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Prologue

The Crow Queen crouched in darkness, fedling the cool whisper of abreeze touch her cheek. The plants
that grew in the garden stirred restlessy with the wind, the soft scrape of their large leaves against one
another enough to cover the faint sound of her steps. The sonewall of the mansion in the heart of the
garden lay to her |eft, haf-hidden beneath climbing vines. A torch flickered wildly above arecessed
entrance onto the lower floor. A quick motion of one hand, and the light died.

A soft oath came from within the recess. A guard ssumbled out, fumbling in the darkness for tinder and
flint. Only afew moments later, he succeeded in restoring the comforting light of the torch. Cursing the
wind and the night, he went back to his station and took asip from the cup of mulled wine waiting there
for him, having never seen the dender figure that had dipped in and out while he was otherwise occupied.

Within moments the guard was dumped on the floor, athin rivulet of winetrailing like blood from his
dropped cup. The Crow Queen stepped over him, pausing only long enough to ransack his belt for keys.
She would return them before she left, and no one would ever be the wiser, not even the guard who
would awake the next morning with asplitting headache and no recollection of the previous night.

"You take too many risks," Y ozerf had said once, hisvoice angry and bitter. "Dead men cannot
remember your face. Why don't you just kill them and be done with it?"

"Finesse," she had replied disdainfully. To spare the lives of the guards and servants who unwittingly
crossed her path&€” that was the mark of the professiond.

He had not said anything&€” had not needed to for her to know that he believed it the mark of afool.

The door into the mansion yielded to one of the keys from the guard's belt. The Crow Queen ghosted up
the stair insde, her passage barely aflicker of black amidst deeper darkness. Sheld heard rumors that
claimed she could hide the shadow cast by a poker, and the conceit had pleased her. She wished it were
true.

Most of the mansion dept, except for the few guards set about the perimeter. Their master had no true
fear in him, believing that his wealth would be enough to keep him safe, and so the Crow Queen found
hersdlf able to move unimpeded through his home. Following the route she had memorized, she came at
last to the door of his study.

Ashiswife had promised, hewas up late, scribbling in hisledgers. The flames of the candles might have
bent dightly as the door at his back opened noiselesdy, but if so he never noticed. The Crow Queen's
boots made no sound on the sumptuous Undish carpets that covered the floor. No premonition of danger
caused him to look up or shift pogtion.

Her gloved hand knotted in his hair, jerking his head back hard. A curved knife sharpened to aletha
edge diced through jugular and windpipe before he had a chanceto cry out. A torrent of blood splashed
across the papers on his desk, obliterating whatever had been written there. His eyes went wide with
shock, and his hands scrabbled helplesdly at the terrible wound in histhroat for amoment before hislife
bled out. Then he dumped in the chair, the look of surprise still ssamped across hisfeatures.

So many of them looked surprised, and it never ceased to annoy her. She wondered if the gods would
tell him that hiswife had hired an assassin to kill him after he had raped their daughter on her tenth
birthday. Chances were he would still missthe point.

A few sestarrii gleamed golden amidst the papers and blood, and she took them without guilt. Let the city



watch believe that he had been murdered during arobbery. They would never learn the truth anyway.

* * * %
She had only waked three streets away from the mansion when the wizard found her.

One moment, the night was empty, silent except for the near-noiselesswhisper of her feet on the
cobblestones. The next ... there was something more to the shadows, asif they had gained aweight and
depth that they had previoudy lacked. She froze ingtantly, al her senses attuned to the night around her,
draining to unravel any possible nuance.

White robes caught the faint light of torcheslocked beyond manor gates; the flames turned them red, asif
they had been washed in blood. Between theivory bristle of beard and hair, hisface looked dark, his
expression lost to her. &od have cometo ask of you ... afavor,&€s he said.

The Crow Queen dowly rose from the defensive crouch she had dropped into, but her daggers remained
in her hands. Not that they would defend her against magic, she thought bitterly.

"What do you want, Ax?&€+ she asked, her voice as cold and expressionless as she could makeit.
"Toretain your services."

"No."

He chuckled softly. &€ceY ou have not even heard my offer yet."

"I don't need to.&€+ She would have walked away, if sheld trusted him at her back.
"Thereisalord coming to thiscity. Animportant man. | want you to keep him safe.”

She laughed. &dd kill. | don't save.”

"If you do not, you will bethelast of your kind."

Ice did through her veins, and she hissed softly. &€adf you threatena€™™

"I merely prophesy. Auglar of Kelgard must live through dl that isto come. If he does not, your son will
dieaswdl."

"What could the fortune of alord of Jend possibly have to do with my son?”

Ax smiled briefly. &€o2Y ou will see, Londah Jonaglir. Y ou will see soon enough.&€s And with that, he
was gone.

Londah stood donein the street, her fingers gripping her knives so hard that her knuckles had gone
white. Then, with a curse she had learned from the sailors who frequented Segg's port, she dammed her
weapons back into their sheathes and stalked off.

Damned wizards.



Chapter One

Suchen bit back a hiss of frustration as her opponent easily evaded the fist aimed at his nose. Before she
could recover, he grabbed her wrist, his deceptively dender fingerstrapping her in aniron grip. She
snapped her knee up at hisgroin, connecting only with thigh as he out-maneuvered her again, and then
dropped her weight to pull hard against the joint of histhumb. His grip broke and she leapt back, bringing
her forearm up in afast block to fend of the quick snap of afist. A second time she blocked, then athird,
and then went on the offensive, whipping her foot up in akick that should have knocked the wind out of
an attacker, possibly breaking ribs on the way.

He moved asde with an incredible, anima speed and grace, gray eyestracking her foot so that when her
leg wasfully extended, he caught hold of her ankle and used her own momentum to send her tumbling to
the ground.

She hit hard, the wind huffing out of her lungs, and sent one hand scrabbling in the dirt beside her head.
Catching up ahandful of mud and rock, shethrew it at hisface. Her aim wasn't true, but it forced him to
dodge, giving her the opening to get back on her feet. But she was still too dow, and an ingtant later she
found asinewy arm snaked around her throat, the other poised to grab her head and snap her neck.

"Dead again, &€ he said in avoice like velvet and midnight.

"Damn it!'&€ Hisarmsloosened their hold, and she pulled away, kicking at aloose rock and glowering
at the churned mud of the yard where the soldiers of Kelgard routindy practiced the arts of warfare.

"You did well &€« Y ozexf protested.

She glanced back over her shoulder uncertainly. A cloud of blood-red hair straggled wildly about

Y ozexf's shoulders, blowing lightly in the wind. The only spot of color in amonochromatic landscape, it
contrasted sharply with his black clothing, his bone-white skin, and his deet-gray eyes. Despite the
inhuman size and cant of those eyes and the sharp bones of histriangular face, he looked beautiful to her.
Beautiful and entirely unflustered.

Damn him&€” he could at least be polite enough to look a little winded.
"I didn't land asingle blow, &€ she pointed out irritably.

"It takestimeto learn anew way of fighting,&€+ he said reasonably. &€oa/Ne haven't been practicing that
long. And none of the Sworn would have done haf aswell&€” you're quicker than they are, moreflexible.
Thisisn't sword-work."

Suchen sighed and pushed astray strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. No, thiswas certainly nothing

like the measured pace of swordplay, with its repertoire of attacks and responses. Thiswasthe dirtiest
kind of fighting, where there were no rules, no boundaries, and no set forms. It wasastylethat Y ozerf

excdled a, having learned it a an early age on the Streets of the city he had been bornin.

Having seen how deadly and effective his unconventional style of combat could be, sheld asked him to
teach her aswell. It had been something to do to get them through the long, harsh months of winter, when
snow had falen heavily enough to isolate Kelgard from the outside world. Something other than watch
the storesin their larders dwindle and wonder what was happening in places poorer and less
well-supplied.

"How long did it take you to learn?a€s she asked.



He shrugged, an easy movement of histhin shouldersthat he till managed to make look graceful.
&EceT 0o long.&€» One white finger lightly tapped the heavy padding that hung over his shirt to protect
him should she somehowa€” againg dl likelihood, it seemed&€’ manage to hit him. &€csAnd of coursel
didn't havethis"

The door leading into the keep opened acrossthe yard. Y ozerf turned to look, and Suchen saw his
nogtrils flare sharply. Over time, she had come to appreciate what atruly keen sense of smell he had. It
was one part of hisdivided heritage: half Aclyte, haf Wolfkin shape-changer.

At any rate, the gait of the man who stepped out into the yard identified him at a distance, even to one
without asharp eye or nose. He moved dowly, leaning heavily on awooden staff topped with adull
globe of steel. The mace head turned the staff into awespon, at least theoretically, and perhaps took
away some of the sting of having to use such aprop in thefirst place.

"I thought | might find you here, &€+ Gless called when he was close enough. His golden hair blew
loosely about hisfacein the biting wind, no longer kept in the dandy's curls that he had once been so
fond of. His clothing was sober, at least for him&€E” gone were the wild colors, the flamboyant cuffs and
ribbons. Lines of pain framed a mouth that still smiled often, but the smile was wan and drawn, asif every
joke was bitter.

Y ozexrf watched him come, then cocked his head dightly, asif considering. &€ceY ou may join us, if you
wish,&€« he offered. Suchen flashed him a sharp glancea€” surely, such an offer to aman who needed a
gaff to walk was nothing but cruelty. But Y ozerf's austere face was impassive, awhite mask that gave
nothing away.

Stll, hewas not crud by nature. Many other things, yesé€” hard, bitter, ruthlesdy practica, and at least
dightly insane. But never crud.

Who knows? Maybe he thinks Gless could do it.

Glessgave Y ozerf aquizzica ook, asif wondering the same things as Suchen. Then adtrained smile
touched hislips. &odNo, thanks. Y ou two play too rough. Y ou're the only couple | know who never
quarrel and yet till try to kill each other on aregular bass.”

Suchen grinned. &€ceT hat's us&€” two of akind.&€» She dipped one arm around Y ozerf's waist, benegth
the protective padding. Although he had actudly gained alittle weight over the winter, she could till fedl
the curve of bone through alayer of tough muscle. Glancing up, she saw surprise and pleasure touch his
gray eyesat her comment. Hisarm went around her shoulders, pulling her in tighter to hisside.

Glessrolled hiseyes a them. &€ad didn't come out here to watch the two of you make cow-eyes at each
other. Auglar sent meto find you. He's calling together the Sworn and afew other trusted advisors."

"Isthisabout hisbid for the kingship?a€s Suchen asked softly.

Gless shrugged. &€od don't know. It would make sense, though. Spring is here and the roads are finally
clear. Therés nothing to keep him from going to the Conclave of Lordsin Segg.”

Y ozerf's eyes narrowed dightly at the mention of the city he had grown up in, but he made no comment.
They followed Gless back insde, pausing amoment to Storetheir protective padding in the smal training
hall that formed one wall of the courtyard. Then, confined to Glesss limping pace, they made their way to
Auglar'sstudy.

