obrellan's borrowed abilities at dl.

"What Gorchastrin had redlly discovered, of course, was the existence of Eleret'sring.”
"But my ring wouldn't have been any help to a Rathani wizard," Eleret objected. "Would it?"

Karvonen grinned. "It bounced spdlls, didn't it? The Rathani wizards guilds have such a
complicated stack of spells and counterspells and counter-counterspells among them that all it would take
isonelittle disruption to bring the whole mess down around their ears.”

"That'swhat Jonystrasaid.” Daner threw an annoyed look in Karvonen'sdirection. "Maobrellan
went to see Gorchastrin the night he died. Jonystra doesn't know that Mobrdlan killed him, but... In any
case, Mobrellan came back determined to get his hands on the raven ring. He thought he could useit to
control a Shadow-born completely, instead of having to accept whatever dribbles of power it choseto
offer im."

"The morefool he" Karvonen said, shuddering.

"Mobrellan and Jonydtraleft immediately for the border, which was where Gorchastrin had
detected the magicd disturbances that led him to thering.”



"Mamust have been wearing it in abattle,” Eleret put in.

"If aRathani tried a battle spell, the ring would deflect it, and from what you've said, the wizard
would noticefor sure.

Daner nodded. "It took them awhile to track your mother down. When they did, shewas
recovering from wounds. Mobrellan used his shape-changing to dip into the infirmary tent and try to talk
her into giving him the ring. When she wouldn't, he used his shadow magic. Someone interrupted him
before hefinished, and heleft, planning to return the following night.”

"But by then Mawas already dead,” Eleret said softly.

"Yes." Daner gave her asympathetic look. "He'd overestimated her strength, or thering's, or
underestimated the power held put into his attempt a persuasion.”

No, he underestimated what Ma would do to keep him from getting hold of what he wanted,
Eleret thought, but she did not say it doud. After dl, she had only her own inner certainty as evidence. Pa
would understand, but not these Ciaronese. Well, maybe Karvonen . . .

Daner glanced at Commander Weziral. "Mobrellan had aso underestimated the efficiency of the
Ciaronese army. By the time he came back, Freelady Salven was on her pyre, and her persona effects
had been sedled to send home.™

"l suppose Mobrellan was responsible for the various attempts to get at the effects afterward, as
well," Wezird said.

Daner nodded again. "He heard someone talking about Eleret one day when he was herelooking
for away to get at them. That's how he found out she was coming to pick up her mother'sthings.”

"Rathani areidiots," Karvonen said disgustedly. "With alittle practice and a bit more common
sense, that man could have made afortune as a py, but did he even think of it? No. He was too busy
haring off after Eleret'sring on the chance

that it would get him into that rat's nest the Rathani call guild palitics.”

"It'saswdl that it didn't occur to him," Wezird said, frowning. " The chaos he could have caused
doesn't bear thinking of."

"Sorry." Karvonen shrugged. "l just hate to see talent go to waste, that's all.”

"The rest of the story you aready know," Daner said to Wezird, pointedly ignoring Karvonen.
"Mobrellan couldn't get at the ring while it wasin your office, so he got Maggento try for it here. Hedso
planted some rumors among the Syaski, because held heard they didiked Cilhar, and even tried to get
hold of thering himself by posing as Gorchastrin. When that didn't work, he and Jonystratried the
card-charting.”

"So it wasjust atrick to get into your house?' Eleret said.

"Not entirdly. They were trying to manipulate your future, but Mobrellan didn't know enough about
the cards, and he didn't redlize that since Jonystra was doing the chart, she would have to control the
spell and whatever power he fed into it. She's nowhere near the magician he was, so shelost control
fairly quickly. At that, she'slucky. If she'd hung on for another card or two, she'd probably be dead now.

"When the spell went wrong, Mobrellan abandoned Jonystraand ran. Later, hetried to trick Eleret



out of thering by pretending to be me, but it didn't work. After that . . ." Daner shrugged. "Y ou know as
much aswe do."

"After that, he went back to Jonystra's room at the Broken Harp to try to think of something else,”
Karvonen said. "Hewas il thinking when | got there to search the place. Apparently my arriva gave
him al sortsof brilliant idess.”

"No need to go into detail,” Wezird said. "l think Livarti has given me afairly good picture of all
that went on." Helooked at Eleret. "It'sagood thing that ring of yours was destroyed.”

"What?' Eleret stared at himin surprise.

"If you il had it, | would be forced to confiscateit,” the Commander said. "The Emperor has
placed rather pecific limits on the types of magica objectsthat his subjects may hold, particularly within
the city of Ciaron. | am sorry for your loss, but | confessthat | am pleased to be spared an unpleasant
necessity.”

Karvonen looked at the Commander, started to say something, and then closed his mouth and
shook his head. From his expression, Eleret thought she knew what he was thinking. It wouldn't have
been that easy to get Ma'sring from me, Emperor'slaw or no. Just as well we don't have to worry
about it.