When the keep wasfirat built, back when the Empire of Kellstill held dominion over al thelands



between the Dragon Mountainsin the North and the Undish desert in the south, the fortress of Kellgard
had been asmple square tower made for defense rather than comfort. It occupied ahigh hill on the very
edge of the great plain of the Kellsmarch, stuated so that any invasions from the kingdom of Shalai would
have to pass by it before penetrating farther. But over the intervening centuries, itslords had added on to
the origina keep. Mogt often, this additiond architecture matched the fashion of their own times, in blithe
disregard of anything else around it. Asaresult, Kellgard had evolved into alunatic's dream of sedled-off
courtyards, corridors that went nowhere, and rooms whose purpose had been changed so many times
that they were no longer useful for anything. Vistors were well advised not to stray, and even inhabitants
who thought themsalves familiar with the structure's every twist and turn sometimes became confused. If
any enemy were ever to breach thewalls, they would find battle in the corridors a nightmare.

Auglar's study wasin one of the oldest sections of the keep. The walls were of unfinished stonethat held
in the chill evenin high summer. Tapestries struggled to enliven the setting, although their colors had faded
through countless decades. Although the air outside was beginning to fed of spring, afire burned inthe
enormous hearth, perfuming the room with wood smoke.

Auglar glanced up asthey entered. Black hair straggled into hisface and framed a pair of startlingly pae
blue eyes, and ink stained his dender fingers. Although he had come young to hislordship, and had
fought abitter war of succession to gain it, scholarship was il hisfirst love. &€08Ah, that's everyone,
then,&€» he said with asmile that failed to hide the worry that lurked in his eyes.

The small room was crowded, Suchen saw. On Auglar'sright sat hiswife, Sifya, her belly swollen in the
late stages of pregnancy. Sifyas brother, Brenwulf, was also present. The Sworn&€” Buudi, Gless, and
Suchen's brother Peddock&€” were arrayed about the room. Gara, Suchen's assistant, sat nervoudly at
thefar end of the table, dong with Wildstorm the scribe and Jiara the hedlermage.

Three empty chairsremained. Gless sank into one with an audible sigh, his bad leg stretched out before
him at an angle. Suchen sat in the next one, expecting Y ozerf to dip in beside her. But instead he stopped
just insde the door and leaned against the wall, his chill eyestaking in the gathering dispassionately, an
outsider observing ascene that had nothing to do with him.

Suchen frowned uncertainly, wondering what this deliberate distancing could mean. But before she could
motion for him to come closer, Auglar roseto hisfeet.

"| suppose that there's no mystery about why | summoned you al,&€» he said. Clasping hisink-stained
fingers behind his back, he wandered over to one window, then stopped and stared out. 4oVl ost of
you know the events of last fall and winter."

"Only too well,&€» murmured Buudi, the first among the Sworn. Although silver had begun to stresk his
black hair some time ago, he seemed to have aged years over the course of the last winter. Thelineson
his rough face were deeply graven now, and the decades looked out sadly from his brown eyes.

Auglar cast him arueful glance. &€0eY es. Last fdll, the wizard Ax came to Suchen and asked her to
escort ayoung woman here, Little did we know then that she was Queen Rozah, fleeing in disguise from
her Regency Council, which had kept her prisoner and usurped her power. The Council was destroyed,
but not without the loss of Rozah'slife aswell.”

No one said anything. The Sworn had been charged with keeping Rozah safe, but they had not been able
to save themsalves from treason within their own ranks. Although no one could blame themé&€” they had
donedl that they could&€” Suchen knew that they held themsalves responsible for the Queen's desth.

For that matter, so did she. What she would have done differently, she didn't know, but there had been
many nights when she had lain awake in Y ozerf's arms, wondering if she could have done



something&€’ anythingd€’ to save Rozah.
Asfor what Y ozerf felt, who had last seen Rozah dive ... not even Suchen could say.

"Since then, Jenel has been without amonarch,&€ Auglar continued at last. &€ceThisis a dangeroustime
for the kingdom. Ax warned usthat Jahcgroth of Argannon plansto conquer Jend, ascold and ice
threaten to destroy his own kingdom. Y ozerf has confirmed this."

Y ozerf nodded once, shortly, but said nothing.

"Jenel cannot afford to remain leaderless for much longer,&€+ Auglar went on, pacing restlessy back
across theroom to stare now into thefire. &€od am related to the royal line, and so have decided to
present my claim to the throne. Unfortunately, word has reached methat Lord Fellrant intends to do the
same.”

Brenwulf's eyes narrowed. &€ceThisisthe lord who attacked you when your father disappeared?”

"Yes.&€ Auglar shook hishead at old memories. &Eadellrant saw an opportunity and took it. He hasa
reputation for being ruthlessin pursuit of what hewants, and if | may judge by the Sege helay around
Kdlgard, that reputation iswell deserved.”

"But we prevailed,&€» Buudi added firmly.

"Yes.&€e Auglar smiled briefly. &€osAnd we will thistime aswell. Both of our clams are too distant for it
to be immediately obviouswhich of us should take the throne. Therefore, we have been commanded to
present ourselves before the Conclave of Lords at Nava Nar in Segg.&€+ He cast arueful glance at
Sfyasbdly, then reached out to take hiswife's hand. &€oelhe timing is dreadful, of course, but if | want
to have any chance againgt Fdllrant, then | have to leave as soon as possible. Sifyawill command the
keep in my absence.”

"The thanes won't be happy about that,&€+ Sifyapointed out, her accent giving away her peasant
origins.

"The thanes can go to Hel'sdomain,&€s Auglar said bluntly. &€ceA fter last winter, they should be glad |
don't hang the lot of them.&€+ He squeezed Sifya's hand fiercely, then let go. &€oelhe Sworn, of course,

will accompany me. Jarawill remain here with you.&€ His expression turned wistful. &€odf | can't be
here for the birth of our first child, at least | can be assured that the delivery will be safe and easy.”

"Y ou have nothing to worry about, my lord. Either of you,&€ Jiaraadded, nodding in Sifyas direction.

"Excellent.&€+ Auglar rubbed his hands together. &€oeThen that isall, for now. Well leave as soon aswe
can. Suchen, seeto the supplieswe will need for the journey. And if Brenwulf and Y ozexf could stay a
moment longer?"

At last, Suchen thought with satisfaction. She glanced at Y ozerf's face, to seeif he guessed what was
coming. But warinesslit hisgray eyesfrom within, and adight frown touched his sculpted lips, quickly
hidden.

She rose with the rest, pausing amoment to touch Y ozerf's arm. &aeDon't be so paranoid,&€s she
whispered, feding the tenson in the muscles under her fingers. &€ceAt least until you know why he wants
to talk to you done.”

He nodded sharply, but she could still sense histrepidation. With asigh, she dropped her hand away and
followed everyone else out the door, leaving the three men in privacy.



* * % %

Y ozerf remained where he was, his back pressed hard againgt the sonewall. Dread pooled in his bdly,
for he thought that he knew what Auglar wanted to ask from him.

The human lord paused amoment to stoke the fire. Brenwulf glanced briefly at the flurry of sparks, then
turned his steady gaze back to Y ozerf, no doubt scenting the Aclyte's unease. Y ozerf pointedly avoided
his stare, awolf's gesture of submission. He and Brenwulf had never been easy with one another&€’ two
males, one an interloper, the other jealous of his place in the pack.

Auglar turned so that his back wasto thefire. The flames|egpt up behind him, framing him in gold and
throwing hisface into shadow. &€ceY ou both know that | lost two of my Sworn last winter,&€» he said
at last, grief edging hiswords. &€odJzco was killed and Dara-Don ... Dara-Don betrayed me and
everyone dse. Until now, | have done nothing to rebuild the Sworn, partly out of respect for Uzco's
memory, and partly out of fear. | kept asking mysalf how | could have judged Dara-Don so badly.”

"He was true when you made him Sworn,&€» Brenwulf said soothingly. Y ozerf said nothing&€” the bonds
of the Sworn were forged from trust. And he had learned long ago that trust was the most dangerous
trickster of all.

"Perhaps. But | fear that leaving avoid in the Sworn has done more harm than good to those who
remain. It's been aconstant reminder to them of the defest that they suffered, of the friendship that they
logt. | think it's past time to remedy the Situation.

"Brenwulf, Y ozerf&€’ | am asking the two of you to become Swornto me."

It was the highest honor any lord could offer aretainer, short of ralsing him to the nobility itself. Brenwulf
immediately cameto hisfeet, smiling. &0e0f course, Auglar. Y ou're my sister's mated€’ part of my pack.
| would do anything for you."

Auglar clasped his hand warmly. &€od knew that already, Brenwulf.&€s Still smiling, he turned to
Y ozerf. &0sAnd you, my friend? Y ou saved my lifelast winter&€’ | haven't forgotten that, and now at last
| have an appropriate reward.”

For along moment, Y ozerf smply stared at him, surprise holding back any motion or word. And it came
to him with a sudden clarity that he knew two things.

One: that Auglar was offering him aplace. A real place.

No more sulking on the edges of their comradeship, watching from adight remove that he could never
quite seem to cross. No more the outsider that no one really knew what to do with. No more the
unshesthed blade that was too useful to throw away, but never redlly trusted.

A place. Belonging.

The Sworn were the men that alord trusted above al others, even above hisown kin. Their obligations
to him were clear: to protect, to advise, and in the end perhapsto die. Their lord valued them above al
others, but in turn they valued him equally. Their bond went deeper in itsway than that of blood or

marriage.

He dready had a sort of bond with them&€” didn't he? They&€” dl of the people who had gathered in this
rooma€” were his pack. But that deep instinct, informed by the wolf's understanding, meant lessin human
termsthan what Auglar offered now. Or perhapsit was smply that humans needed words for these
things to make them redl, and that was what Kellgard's lord wanted to give him. Acknowledgement of



the bond from both sides, not just his.

It was more than he had ever thought to be given, more than he had ever dreamed of having in thelong,
hungry years when he had wandered aone.

But he also knew a second thing. Auglar wanted to beking.

Y ozerf meet Auglar's expectant gaze and held it for amoment. &€odNo,&€» he said clearly, then turned
and walked out the door.

* k k %

Y ozexf took the nearest stair he camerto, following itswindings until he reached awindow that |et out
onto arooftop. Unseen by anyone, he dipped out onto an expanse of blue datetiles, following them until
they gave way to copper sheeting, then red pottery. Gargoyles offered convenient handholds, their
smooth-horned heads cold under histhin fingers. Fragrant smoke belched from chimneys, occasionally
blowing into hisface and blinding him.

At length, he cameto a high tower at the North end of the keep. He had discovered it by accident one
night, its crumbling masonry giving him the handhol ds he needed to haul himsalf up through itssingle, high
window. A heavy wooden shutter had blocked the way, but the iron hinges holding it in place had rusted
amogt to nothingness, and he had found it easy to push through.

Kdlgard had many rooms and corridors that had been sedled off during later building sprees, and at first
glance he had believed this tower to be one such forgotten nook. A single rotting table and chair stood in
the center of the tiny room, adrift in mounds of dust and cobwebs. The round shape hanging on one wall
had proved to be abronze mirror, lost beneath centuries of grime. Curious, he had let himsalf down
through the trap door in the floor of the room, following aspird stair until it ended abruptly in the solid
wall whose construction had led to the tower's abandonment.

She had been lying a the bottom of the stair, curled against the unyielding wall, asif she had tried a the
last to force down the stones with her bare hands. Time had not |eft much of her: afew mice-gnawed
bones, ared layer of dust that might have been adress, and the dull glitter of gold at her ears, throat, and
waist. Yozerf did not know who she had been, or why she had been sedled away in the tower and | eft to
die. A rivd, amigress, asister? With humans, the possibilitiesfor cruety were endless.

A few questionsto the servants reved ed that the portion of the keep near the sealed tower was said to
be haunted by awoman's ghogt, athough no one knew her story. Y ozerf briefly consdered teling Auglar
of the old bones he had found, then decided againg it. Better to leave the unknown woman her slent
monument.

Since then, he had made the tower his sanctuary, a place where he could escape to be away from
humans and where he could plumb the depths of his own secretsin solitude. Only oncein dl the months
that he had been coming here had he glimpsed the ghost of the dead woman. Shortly after deciding to
make the tower room his own, he had entered to find her standing by the table: athin, transparent shape
inared dress. She had started towards him&€” then flung up her handsin an expression of horror and
fled, vanishing before she reached the trap door.

"Shadows," Temonrahad whispered with anasty chuckle.
And what are you? he had asked in that slent space in his mind where she could hear him.

"Vengeance."



Now, Yozerf hauled himsdf in over the windowsill and carefully replaced what was | eft of the broken
shutters behind him, blocking the thin, gray light of the overcast afternoon. The darknessin the tower was
nearly absolute, but he had supplied it with talow candlesfilched from the storerooms. Recalling their
shapes and placement in his memory, he reached into the silent space once again.

The candles burdt into smultaneous flame, flooding the smal chamber with yellow light. Cobwebsthat he
had not bothered to clear avay streamed wildly in the sudden flow of heated air, like the rotted banners
of dead armies.

Y ozerf sighed and ran ahand back through his hair, absently tugging out the snarls the wind had worked
intoit. It wasatrick, that was dl, just adamned trick. A trick that had taken him long practice to perfect
to the point where he wasn't in danger of setting himself on fire aswell asthe candles, but still nothing
compared to the feats of area wizard. Nothing compared to what Auglar needed.

And evenif it had been what Auglar needed ... would he&€” dared hed€” admit that he could perform such
tricks?

The single chair cresked dangeroudly under him when he dumped into it. The candles glowed in hissight,
threatening to become a blur. Suddenly fegling tired beyond words, he propped his boots up on the
ancient table and tilted his head back, staring unseeing at the whed-spoke rafters.

Hewastired, so very tired. Thelook that he had glimpsed on Auglar'sface just before he walked out
came back to him: shock, confusion ... and hurt. Strange beyond words, to think that any gesture he
could make would hurt apowerful human lord. Before meeting Auglar, he had thought that the mighty
were beyond such things because they cared for nothing save themsalves.

He didn't want to imagine the look on Suchen's face when shefound out.

"They are humans,” Tdmonrawhispered scornfully, asif that damning statement should be dl that was
needed. At onetime, it would have been.

Hewas not entirely certain that al changes had been for the better.

* * * %

Suchen sat in her favorite chair in front of the fire, unable to concentrate on the book she had been trying
to read for hours. The candles on the small table at her elbow had burned down, spilling long loops of
melted wax over the sllver of the candelabrum. The wind moaned around the cornice outside the window
and caused the fireto gutter dightly.

The heavy, oaken door swung open on near-silent hinges. Setting her book aside carefully, she looked
up a the shadow that filled it. The firelight snagged on his mad tangle of blood-red hair and lent unnatural
color to the pale skin of hisface and hands. His large, canted eyesreflected it like the wolf's, an eerie
incandescence that stole her ability to read his expression.

"Why?&€e she asked smply, careful not the make the word an accusation.

Y ozerf's mouth tightened dightly. He shut the door behind him, then drifted past her to the window. One
hand lifted, pressed lightly againgt the glass. &ceDo you haveto ask?"

"Obvioudy | do."

He sighed and dumped allittle. &€aeSuchen ... think. Auglar wantsto be king. But right now, hisfateis
largdly in the hands of agroup of southern lords who only want areason not to like him. Thefirst of
Auglar's Sworn is adisgraced nobleman who lost hisinheritance because he was having an affair with



another man. Peddock is the disowned son of amerchant. Glessis a peasant. And Brenwulf is a constant
reminder that Auglar is married to acommoner.&€e Y ozerf's mouth quirked into a sudden half-amile.
&EceT hat motley assortment aone might give the southern lords dl the excuse they need to send Auglar
packing. Add an Aclyteto the mix, and | assure you that it would."

She darted to deny hiswords, then caught herself, forced hersdlf to think about al the things she had
encountered traveling with him. And, athough she didn't likeit, forced herself to remember her own
childhood in the south, alife that had included Aclytese servants who were viewed aslittle more than
trained dogs whose performance had long ago lost its novelty. &EoePerhaps.”

"Perhgps nothing. Yes. Y ou know it. Auglar isn't thinking like a southern lord.”
"Auglar isn't asouthern lord.”

"He must become oneif he wantstheir approval .&€» Y ozerf shook his head, hair sighing softly against
black-clad shoulders. &€osAuglar and Fellrant are both used to doing things as they wish. Until now, no
one paid much attention to the demesnes of the Kellsmarch. Who cares about aland of herdsmen and
farmers, where there isn't anything to be found but grass and wind?"

"Y ou're overgtating the case.”
"Maybe.&€+ He shrugged. &odt doesn't change my point.”

"No.&€ She sighed and looked at her hands. &€osAuglar wants to leave as soon as possible. Within the
next few daysif hecan."

"Good luck to him, then."
"I'm going with him."

Y ozerf's back stiffened sharply. She saw the hand that rested on the glass curl very, very dowly into a
fist. When he spoke, hisvoice was like the winter comeinsde. &€odNo."

"YozeféE™
"Nol &+ He spun around, and his gray eyes were wild with desperation. &€ceY ou aren't going to Segg!”

She bit her lip, hating the mix of rage and fear in hiswords. &€ceThe decision isaready made. Auglar
needs me. If heisto become king, he will need a Steward.”

"Let Gard go."

"Garal isn't asgood at thisas| am! &€« she snapped, temper suddenly fraying. &od am the Steward of
Kellgard. No woman has ever done what I've done. If | become Steward of NavaNar ... can you
imaginewhat it would mean?"

His expression went blank, face awhite, inhuman mask that alowed nothing to escape. &€ceThen thisis
what you want."

Suchen hesitated. &ad ... | don't know. But Auglar has asked me to comewith him, evenif only for a
while. If he does become king, he will need my help, at least at first. Ther€s no telling what sort of mess
the Council |eft behind them&€” helll need someone who can ook through the books, who can understand
what the numbers mean and where they don't add up. For alittlewhile.”

Y ozerf said nothing. For amoment, he stood very 4iill, asif weighing her words against some unknown



criteria. Then, without warning, he turned and smashed hisfist through one of the glass panes of the
window.

"No! &€ Startled by the suddenness and violence of the motion, she grabbed his arm. Through layers of
black cotton and wooal, she felt muscles tense as wires. But he made no movement to repeet the act, only
turned his hand over dowly. The glass had cut his knuckles deeply, and streamers of blood the same
color ashishair ran out over white skin.

"I'm sorry,&€+ he said softly. He closed his eyes for amoment, asif in response to some pain. &€od just
.. lcant..."

"Shh. It'sdl right. No one's asking you to do anything.&€s She tugged on hisarm gently, and he allowed
himself to be led over to the light of the fire. Suchen carefully picked out shards of glass from the wounds,
then fetched a pewter ewer filled with water to wash them. When she shoved his deeve back to keep it
from getting wet, her fingers encountered the ridges of old scarsthat crisscrossed the great veins of both
wrids.

Those scars had been made in Segg, she knew, dthough it was not something he spoke of oftenor in
detail. And she had known that he would be upset when she told him that she was going there herself.
&€od'm not asking you to go,&€» she said quietly as she bandaged his hand with cloth torn from an old
shift. &€ceY ou know that you are more important to me than anythinga€” even my duty to Auglar.a€e
She glanced up, met hiswild, inhuman eyes. &od am going because | haveto, but if you want to stay
here, then | will return to you as soon as| may. Someone el se can be Steward of NavaNar."

"l don't want you to die."
It was such an unexpected response that she stopped in mid-motion. &oaVhat? Why do you say that?'

"Because that'swhat Segg is, Suchen. It's death, death in athousand forms.&€+ He pulled his hand away
and ran it back through his hair. &odDeath for the unwary, deeth for the foolish, death for the young,
death for the weak, death for the poor, death ... death.&€ Y ozerf stood up abruptly and stared down at
her, acrazed look in hiseye. &adt will swallow you. It will swalow dl of you."

Grief for him touched her. &ogY ozerf, my love, no. Y ou say that because of your own experiences. But
thingswill be different for us. Well be staying &t the palace, not on the streets. Well be safe.”

Helooked at her sadly. &02Y ou're wrong."

"No.&€» She put her hand on his unwounded one, drew it close to cradle against her face. &€od'll be all
right. Y ou stay hered€’I'll be back soon, you'll see.”

"I can't stay here, &€ he said raggedly. &€ad can't stay here. Y ou're my mate; you're my pack. Where
you go, | must go aswell.”

The desperation in hisgray eyestore at her heart. &ceD0o you mean that?a€e she asked, uncertain what
ingincts might be ripping him gpart. If held been human, or even purely Aclyte, she would have thought
that he was exaggerating. But the way he said mate and pack made the words sound less like concepts
and more like something felt in the blood and the bone.

He pulled away from her and went back to the window, despite the cold evening air flooding in through
the broken panes. His head |eaned wearily against the casement as he stared blankly out. &€ceY es.”

"l don't want to hurt you."



"It doesn't matter.”
"Yes, it doedl"

He only shook his head, not looking at her&€” not looking at anything asfar as she could tell. &€oaNo. I'll
go with you. | don't mind.&€+ And the way he spoke the lie told her that she would get nothing more
fromhim.



Chapter Two

Y ozerf stared out the window, watching as the caravan made ready in the courtyard below. The cold,
gray light that precedes sunrise touched the sky, outlining the shapes of men and horses. Their bresth
steamed in the cold morning, and lacy frost glittered from stones and roof tiles. In the south, he knew,
frost would be nothing more than amemory by now.

In the south. In Segg.