"Speaking of which, | havea. . . memento for you, Fredady," Wezird went on. "That is, if you
wish to tekeit."

Eleret looked at him in surprise, and he smiled and pulled asmall object out of his pocket. When he
held it out to her, she saw that it was the melted remnant of theraven ring.

"We. .. retrieved it from the shapeshifter's body after you left,” Wezird sad. "It retains no magical
properties, and no traces of shadow magic or the Shadow-born; that's been checked, several times, in as
many different ways aswe could think of. A sufficiently expert wizard might be able to enchant it again,
but there's no hope of reproducing the origind spell. Varnan magic is beyond most of us, | fear."

"The magic was never theimportant part,” Eleret said, taking the slvery lump from Wezird's hand.
"Not to us. I'm glad to haveit." Shelooked down, studying it. The silver had melted and runinto a
flattened blob, partialy covering the raven stone. Only the raven's head and upper wings were still
vigble The raven isfor protection, the stoneisfor night and shadow, and the silver . . . the silver
isfor sacrifice. | should have remembered that sooner. | bet Ma did. She blinked back tears and
looked up. "Thank you, Commander."

"What will you do withit?' Daner asked. "It's not big enough for a paperweight.”

Eleret stared at him, then smiled suddenly asthe answer cameto her. "I'll haveit setin
something—awristband, | think. Therestime before | head home, if you can recommend a good
jewdamith.”

Daner bowed. "I'll be happy to, Fredady."

"| believe that answers most of my immediate questions,” Wezird said, rising. "If | need to know
more, I'll talk to you in the morning." He looked across at Karvonen. "Y ou'll be pleased to know that
your hedersthink you're well enough to move to the main room in another two days."

"Y ouve no nation,” Karvonen murmured. "Fare you well, Commander.”



Eleret spent thefollowing day cleaning up the last of her businessin Ciaron. Daner's jewelsmith
produced a striking wristband of twisted copper wire, with the lump of silver held firmly in asort of cage,
so that the visible part of the raven stone showed clearly. Afterward, she stopped to see Climerd, to ask
about training Cilhar hedlers and to say farewell. On her way back to the Valaniri household, shevisited
Karvonen, who was much better but very restless.

So she was not surprised next morning when anote arrived from Wezira,, saying that Karvonen
had disappeared during the night, and asking that she and Daner cometo hisoffice at their earliest
convenience.

"l don't know how he got out of the compound,” the Commander said, "but he seemsto have done
it. The night guardswill be up for discipline.”

"Don't betoo hard on them," Daner said, and the corners of his mouth twitched. "Karvonenis. . .
something of a specidist when it comesto thiskind of thing."

"Heleft this, but | have no ideawhat it means." The Commander pushed a scrap of paper toward
Eleret. "Maybe you can make something of it."

Eleret glanced at the scrap and smiled involuntarily. It was one of the symbols Cilhar drew on rocks
or treesto mark changesin atrail or to let other Cilhar know which fork they had taken. This one meant,
roughly, I'm going thisway, it's safer. "It's Karvonen'sway of saying good-bye," shesaid. "I don't think
hewas. . . comfortable with so many soldiers around.”

"He could have said something.”

Daner snorted. "Karvonen? He could have, but he wouldn't. It would make things too easy for
everyonedse"

"If you say s0." The Commander still looked disgruntled.

Eleret laid the scrap of paper on Wezird's desk and looked across at him. "While I'm here,
Commander, 1'd like to make my farewdlsin amore forma manner than Karvonen did.”

"Y ou're leaving soon, then?"

"Today, assoon as| pick up my kit at Daner's. | said good-bye to Adept Climera and the people
at the school yesterday, but | wanted to thank you, too, for al your help.”

"Y ou're welcome, though most of it doesn't seem to have been needed. Safejourney, Fredady.”

Asthey left the Commander's office, Daner frowned at Eleret. "I didn't want to say anything in front
of the Commander, but we can't leave today. |'ve promised Father to look over the wards on one of the
warehouses with him this afternoon. If you'd said something—"

Eleret sghed, knowing he wasright. "I'm sorry. | should have said something earlier, but there
never seemed to be agood time."

"Y ou don't have to go homeright away anymore, you know," Daner said persuasively. "Y ou could
stay herefor aweek or two, and see more of Ciaron. Of coursg, if you redlly want to leave, | can be
ready by tomorrow or the next day, but you should &t least conside—" Daner.

Daner stopped and gave her an inquiring look.



Eleret sghed again and shook her head. "Y ou're very kind, but I've seen as much of Ciaron as|
want to see. And I'm not waiting until tomorrow, or the next day. I'm leaving thismorning. | only stayed
thislong to make sure Karvonen was going to recover, and now that he has. . . Anyway, with Mobrédllan
dead | don't need awizard bodyguard any longer."

"1 was hoping you might think of some other reasonsto bring me dong ... or to say in Ciaron.”