He closed his eyestiredly and wondered if he would ever see Kellgard again, despite Suchen's
assurances. Voices whispered to him; memories of the dead and the damned.

"You will do as| tell you, you stupid git, or I'll beat you until there's not a scrap of hide left to
keep you warm!™

"What's wrong with you? Emasculated whore!"
"I have failed you, my son."

He had not thought of them in yearsa€” had deliberately shunted them away, buried them down in the
dark placesa€” but now they seemed more clear than what had happened yesterday. He could remember
them dl: Daryn's caculating cruelty, Sweet Gin's desperate need, and Londah's pitiless gaze.

Most of the faces he had known would be gone now, swallowed by one of the many deaths that stalked
the streets. Londah would be there, though; few things walked the night more dangerous than she. It had
been over three years since he had last seen her, but she would cometo hissideif he asked.

If he could figure out away of explaining ahuman mate and ahuman pack to her. If shedidn't think that
he was nothing more than agulliblefool.

And, Hel, who knows, hethought darkly. Perhaps | am, at that.

Suchen emerged from the bedroom they had shared, her pack dung over her shoulder. &€odReady ?a€»
she asked, smothering ayawn behind her hand.

For amoment shelooked vulnerableto him, with her disheveled blonde hair and blue eyes like wells onto
midnight. But that wasridiculous, there was nothing ddlicate or fragile about her. Her body waswiry and
tough from years of sword practice with the Sworn and from the harsh Northern winters. She was
determined, defiant, strong, and free, and just looking a her made his heart ache.

Perhaps Londah would love her, after dl.

He bent and picked up his own pack; dthough light, at the moment it felt as though he lifted the weight of
the world itself. &€oeY es, I'm ready, &€ he answered, but it was alie. He would never be ready for this.

* * % %

The journey was both too long and too short to Y ozerf's mind. He had never traveled with alarge group
before, and the dow pace of the oxen pulling the wagons was a frustration to him. On the other hand, the
caravan could stick to the easy road of the Great Trade Route, rather than take the more furtive paths
that he had aways been consigned to. Bandits till lurked on the Route, of course, but the size of the
convoy aong with its contingent of armed soldiers ensured that any highwaymen would stay far away.

He spent the days riding by Suchen's side and trying not to think of the destination that lay ahead. Buudi,



Peddock, and Brenwulf were more reserved with him than they had been in many months, doubtless
because of hisrefusd to join their ranks. If no one had been quite sure what to do with him before, it was
doubly true now that he had confirmed his status as an outsder.

Despite Auglar's original request that al the Sworn accompany him to Segg, Gless had remained behind
a Kdlgard, ostensbly to watch over Sifya. Although no one had spoken of it doud, Y ozerf strongly
suspected that the true reason was that Gless no longer felt of any useto hislord. The wound that had
crippled hisleg had aso crippled his spirit, asif al of hisworth had depended on his ability to walk
unaided. To hissurprise, it had saddened Y ozerf to see the cheerful soul replaced by awithdrawn,
embittered shell.

But then, perhaps that happensto us all, in the end.

The day before the caravan was set to reach Rhiaht, the first true city on their journey, outriders came
back with the report of another large convoy before them. Asthey drew closer, they saw that the other
party had stopped and awaited their arrival. Severd flags whipped and cracked in the breeze, diplaying
ablack eagle on apurplefield.

"Lord Fellrant,&€+ Buudi observed unnecessarily.
Auglar nodded once, sharply. &oeRaise our own colors.”

Banners bearing the white horse on ablue field quickly rose, asif answering achadlenge. Oncethey were
within shouting distance, Auglar called ahdt. Slencefel asthelast wains cresked into place, and thetwo
convoys sat staring a one another like opposing armies. Y ozerf felt the hair on his neck stand up
inginctively, and hislip twitched with the urge to growl.

Three men rode out to meet them. Two of them were clearly retainers, but the third caught Y ozerf's
attention instantly. He was young, possibly severa years Auglar's junior. Raven-black hair streamed to
hiswaist, bound back from his eyeswith afillet set with dark blue sonesthe size of aman's palm.
Sumptuous purple and black fabrics covered asmall, lithe body. His features were delicate, amost
feminine, with asensuous mouth and seductive eyes. Y ozerf frowned and glanced at Suchen, wondering
if he should bejedous of the other man's beauty.

Auglar urged hishorse out in front of his caravan, Buudi and Brenwulf flanking him. &€oddlIrant,&€- he
sad, voicefla with distaste.

Y ozerf felt aflash of surprise. Wasthis youth the fearsome Lord who ruled from his keep of Vordava
with an iron hand? The man who, it was rumored, had first terrorized the bandits of the Kellsmarch, then
forced them to work for him?Who had laid such fierce Sege to Kedlgard that everyone inside had truly
feared that the keep would fal for thefirgt timein its centuries-gpanning history?

Fdlrant smiled, gpparently at ease. &ceAh, Auglar, | thought that might be you hurrying to catch up.”

Auglar didn't return the smile. &€od_et me remind you that both of us are expected to arrive at the
Conclave. | doubt that the southern lordswill 1ook with favor upon any attempts to diminish that number.”

Fdlrant arched a perfect brow, still unperturbed. &ceSuch harsh words.”
"I havent forgotten your little war againgt me."

Fdlrant waved alanguid hand. &€oeThefolly of aboy, Auglar. | was only fifteen a the time, after all.
Y outh isknown for itsimpetuousness.”



"Somehow | don't find that to be an excuse for your behavior."

"Asyou wish.&€ Fellrant shrugged. &oBut our demesnes have been at peace ever since then, have
they not? And seeing that you and | are traveling the same way, there's no reason that two neighbors
can't make the journey to the Conclave together.”

Auglar scowled, but there was nothing he could say to counter Fellrant's gracious attitude. At his tiff
nod, Fellrant turned his mount back to his own convoy and signded for them to begin moving once again.
Thetwo lordsfel in beside one another, thair respective Siworn mingling nervoudy, with many ahard
glare exchanged. Asthe caravan once again began its lurching progress, Y ozerf urged Windshade closer
to Suchen.

"I didn't know he wasthat young,&€e he said.

Suchen's mouth quirked in distaste. &€0eY es. He became Lord of VVordavawhen hewastwelve. | gather
that no one thought he would survive for long, given the back-stabbing and conniving that was going on
there at the time. But he not only survivedé&€’ he prospered. It only took him three yearsto have his
demesne so completely under his control that he could start thinking about attacking his neighbors.&€e
She shivered. &odHe must have been amonstrous child.”

n ml’m"
She gave him asharp glance. &€oeSurdly you don't admire him?”

"No. No, of course not,&€e Y ozerf said. It wasn't quite alie, he thought. Rumor attributed every kind of
ruthlesstactic imaginable to Fellrant, down to burning entire villages whenever he believed they might be
harboring rebels. He alowed no chalenge to his authority, no matter the source, and was pitilesswhen it
came to scouring the countryside clean of any potentid rivals.

But ... he had managed to survive when the odds were clearly againgt it. He had acted ruthlesdy when
the Situation called for it, not alowing sentiment or folly to cloud hismind. If an accident of birth had
determined his gatus, it was Fellrant himsalf who had earned that status by managing to keepit.

And would | have done anything differently?

Theghost in his head stirred, apparently intrigued by histhoughts. " Of course,” she whispered, then
laughed softly. "You are Jonaglir. You would have been a hundred times more ruthless and cruel
than Fellrant could ever dream of being. My pretty, pretty boy."

Despite the warmth of the spring sun shining on hisblack cloak, Y ozerf shivered.

* * * %

When the caravan halted that night, the two lords set their tents on opposite sides of the encampment.
The convoys mingled at the mess, servantstalking and laughing with one another, uncaring about old
wars that had been fought by their supposed betters. The soldierswere moreill at ease, and tried their
best to stay apart despite being assigned watches together. Auglar's Sworn clung to hisside like burrs, as
if they expected assassins dressed in Fellrant's colors to spring out of the shadows at any second.

Y ozerf and Suchen shared asmall tent pitched near Auglar's. After aquiet supper, Y ozerf headed out to
gtand the firgt watch of the night. The hours passed uneventfully until another of Auglar's guards relieved
him. Leaving the man to fight back yawns, he dipped through the camp like an invading shadow.

The camp was amaze of half-seen tents and tether ropes. The air stank of humans, horses, oxen, and
cooked food. Y ozerf threaded his way between tents, supply wagons, and latrines, habit making him



careful to avoid the revealing firdight of the few groups still avake at thislate hour.

The scent of lavender touched the breeze unexpectedly, and he dowed, his eyes making out atill, dim
shape standing aone between two supply wains. Moonlight flashed off blue gems asthe figure turned
towards him. Startled, Y ozerf stopped, al his muscles going tense. A growl tried to crawl up histhrodt,
but he bit it back hard. Foolish asit seemed, his behavior would ultimately reflect on Auglar, and he
would not give this man any more wegpons to use than he already had.

"Good evening,&€- Fdlrant said pleasantly, asif they were meeting in acomfortable study instead of a
mud-churned dot in adeeping camp. &oeY ozerf, in't it?"

Y ozerf's eyes narrowed. He was used to being anonymousin the eyes of the powerful, merdly a
nameless bit of scenery for their eyesto skip over. To be honest, the change now did not sit well with him
at dl. &odHow do you know my name?"’

"I've made it apoint to learn the names of al Auglar's chief retainers. Asacourtesy, of course. Although
I'm not entirely certain what your statusis.”

Y ozerf ignored the question. &€asShouldn't your Sworn be with you?”

Fellrant made a dismissive gesture. 8€020h, they're about someplace, I'm sure. Why? Do you think I'min
some sort of danger here?a€« He smiled as he spoke, sensuous mouth curving. His beautiful eyes
sudied Y ozerf curioudy.

"Y ou are among your own kind, Lord Fellrant. I'm certain that | don't haveto tell you the danger of that."

To hissurprise, Fellrant chuckled. &aeNo. No, you don't. Although your candor surprisesme, alittle.
Most would hurry to flatter my ego, tell me that of course no onewould ever think to harm me. Asif |
werefool enough to believe that .

The conversation was going nowhere. What can he want? Y ozerf wondered. Aloud, he said, &€adt's
never been my habit to bandy words."

"So | seeé€e Felrant paused, still studying him thoughtfully. &€ceThey tell methat you saved Auglar's
life"

Y ozerf cocked his head, feigning surprise. &€ceThey?!

"Servants talk while the mighty argue. I'm not so stupid that | don't know the vaue of gossip. Isit true?"
Y ozerf hesitated, then wondered what it could possibly matter. &€oeY es.”

"Ah.&€« Fellrant nodded dowly. &ad hopethat Auglar at least offered you a gift of land.”

Y ozerf diffened, anger dicing through him. &€oeDon't taunt me. Aclytes aren't dlowed to own property in

Fellrant tilted his head back and met Y ozerf's baeful stare squardly. &€celrue. But clever people have
figured out ways around the retriction before. One of my thanesis, in fact, merely alegd fiction who
dlowsan Aclyteto &€ managed€™ hisland for him."

Their eyes continued to hold, indigo versus dragon gray. Although Y ozerf had long ago discovered that
most humans couldn't meet his gaze for more than afew moments, Fellrant showed no sign of looking
away. Disconcerted, Y ozerf yawned el aborately, breaking the stare. &00A tenuous position at best. He



could lose dl that he hasin amoment.”

"That'strue of everythinginlife, isn't it?a€s Fellrant shrugged. &€ceHe thought it worth the opportunity.
But perhaps you didn't. I'm assuming that Auglar did offer you the same reward that he would have given
ahuman man, of course.”

Y ozerf held himself very till, refusing to alow any emotion to show on hisface. &0e0f course,&€s he
lied.

"Good.&€+ Fdlrant smiled. &€odVery good. Well, I'd best be off to my bed before my Sworn become
worried. Give my gresting to your lady."

The young lord turned and walked away, his gait lithe and graceful. Y ozerf Sared after him, wondering
what the point of the conversation had been. Fellrant had ddliberately waited there for him ... but why?
What possible motive could he have for seeking out an Aclyte with no real position or power?

"Looking for any advantage, any weakness, of course,” Temonrasaid. "You are in Auglar'sinner
circle... but not. Fellrant wishesto find your anger, to turn it to his cause. He does not know that
we will have our revenge.”

Her words made him uneasy. What do you mean?

But she gave him no reply.

* * % %

In hisdreams, that night, he saw her memories. They came dowly, like the gradud rise of dark water,
filling the spaces of his own degping thoughts, until they burst suddenly into being, a scene clear and
sharp as no dream could ever be.

The mountain wind was bitter, carrying the taste of winter even in the midst of spring. The
wildflowers that covered the lower slopes could find no purchase here, not in thisworld of rock
and wind and merciless sky.

The wind tore at Mazande's hair as she walked slowly towards the Sione, her gait as even and
inevitable as doom. Her dress whipped about her legs, asif seeking to halt her steps. Telmonra
searched her face as Mazande walked past, seeking some flicker of apprehension, some spark of
regret. But Mazande was Jonaglir, and her gray eyes were like the mountain slope: bleak, hard,
and lifeless.

The entire clan had gathered, as tradition required. The entire clan save for Jahcgroth, at least;
he had gone into the North many years ago, before Telmonra was born, and no one looked for
himto return again.

Small children not yet honed by blood and magic stared bewildered at Mazande, not

under standing what they saw. One of them called out her name and was quickly hushed by an
impassive adult. They would learn soon enough, Telmonra thought; everyone did. Born into a clan
of sorcerers, where madness threaded through their genealogy like a malignant growth ... they did
not have much choice.

Mazande's path led her to the foot of the Sione, where she stopped. The Stone dominated the
glade, commanding attention, its dark surface seeming to drink in the clear light of the day. Twice
the height of a horse, so wide that twenty men with their arms outstretched could barely join
hands around it, the enormous stone was the remnant of whatever violence had given birth to the



mountain. Its rough black basalt was the same as that which formed the rest of the two ranges,
which enclosed Caden in protective arms. Born of fire, the mages said, one with the mountain.
And through magic, one with all the land.

Mazande's eyes scanned its surface, as if seeking the blood left behind by earlier Sacrifices. Those
not of Jonaglir, who had never seen the Sione, claimed that the spilled blood of Osha the First
King could still be seen atop its dark mass. It had taken him nearly three days to die, the killing
slow so that as much of hislife as possible could soak into the Sone and the magic his wizards
had set about it.

Blood to bind to blood, blood to bind to earth, blood to bind to power. Forever, until the world's
ending.

Girith flinched suddenly and looked away. Blood-red hair&€” a gift froma Trihychyl
grandfather&€” whipped into his eyes. Court gossip said that he had begged her to reconsider her
Sacrifice. If rumor was true, he should have known better, Telmonra thought. Changing one's
mind was not a trait their clan had ever held to be valuable.

King Osha, the fourteenth of that name, cast a sharp glance at his youngest son's unseemly
display. Then, stepping past Girith, he went to stand beside Mazande. He raised his arms, dark
blue deeves flapping in the wind like wings. A slender fillet of gold held back his pale lavender
hair, lending himan air of formality even in this family gathering.

"Do you, Mazande Jonaglir, come here of your free will, to make Sacrifice for your land and your
people?a€e he intoned. His baritone carried clearly even over the moan of the wind, the cawing
of the crows.

She nodded once, stiffly. &€od come here to give my life to the Stone, so that | might rise up anew
to protect thisland and this people.”

It was an old, old ritual, originally spoken on this very spot by Osha the First and hiswizard
daughter over three thousand years before. A tingle went up Telmonra's spine, causing the hair on
the nape of her neck to prickle. It was as if, she thought, something had heard the ancient words,
and stirred to sluggish wakefulness. She felt it along her veins, along her nerves, an odd sense of
anticipation that was both elating and frightening. Girith jerked his head up and moaned, asif to
deny the feeling that moved in his blood. And Osha ... her father's eyes burned like stars, bright
and wild with power .

There was no moreto the ritual exchange; Mazande had spoken the last words she would ever
utter. In silence, she stripped out of her simple dress, tossing it aside to stand naked and shivering
in the cold air. Osha reached into his robes and withdrew a silver-hilted dagger. Its edge gleamed
razor-sharp as he dipped it fromits ornamental sheath and offered it to her.

Mazande took it and moved past him to stand directly before the Stone. The Stone was not
completely vertical, and water and time had carved out a shallow basin at its foot. Mazande
crouched down over it, her raven-black hair spilling down to either side. Then, with a single,
quick motion, she drew the edge of the dagger across her throat.

Blood gushed from the wound, a torrent that poured into the basin. Even asit touched the Stone,
however, its substance vanished, as if swallowed into the mountain itself. Asif swallowed by
whatever consciousness lay beneath the Sone.

Tendrils of golden light lifted from the basalt, washing over Mazande. The cut at her throat sealed



closed, and for a moment she stared back at those watching, as normal as if nothing had ever
happened.

Then, suddenly, her body contorted as if racked by excruciating pain. A scream so anguished it
sounded more animal than Aclytese burst from her throat. Even as her family watched in horror,
fascination, and awe, she began to change.

Her dlender body writhed, bones shifting under the skin. Muscles altered their dimensions, found
new points to attach to the deforming skeleton. Her hair fell away in great clumps, revealing an
elongated skull. The skin atop it stretched, until suddenly a pair of spiral, back-swept horns burst
forth, to be joined moments later by two shorter, straighter horns. Delicate features became a
long muzzle, and tough hide replaced ivory skin. Nails became talons, and a long tail whipped out
behind.

Her body began to swell, growing until it was the size of a horse. A hump formed on her back as
new muscles grew, until a pair of bat-like wings suddenly unfolded, thrashing madly in the air .

And then it was over .
Gods, she's beautiful, Telmonra thought in awe.

The new dragon rose up on shaky legs. Her vast wings spread out to either side, gleaming in the
sun. Her hide was an incredible hue of date-blue, flawless. Talons gouged the earth, and muscles
rippled with proud strength as she levered herself away from the basin and the Stone.

Lids opened, revealing a pair of gray eyes that were so like Mazande's own that Telmonra felt a
stab of unexpected pain. The dragon looked about, and there might have been confusion in her
gaze. Or regret.

But it wastoo late for regrets. Dragons were impervious to outside magic; that and their fiery
breath were their great strengths. The most powerful wizard in all the world couldn't give
Mazande's Aclytese body back to her.

An imperious call, like three harsh barks, rang off the cliffs. Telmonra looked up, saw the other
four dragons circling high overhead. They were beautiful, and exquisitely graceful, yet she who
had been Mazande Jonaglir visibly hesitated to join them.

Three harsh barks, repeated. Do they tell her to come, to forget her life asawoman? Telmonra
wondered, her stare locked on the muzzled countenance that had once been her cousin. No one
knew whether dragons even spoke to one another, or merely made primitive sounds like any other
animal. The only thing known for certain was that, over time, even the most reluctant and
uncertain of them gradually lost whatever it was that had made them Aclytes, and became wild
creatures of wind and fire. In time, Mazande might not even remember that she had ever been
anything save a dragon.

* * % %

For the next two weeks, they traveled through the light forests and open fields of southern Jend. Asthey
continued to make their way south and east, spring advanced and the days became hotter.

Northern-bred men and women sweated uncomfortably, stripping off al the heavy clothing they had and
wondering if they would be reduced to their undergarments by the time they reached Segg. Having grown
up with the hegt, Y ozerf laughed silently a his companions. If they thought thiswas uncomfortable, they
didn't want to bein Segg during high summer.



He encountered Fellrant several more times during the journey. Not every day, but frequently enough to
suspect that chance was not involved. The lord'swords were briefer to him than they had been the first
night, but were unfailingly polite and plessant.

| know a seduction when | seeit, Y ozerf thought darkly after once such encounter. But of what sort?
There would be better ways to get to Auglar, surely, if that iswhat he intends. And if it's the other
kind ... he implied the first night that he knows | am Suchen's mate. There are always plenty of
camp followers to choose froma€” why me?

"Because none of them are you?" Telmonra suggested. He couldn't tell whether the comment was
meant to be amusing or serious. "Either way, the words he's spoken to you have been nothing but
truth, have they?"

He didn't know how much of histhoughts she could share, but he tried to keep any acknowledgment of
her words hidden. Instead, he countered, You've been talkative lately. Why? Why now?

A soft sigh hissed like the wind through his head.

Y ozerf wondered whether he should be frightened by her more-active presence as of late. She had
grown stronger over the months, but much of that might have come from his own acceptance of her gifts
as helearned to utilize the magic she gave him. But either way ... should he be worried? And if 0 ... of
what? Telmonra spoke to him, yes, but that was al the power she seemed to have.

Desperatdly, he wished he could talk about it to Suchen, ask her what she thought. But of course he had
seded that path off from himsdlf months ago when he had neglected to tell her about hisinitia suspicions
that something strange had returned with him from the other sde of degth.

It wasn't worth the chance, hereminded himsalf. What if he had told her&€” had told any of thema€” that
he had killed a man with sorcerousfire, but was unableto actualy recal it happening? Would they have
believed him? Or would they fear him? His relationship with Suchen was so new, so unexpected, o
precious ... nothing was worth putting it at risk.

And later, after Rozah's desth ... he had not been ableto tell them the truth then, either. If he had told
them everything he had held back before, had reveded that he had awakened fully to the strange powers
the ghost gave him and used them to destroy the Council, they would have wanted to know the truth
about what had happened to Rozah aswell. And if he had said that she had not been killed by the spell at
all, that she had given her own lifeto save his.... well, who would believe such athing? Queens did not
diefor lowly Aclytes.

It was my fault she died. For amoment, his memory of Rozah's pale, heart-shaped face atered to
become a darker, though no less lovely, countenance.