In spite of herself, Eleret smiled. "No you werent, not redlly. Karvonen'sright; you're just used to
having your own way about everything." Shelet the smilerelax into nothing, and said serioudy, "'l don't
belong in Ciaron, Daner. Especidly not in your part of it.”

"If Metriss and Raqueva have done something to make you uncomfortable—"

"It'snot your sisters, Daner. It's the buildings and the smell and the crowds. It's the clothes I'd have
to wear if | stayed, and the manners| don't know, and the things people fuss about that | don't think are
important. | don't fit here."

"l think | see" Daner looked down, then said quietly, "I could still come with you to the mountains.”

Eleret shook her head. ™Y ou couldn't stay; you have responsibilities. And you'd be as bad afit there
as| am here. We might aswell admit it now, and save ourselves some time and trouble.”

Daner was dlent for amoment—along moment. Then hislips quirked. "Even though I'vefinaly
learned not to block your throwing lines?!

"Thereisthat," Eleret said, trying to keep her reief from showing. "'l suppose that with another
fifteen or twenty years of traning—"

"All right!" Daner held hishands up in mock surrender, laughing. Then the laughter faded. "I
understand. | think. Y ou never do thingstheway | expect you to, you know."

"That's part of what I'm talking about.”

"l said | understood.” He looked down the street, asif he were studying the people and the
buildingsfor thefirst time, then shook hishead. "Ah, well. Nijolewill probably tell meit's good for me not
to have exactly what | think | want al thetime."

"Shelll beright.”

Daner shook his head in mock sadness. "Y ou two have the same attitude. Y ou'll forgive meif | say
good-bye here?1'd rather not drag it out, and if I'm not going with you | may aswell seeif Nijole can
give me afew more tips on checking ward spells before | have to demondtrate for my father this
afternoon.”

Eleret agreed readily, pleased by Daner's return to agood humor, though she suspected that he
was more interested in avoiding his ssters questions than in reviewing magical procedures. She hersdlf
had little difficulty in collecting her kit and thanking her hostess, possibly because Daner's mother wastoo
politeto rack aguest.

Assheturned away from the gate of the Vdlaniri home, Eleret felt lighter. Her last obligationin
Ciaron had been met, and shewasfreeto go at last. Like that raven in Climeral's cards. . . She
started back toward the east Side of Ciaron and the gate through which she had entered.

"Leaving dready?' said Karvonen'svoice a her sde.



"Shouldn't | be?" Eleret said cheerfully. "I've donewhat | camefor, and Paand Nilly and Jiv can't
get on without meforever.”

"Families do tend to be very demanding,” Karvonen said. "Mine, for ingtance, has been demanding
that | lielow for awhile. Thieves are not supposed to get themselves quite so . . . noticed.”

"That'swhat happens when you get mixed up with Cilhar and wizards." Eleret gave him asidelong
look. "Of course, if you've changed your mind about Cilhar, the Mountains of Morravik are agood place
to stay out of sght for awhile.”

"Cilhar aren't bad,” Karvonen said much too casualy. "But | can't say I've developed much of a
fondnessfor wizards. So | think—"

"Daner's not coming with me," Eleret brokein bluntly.

"What?' Karvonen stopped walking, forcing Eleret to stop aswdll, and face him. "I thought . . . Did
he changehismind, or isit hisfamily?'

"Neither. | told him | didn't need awizard bodyguard any longer, so theré's no point in hismaking
thetrip.”

"No point?" Karvonen stared at her. "Eleret, he's good-looking, he's rich, and he's noble-born.
He'sintdligent, well-spoken, and he's areasonably skilled wizard. He's tall. HEsamagicianwitha
sword, which ought to appeal to your Cilhar sensibilities even if none of the rest does. And you say
thereés no point in taking him back with you?'

"Areyou finished? Becauseif you're not, | recommend you find some nice Ciaronese girl to spout
your nonsense &.

| don't need alover who hasto be taught not to block my throwing lines, who forgets to mention
important things because he doesn't think 1'd be interested, and who's surprised every time | turn out to
be worth something in afight. In Ciaron, I'm afish trying to fly. Daner would be the same back home, so
we decided the trip wouldn't be worth the effort.”

"Y ou decided. Both of you?'
"Well, | decided. But Daner agreed with me."

"Ah." Karvonen looked obscurdly satisfied. "Waell, I'm too short to block your throwing lines, and
while | may beintentionally obscure, | don't forget to mention important things. Asfor fights, | try to stay
out of them as much as possible; you're more than welcome to my share. Would you perhaps be willing
to have me as acompanion on your road home?"

"It would please me enormoudly,” Eleret said gravely, though abubble of laughter waslodged in her
chest, threatening to burst at any moment.

Karvonen let out his breath in a soundlesswhistle of rdlief, then grinned. "In that case, Fredady, the
sooner were out of Ciaron, the happier I'll be. May | suggest we turn here? The North Gateisonly a
few blocks down, if we cut through thedley . . ."
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