But no. Hewould not think of Ginny now, not with Segg so near.

* * * %

Suchen'sfirgt glimpse of Segg was not at al what she had expected.

On ahot morning in late spring, the caravan finaly came down out of the low hillsthat covered southern
Jend. Before them ran awide, high road paved with crushed shells bleached white by the sun. The road
had been built up to keep it above the level of the thick marshesthat stretched away to either Sde asfar
as the eye could see. Shadows lurked beneath dense stands of cypress, and strange mossy growths
dangled from the trees like the beards of ancient men. Birds caled from the mysterious depths of the
swamps, and the buzz and hum of insectsfilled the air. Already, everyone was dapping at exposed skin



and curaing the army of mosquitoesthat had descended upon them.

Segg was nestled directly in between the two haves of the swamp. Although till distant, Suchen could
seethefaint gleam of white marble on the highest points of the city, fading into agray-brown blur asit
descended towards the docks. Beyond, she caught her first glimpse of the sea.

Thear smeled of sdt, decay, and living things. Whether the stink came from the city, the ocean, the
swamps, or al three, Suchen was unsure. Glancing over a Y ozerf, she saw his nostrils flare sharply.
Then he turned his head away, eyes closed, asif to deny some pain.

"Love?a€s she asked softly. After amoment, he looked her way. Hisface was pale, his expression
distant and cold. She could fed him withdraw into himsdlf, like asnail retreating into its shell. &€oaNill you
bedl right?'

He hegitated for an instant, then shrugged carelessly. &ad'll have to be, won't 17
"Y ou don't haveto do this."

"It'stoo late to turn back.&€+ He sighed, and the corner of his mouth quirked up into a half-smile.
&€cel oo latefor alot of things."

Troubled, she reached out to take his hand. He gave her fingers abrief squeeze, then let go.

Thetwo lords had agreed to enter the city together, as equals. Their Sworn clustered nervoudy about
them, and their banner-carriersrode in front. Fellrant dispatched aherald to go before everyone, blowing
ahorn periodicaly and announcing the approach of the two lords.

The high road ran in agtraight line that ended a the city wall. Unlike most other city walls Suchen had
seen, this one was made from baked mud brick rather than stone. The gate piercing the wall was
enormous, large enough to let severa ox-drawn wainsthrough at once, and guarded by two massive
doors of blackened iron wrought into fantastical patterns. On the other side, a crowd of merchants and
farmers milled amidst blesting livestock, their progress out the gate impeded to let the lords through. As
the caravan entered, men in what Suchen guessed must be the livery of the city guard snapped to
attention, but their eyeswere jaded, asif they saw nobility every day. Consdering that most of the
southern lords visited Segg routindly, perhapsthey did.

The city exploded around them as soon as they passed through the gates. The air rang with the thunder of
wheels over cobblestone streets, the shouting of vendors, the bray of donkeys, and the rumble of
conversation. The humid air wasfull of the smdl of cooking food, combined with perfume, incense,
rotting fish, dung, and unwashed bodies. Sumptuous litters curtained in silk carried women dressed in all
the colors of the rainbow, while tumblersin motley performed on the corners. Men in the doublet, cape,
and hosen costume of southern Jenel passed Undish merchants clad in flowing robes, while sailors
wearing little more than pantal oons and vests stepped around beggarsin rags. Even the people
themsalves|ooked different; amidst the skin tones she was used to seeing, Suchen caught aglimpse of a
man as dark as mahogany.

Fedling utterly overwhelmed, Suchen bit her lip and tried to hold her head high. &€odsit dways... this
busy?a€- she asked uncertainly.

Y ozerf glanced at her briefly, his expression unreadable. &€0aNe're near Market Square,&€» he said.
&EceAnd thisis one of the main thoroughfares. Other parts of the city are quieter ... at least inthe

daylight.”



Soon after entering the city, they turned to the right, heading North. Although some of thewild
commotion of the marketplace fell away, people ill thronged the streets, many of them waving scraps of
cloth in either Auglar's blue-and-white or Fellrant's black-and-purple. A few adults held children on their
shoulders, so that they could catch a glimpse of the two contenders for the throne. Both lords smiled and
waved pleasantly, asif the opinion of those watching could possibly make any difference.

The character of the streets changed quickly once they were awvay from the main thoroughfare. Shops
and warehouses gave way to residentid buildings, which themselves gradualy went from townhousesto
small mangions surrounded by walled gardens. Eventualy, the wide, tree-lined avenue came to a sudden
halt, and the palace and its grounds opened up before them.

NavaNar, the ancient seat of power, was as unlike Kellgard as Suchen could have imagined. Sunlight
flashed on marble and gleamed off a copper dome. Wide colonnades | et in the breeze from the sea.
Expansive gardens rushed outwards from the palace, dark hedges and tall trees haunted with the cries of
strange birds and beasts. In the distance, she caught sight of alake speckled with swans, agolden barge
at rest beside them.

A great crowd had gathered outside the palace. As the caravan approached, grooms and other servants
broke away, hurrying to take horses or direct the wains. The servants and guards within the convoy fell
back, until at last only asmdl contingent consisting of the two lords, their Sworn, and afew other
high-ranking retainers remained. Suchen saw Auglar straighten his back and take a deep breath, asif
preparing himsdf for battle. Besde him, Fellrant looked utterly at ease, afaint smile on his beautiful lips,
asif dl thiswasaplay put onfor his bengfit.

Seven men stood at the front of the waiting crowd, aline of guards behind them. They weredl
sumptuoudy dressed in furs and silks, with jewelsflashing on fingers and around throats. Swest gleamed
on their faces, and Suchen reflected that the layers of ostentatious clothing they wore were not well suited
to Segg'sclimate.

One man took aquick step forward and offered a perfunctory bow. The fringe of gray hair that till
ringed his head and been trimmed brutaly close to the skin. He had along, hawk-like nose, sharp
cheekbones, and deep-set eyesthat looked like chips of obsidian. &oaNelcometo Nava Nar, my
lords,&€» he said in avoice that suggested he would just as soon they had both succumbed to mishap on
theroad. &od am Lord Igen of Segg. A banquet has been planned for this evening to welcome you both
properly. For now, | am sure that you want to wash the road dust away. My steward will seeto the
quartering of your parties. | am afraid that, with so many lords and other important folk attending the
Conclave, littleroom isleft within the paace. Y our chief advisorswill have to share quarters with others,
but the rest must to seek lodging e sawhere.”

Auglar nodded gracioudy and dismounted. &od understand.”

Igen's steward, an officious little man whom Suchen immediatdly didiked, bustled forward. The gaze he
turned on Suchen and the Sworn was one of disgugt, asif they were barbarianslikely to sted the
slverware. &€caCome with me, &€+ he ordered, then turned away and started towards the palace,
obvioudy expecting them to scramble behind him in order to avoid being left. Suchen hesitated, glancing
worriedly a Y ozerf. But he only gave her awry ook, tilting hishead dightly to indicate that she should

go.
"Later,&€ he mouthed at her.

She paused amoment longer, then nodded sharply and hurried away.



Chapter Three

Suchen followed Lord Igen's steward through Nava Nar's wide hallways, her packs banging
uncomfortably against her back. Her boots tapped echoes from the marble walls, in sharp contrast to the
whisper of his soft-soled shoes, making her fed like an untutored barbarian lumbering after him. Asthey
waked, they passed by small groups of courtiers, most of whom stopped to stare after them. Knowing
that their shock was reserved for her mannish clothing and the siword hanging from her belt, Suchen felt a
blush scald her cheeks.

I'll never fitin here, sheredized indismay. No more than | did back home.

She had spent her early yearsin the company of other young women of her class, and the experience ill
burned in her memories. Their conversations had focused on what man they would marry, what fashions
werein style, and who had nated the character of whom. Tongues sharp as embroidery needles

had mocked Suchen's clumsiness, her flat chest and narrow hips, and her inability to sew a straight seam.

I'm not that girl anymore, shetold hersdlf fiercely, trying to ignore the whisperstheat followed her. | am
the Steward of a powerful lord, and will soon be Seward of the King of Jenel. | have more
freedom than those twitter-heads could ever dream of. | have a beautiful man who loves me for
who | am&€” who thinks I'm beautiful. Ther€'s no reason to be ashamed.

But of coursethewordsdidn't help.

"Here,&€* said the steward, his disapproving voice breaking her out of her bleak thoughts. Startled, she
looked around and discovered herself midway down along corridor on the second floor of the palace.
&€ceY ou will be sharing thisroom with Lady Cybelen and her chaperone.”

Without another word, he turned and left, his stiff posture proclaiming his distaste with this entire affair.
Suchen found hersdf staring at a heavy wooden door, its surface elaborately carved and etched in an
abstract design. Taking a deep breath to steel herself, she pushed it open.

Either NavaNar truly had no room |eft to house its guests, or esethe Lady Cybelen wasin asmuch
disgrace as Suchen. Two bedsand asmall cot had al been crammed into atiny room that at onetime
had probably been a storage closet. Gauzy curtains enclosed each bed, doubtless to keep out
mosquitoes. The heavy coverlets were wildly mismatched, one adeep scarlet embroidered in gold
thread, the other amodest sky blue without decoration. A candelabrum stood on top of atrunk jammed
in between the beds, and asmal lantern hung from awall sconce originally meant for atorch. The heavy
branches of an oak filtered the sunlight coming through the single smal window, tinting the interior of the
room green.

A young woman sat on the edge of the far bed, reading abook. Shelooked up when the door opened,
and Suchen felt an unexpected spasm of envy and trepidation. The maiden was dressed in the style of the
southern wedlthy. A bodi ce fitted with wha ebone staves clung tightly to her torso, reveding rounded
breasts framed by frothy lace. A smal ruby in asmple gold setting hung about her neck, perfectly
offsetting her smooth throat. Layers of petticoats enshrouded her legs down to her smal, delicatefeet in
their tiny dippers. Hair the color of honey was elaborately coiled about her head, held in place by
jeweled clips. Despite the hesat of the day, no swesat beaded on her flawless skin.

"What isthe meaning of this?a€s snapped a harsh voice. Startled, Suchen shrank back as an old woman
advanced on her. The crone's withered face was set in aharsh scowl that looked asif it had become
permanent years ago.



"I&€” 1I'm Suchen Keblava,é€« she stammered, blushing. &€od'm supposed to be staying here for now."

"Outrageous! & the old woman proclaimed. Sharp, beady eyes focused on Suchen's breeks, sword,
and tunic. &€od will speak to Lord Jehnav immediatey!"

The younger woman rose gracefully to her feet. &€oel'hat won't be necessary, Mila"

"But, my lady, thiswoman is some sort of barbarian! Y our reputation&€” do | have to remind you that
you're supposed to be looking for a husband?”

"Sit down, Mila.&€ When the older woman had dunk back to her cot, muttering angrily under her
breath, the maiden turned back to Suchen with asmile. &€odPlease forgive heré€’ she takes her role as
my chaperone very serioudy. I'm Cybelen Jehnava.”

Suchen nodded, recalling the family name of one of the southern lords. &€0d'm sorry to intrude on you
likethis"

Cybden'ssmall, bow-like mouth curved into a genuine smile. &od'm more than happy to share my
broom closet, such asit is. You're Lord Auglar's steward, aren't you?"

"Scandalous,&€+ Mila muttered from her corner.
Cybdenrolled her eyes.

"Yes, | am,&€» Suchen said with asmile of her own. Milamight not spare anyone'sfedings, but it
seemed that Cybelen might not be so difficult to get dong with as she had at first feared. &€od didn't think
| wasimportant enough for anyoneto recall my name."

"Oh, Father made sure | could recite the courts of al the lords by heart. AsMilasaid, he wantsto use
the Conclave as an excuse for husband-hunting.&€s Cybelen made a dismissive gesture, asif she
considered the whole business silly. Clearly, she had long ago accepted that she would have no say about
the man she would marry and wasn't going to let that fact worry her unduly.

The sound of bellsdrifted in through the window, borne by the wind from somepl ace deeper within the
pal ace complex. Milalooked up from where she was working on abit of embroidery, stabbing the
needleinto the cloth asif it had persondly offended her. &€aeSeventh bell, girl&€” the banquet'sin an hour!
Y ou'd better stop yammering and start getting ready if you don't want to belate. Y ou know how your
father would fed about that.”

"I know, | know.&€s Cybelen turned back to Suchen in aswirl of skirt and petticoat. &€ca/Vhat about
you, Suchen? Shdl | help with your hair?'

* * * %

When Auglar's delegation walked into the great hal, Suchen redized that she was not the only onewho
appeared out of place.

Auglar, Suchen, and the Sworn had dl dressed in their best clothing. For Suchen, that conssted of a
ample, form-fitting dressin the northern style. Unfortunately, itslong, clinging deeves ensured that sweet
trickled down her neck and crept aong the line of her bodice. Most of the men wore breeks and tunics,
the cloth expendve but largely undecorated and showing Sgns of wesr.

A virtua army of courtiers, merchants, and lords awaited them in the great hall. The scents of swest,
patchouli, and lavender hung on the air like an invisible fog. Even the lowliest courtier was dressed in
brilliantly-colored hosen and tunic, with elaborate embroidered heraldry to proclaim the wearer's lineage.



The women wore layers of petticoats, and |ace frothed about whale-bone bodices that 1&ft their shoulders
bare and their breasts nearly s0. Jewels flashed at throats, wrists, and fingers, trailing light asthe crowd
milled about. Three huge mirrorsin gilded frames hung above adais at one end, reflecting back the glory
of the court.

Auglar's step heditated for an ingtant as he entered, and Suchen knew him well enough to sense his utter
dismay. Compared to this crowd, his delegation dressed like servants. He had meant to impressthe
southern lords; instead, he would be lucky if they didn't laugh in hisface.

But that sngle hitch in his step was dl the emotion he dlowed himsdf to show outwardly. Asthe heralds
announced him, he waked proudly into the hal, his head thrown back. The Sworn followed him closdly.

Suchen hung back, hoping to blend into the crowd. As Auglar's seward, she was not needed for any of
his officid functions. Trying to disappear as best she could, Suchen glanced around the room, searching
for aglimpse of red hair and pale skin. None of the Sworn seemed to know where Y ozerf had gone after
they had parted in the courtyard, but she had expected him to appear by now.

Then again, shethought, looking at the glittering human lords and ladies, perhaps | ought to hope that
he doesn't come. A gathering such asthis one was dmost certain to provoke Y ozerf's volatile temper, a
Stuation that would benefit no one. Which might be why he had not come in the first place.

A herdd's strident voice sounded from the other end of the hall, and Suchen glanced nervoudly in that
direction. Through the crowd, she caught glimpses of Auglar sanding before agroup of men whose
finery made the bgjeweled courtierslook like paupers. The southern lords, she thought with dread.
Gods, there was no chance that they would look at Auglar and see anything but a poor country cousin.

"lsn't this dreadful ?&€+ Cybelen asked, appearing asif by magic at Suchen's elbow. Shetook asip from
awine glance and fanned hersdlf with alace handkerchief. &€oeEveryone standing about and talking,
while I'm absolutely starving. | thought that a banquet would have something to do with food, but
obvioudy that was amisgpprehension of great proportions.”

"Obvioudy,&€+ Suchen agreed wryly.

Although she had declared herself to be hushand hunting, Cybelen showed no inclination to leave
Suchen'sside. Instead, she pointed out members of the other lords&€™ courts, made acerbic comments
on their bad tastein clothing, wine, or lovers, and gossiped scandaoudy. Her voice waslight and airy,
and her handsflitted animatedly as she spoke, asif they would turn into doves and fly off her wrists at
any moment. Despite the cold looks she got from other members of the crowd, Suchen felt some of her
tenson ease, and she found hersdf deeply grateful to the younger woman.

After atime, Peddock made hisway to them. Even from adistance, he did not look good. Hisface was
pale, and his hand trembled as he lifted his wineglass and took a generous gulp from it. One of the
courtiers bumped him, and he jerked, spilling wine on histunic.

"Y our brother seems nervous,é€s Cybelen commented softly as he approached. A little line of concern
Sprang up between her brows.

"Y es.&€+ Suchen touched Peddock's shoulder lightly when he came up. &€aAre you al right?”

His eyeswent to Cybelen and he nodded stiffly. Suchen hurriedly introduced them and watched her
brother come up with a pale smile as he bent over Cybden's hand.

"It isapleasure, &€ Cybden said, but some of the lightness had unexpectedly gone out of her voice,



&Ed think | see my father waving at me&€” perhaps he has discovered where they are hiding the
food.&€* Her hazd eyeslingered for amoment on Peddock's face, then she turned quickly and vanished
into the crowd.

Peddock watched her go, then turned back with asigh. A servant approached with a decanter and
refilled his glass. &cgGods, | hate this, &€« he muttered when he had finished draining the goblet to its
dregs.

Suchen winced. &oHow ... how arethings going?'
"About as you might expect. Did you know that there's a contingent from the merchant's guild here?’
Her blood went to icein her veins. &odather?'

"No. No, thank the blessed gods. They've made him the gods-damned head of the guild, did you know
that? He's too important for the preliminariesé€’ he won't be along until thereésaclear winner."

There was darknessin his eyes, years and years of darkness. Suchen sighed and tried to hook her hands
into her sword belt, only remembering belatedly that she wasn't wearing it. &€oeOnly last fal you were
trying to marry me off to one of them.”

"That was different. Staafon would have protected you."

"l didn't want to be protected.”

"It was different for you,&€» he inssted belligerently. &€ceY ou know it was."
He wasn't speaking of the present or future anymore. &€od know."

Peddock looked away for amoment; when he turned back, he had pasted on afalse smile. &ad think
they'vefindly decided to feed us. Let's find someplaceto sit, shal we?!

Suchen and Peddock found themsealves about hafway down the room from the high table of the lords.
Their companions at the table were mostly court officials of one sort of another, al of whom were
probably deeply offended to have been seated next to apair of Northern bumpkins, and who spent the
medl trying to pretend that Suchen and Peddock weren't really there. Fortunately, dinner provided a
wel come digtraction from Suchen's gloomy thoughts.

Lord Igen had not stinted in laying the table for thisfeast. A stream of servants poured continuoudy
between the banquet hall and the kitchen, bearing platters hegped with food and ewers overflowing with
wine. There were tarts of mixed fruit, rosemary, and basil; mesat-filled pastries shaped like hedgehogs;
omelets with dmonds, currants, and saffron; roasted fish in wine sauce; pigeons stuffed with cheese;
chicken glazed with honey, mustard, and nuts; herb cakes; and apple fritters. The wine served changed
with every course aswell, beginning with a sweet aperitif and ending with a heavily-spiced red.
Entertainment was not neglected, either: tumblers performed on the outskirts while musicians wandered
from tableto table.

As she ate, Suchen tried to get aglimpse of the high table. Auglar and Fellrant sat in places of honor,
both accompanied by beautiful young women she guessed to be the daughters or unmarried sisters of the
other lords. Auglar's escort was dressed in enough red silk to beggar a demesne, and constantly leaned
over to touch his hand, showing off agreet deal of cleavage as she did so. The young lord looked
vaguely embarrassed, and Suchen wondered if he wished that Sifyawere with him. Although held had his
affairsd€’ he had in fact been Suchen'sfirst lover, during the Sege of Kellgard&€” he had never been as
free with women as most men in his class. Certainly he had not so much as looked at another woman



snce marying Sifya

Fdlrant, on the other hand, had afaint smile on his sumptuouslips, asif he was enjoying ajoke unknown
to any but him. The woman at his Sde appeared to have fdlen silent shortly after the feast began and sat
garing fixedly at her trencher, making no attemptsto flirt.

Odd, Suchen thought with atouch of unease. Fellrant isn't married yet&€” | would expect her to at
least make an attempt at seduction, no matter how unpleasant she might find his company.
Indeed, an older man whom she guessed to be the woman's father was glaring a her congtantly, asif
demanding an explanation for her behavior. The girl would be lucky to escape a beating tonight.

Asif feding Suchen's scrutiny, Fellrant turned suddenly and looked across the room. For amoment, their
eyesmet. Fdlrant's browsraised, asif in question, and he glanced meaningfully at the men seated to
either side of her. Unsure what he wanted, she looked away. When she dared turn her eyesback in his
direction, he wastaking to the lord beside him.

He was looking for Yozerf, sheredized suddenly. But that was ridiculousa€’ what possible interest
could Lord Fellrant have in her lover? Perhaps he was only curious to see whether | would endanger
Auglar by flaunting my relationship with an Aclyte and causing a scandal.

But somehow, the explanation did not st well with her.

* * * %

Home, Y ozerf thought. Hisbelly clenched, and it was everything he could do to keep his hands from
shaking. I'm home.

It was the scent, redlly, that transmuted the abstract idea of returning to Segg into acold, viscerd redlity
that could not be denied. The sdlt tang of the sea and the organic rot of the swamps provided afaint
background to the more overwhelming smells of human waste and decaying garbage. The metalic stink
of blood mingled with the sour perfume of starvation and the cloying ripeness of old sex.

He closed his eyes and stood swaying for amoment, half-hidden in the shadows on the outskirts of the
great marketplace. The smells made him want to sink to the dimy cobblestones and weep, or Start
screaming like amadman, or run wild through the streets, atacking everyonein hisway. But instead he
forced himsdlf to stillness, knowing how dangerousit wasto just stand therelike afool, advertisng his
weakness to whatever predators might happen by. He had to start moving again, had to at least act like
he knew where he was going and what he would do when he got there.

He had |eft the palace before the scheduled banquet, intending to go to The Wyvern, atavern on the
outskirts of the Old Quarter. After parting with Suchen and the Sworn, he had found hisway to the
servant's quarters and spoken to the Aclytes he found there. He had told them atruth, that he needed
somewhere to deep where he would not disturb any of the humans, and alie, that he feared enclosed
gpaces and needed awindow in whatever closet they found for him. At last, a sympathetic chambermaid
had shown him atiny storeroom, so cramped that he could barely stretch hisheight out al the way on the
floor. But it seemed largely unused at thistime of year, Stuffed full of winter hangings and blankets. And
the window let out onto the kitchen gardens, where his comings and goings would likely go unnoticed by
anyone. Satisfied with the arrangement, he had dipped out the narrow window as soon asthe
opportunity presented itsalf, scaled the low palace wall in agap between the patrolling guards ... and
found himsdlf in Segg once again.

He had madeit dl the way to the marketplace, his steps growing dower and heavier the closer he got to
hisgod. He should go to The Wyvern and talk to old Jarvin. It was the only reliable way he knew to find
the Crow Queen, should shefalil to find him first. But he had not set foot in the small tavern since before



he had |eft Segg. Since that night.

The image came to him unbidden: tangled hair spread across the dirty floor, atorn bodice soaked in
blood, the stink of rage and semen.

No, he thought, turning his head away sharply. He could not go there, would not go there. But he had to
find the Crow Queen. He needed her help.

"You do not need anyone," Telmonrawhispered unexpectedly, from the other side of that blank space
inhismind. "You are strong. You are powerful."

How can you even think that? he wondered incredulously. But she did not answer.

After amoment's hesitation, he began to walk again, passing through the great expanse of the Market
Square. Mogt of the vendors had | eft for the night, but afew were only just beginning their commerce.

Y ozerf caught aglimpse of ady-looking man sdlling love-philters, an exotic woman dressed in gauzy
veils, and a hunched and wizened fortune-teller. At the edge of the market, the gibbets creaked in the
evening wind off the ocean. A decaying corpse leaned to one side within the cage where it had died from
lack of water. Nearby, aman hung in the stocks, either dead or unconscious.

Y ozerf'sfeet carried him through the market and away, amost of their own volition. So many years
away, but he ill knew the path so well that he didn't even have to think about it. It was asif he had
never been gone a dl, he thought, and a chill touched him. Asif every moment in between leaving and
returning had been nothing but adream. Suchen, the Sworn, Auglar ... none of them were evenredl.

Sop being stupid, hetold himsdlf, alittle desperately. He had |eft. He had changed.
Hadn't he?
"Vengeance."

At length he reached the edge of the Old Quarter. Thewall surrounding it marked the original boundary
of the city, and its stone surface had been crumbled and pitted by centuries of weeather. Asthe city
outside grew, more and more streets had cut through the wall, until any defensive capabilities werelong
lost. Its only function now was to mark the boundary between the rich and the poor.

Ashewaked towardsthe wall, he could fed dl the past defenses dipping into place, familiar and worn
asold clothing. His shoulders went back, his stride became a prowl, and his eyes moved constantly,
touching faces and shadows and doorways, aways looking for an attack that if he was lucky might never
come.

The smdls of the Old Quarter rose up about him in adazzling variety: foreign spices, rotting garbage,
dung, beer, vomit, sex. A voice called out in Aclytese, and another answered. Laughter erupted from a
group of wedthy young toughs, standing on a corner with their bodyguards around them asthey kicked a
cringing man with their hard-soled shoes. Progtitutes stood on the street, or leaned out of bal conies, or
beckoned from windows, their clothing as bright as they could afford, their faces smeared with paint.
Torchesit the scene, washing everything in red and orange, the colors of rage or damnation.

Y ozexf's pulse quickened until he could fed it pounding in histhroat. He navigated hisway around afight,
brushed past hucksters offering games of chance with shells, and shook his head politely to an old
woman salling meat pies. The further he went towards the docks, the rougher and dirtier the streets
became. Light shone out through the warped boards of the buildings, garbage made the cobblestones
dimy, and rats and wild dogs peered out of dleys, their eyes bright and mad. The progtitutes became



thin, their clothing&€” what little they wores€’ ragged. Hiseyeslit briefly on afamiliar corner, onethat he
had worked with Ginny, and he saw that it was till away station for those seeking to buy the bodies of
children.

At last hefound himsdlf in a section composed mainly of crumbling old tenements. The packed-together
buildings seems dmost to lean on one ancther, like old drunks unable to stand on their own. He had lived
in such placesfor thefirst twenty years of hislife, deeping away the daysin the crowded, flearinfested
rooms, spending the nightsin alies or the beds of others.

Why did | come here? he wondered. Not to find the Crow Queen&€” surely she no longer lived insuch a
place. Surely the business of killing was better than that.

A muffled scream interrupted his thoughts. Startled, he looked around, but saw no one. A faint groan
sounded from one of the dark dots between buildings, and he felt the hair on the back of hisneck stand
up suddenly. Something bad was happening in there, he knew, and his gut clenched in the ancient fear
that he might beits next victim.

Heturned quickly away, intending to put as much distance between himsdlf and thelittle dley aspossble.
There came a sudden oath, followed by alouder scream, and in his mind's eye heimaged awoman
fighting desperately against her attacker, seizing the chance to cry out no matter how hopeless her
predicament was. No one was going to cometo save her, after al.

No one had ever cometo save him.

Y ozerf stopped, his heart pounding like amad thing in his chest. Fear and rage both raced through his
blood, tightening in bands around his chest and making his hands shake. For amoment instinct warred
with old knowledge. Then, with asudden snarl, he spun and ran back towardsthe aley.

Hiswolf-sharp eyes had no trouble picking out the scene within the filthy aley. Two figures struggled
between mounds of garbage and filth. The woman was on her back, the man on top of her, laughing as
he drove hisfig into her face in timewith thejerking of his hips. There was too much blood and shadow
to see the woman's features, but for an instant Y ozerf knew that she would have curly black hair and
dark skin, knew that she would have those beautiful brown eyesthat burned with ahunger he could
never saisfy.

With a sudden scream of rage, he struck. The wind arose around him, birthed from atide of white-hot
anger, and dammed into the man, hurling him across the alley and into the opposite wal. Dazed and
shocked, the man looked up, and Y ozerf saw blunt human features, an unshaven face, and dull eyesthat
were only beginning to show signs of fear.

Humans running through the streets of Cade Kwii, the smell of blood and smoke obliterating the
scent of stone. The city burned, the citadel burned, her cousin, little Rishia screaming as her young
body was violated, Calaevrion's blood bursting forth in a fountain...

Telmonras memories, but her fury tasted the same as his, and for amoment he could not sort them one
from the other. The past was undterable for either of them ... but there was always revenge.

"Burn," hewhispered with a smile, though whether he spoke to the man before him or an army long
dead he did not know.

Pleasure shocked through him as the power rose and poured out, tingling dong his nerves and sending a
tide of euphoriathrough hisentire body. The man erupted into flames, hishair and clothing ignitingina
firestorm that flung the dleyway into bright relief. He began to scream hoarsely, bodly flailing.



Still caught in the grip of the power, Y ozerf tilted his head back and moaned with pleasure, only
half-aware of the smdll of roasted flesh, the howls of agony. Within moments, the fire died away, leaving
behind only an inert, blackened husk and the pungent smell of roasted mest.

Y ozerf sood very il astheflamesdied. Elation filled him, bubbling up dowly from the depths of his
soul, and he found himself laughing on the edge of hysteria. He turned to seeif the woman had noticed,
but she had fled at the first opportunity and had not witnessed her attacker's death.

"You begin to see," Temonracrooned.

As he made hisway back towards the palace on the hill, Y ozerf's seps were light. The afterglow of
power wrapped about him, and he grinned insanely at passersby, pleased when they avoided his gaze
and hurried away.

He had left. He had changed.

The last time he had walked these streets, he had been at the mercy of larger, stronger, more numerous
predators. But no more. That frightened boy was dead, and in his place was someone powerful.
Someone who could protect not only himsalf, but his pack aswell.

"Vengeance," whispered Temonra



Chapter Four

Londah crouched high up in atree that decorated one of the paace'sforma gardens. Gaining accessto
the grounds had been sadly easy, and the sprawling, open layout of the palace itsdlf presented amultitude
of waysingde. Little challenge for a professional, she thought. Especialy with so many strangers
within; it would be harder to recognize the face that didn't belong.

The moon did out from behind the clouds, bathing the open groundsin bright light, and she shifted back
deeper into the shadows of the leaves. Therigid lines of the gardens struck her as very human, the
attempt to transform what grew wild into something tame and safe. Even the water was controlled,
spouting out of precisay-placed fountains.

And what has any of this to do with Yozerf? she wondered. Not for the first time, it occurred to her
that Ax waslikely lying.

It wasimpossible to regret her association with the wizard entirely; she wastoo practical for that. When
he had appeared amidst the agony and blood of an unending labor and told her that she and the babe
would both die without his intervention, she had known that he spoke true. And his contention that, by
saving their lives he thus owned their lives ... well, it had not seemed such ahigh price then.

Shedid not trust him, that went without saying. But surely he could have come up with a less
outrageous lie. Y ozerf despised humansin generd; certainly he wouldn't care which of them claimed
lordship over Jend. And even if he had, she could think of no reason that he would be here, in the heart
of human power, amidst al the symbols of human domination.

She had done her best to stay out of Y ozerf's affairs, even when hewas achild, afraid of becoming an
interfering, domineering woman like her own mother had been. So the fact that she could think of no
reason for him being here didn't mean that there wasn't one. He was, in many ways, a stranger to her.

The Crow Queen sighed and moved from her crouch. Sitting in atree and observing the comingsand
goings outside had gotten her nowhere. Perhaps she would have better luck within.

* k x %

Y ozerf prowled the corridors restlesdy. Although he had returned to the paace intending to find his
closat and deep, hisencounter in the leyway refused to leave hismind. The wild energy he had felt at
the moment that his power was unleashed thrummed in hisveins, making him edgy and restless. He
wished that he could go to Suchen, perhaps even spend some of that energy in her arms, but nothing
would scandalize the court fagter than an Aclytese man knocking on the door of Auglar's femae steward
inthemiddle of the night.

S0 he paced the corridors like aghost, staring awed at the grandeur of the palace. Even Kellgard had
intimidated him when he first found hisway there, but Nava Nar made Auglar's keep look like the
provincia court that it actually was. The amount of marble and gold in even the smallest, most
out-of-the-way nook staggered him. The contents of asingle room would make any thief rich beyond his
wildest dreams.

The many niches and a coves that housed works of art made it easy for him to dip into shadows every
time he heard the soft pad of other feet. By far he was not the only one to stir abroad in the night, not
with so many guests packed into such asmall space. No doubt the court was rife with intrigue of every
sort, and he found himsdf heartily glad that he was not Auglar, who would have to ded with such things.

Eventualy, he found himsdlf in the uppermost story of the palace, a place that had once been reserved for



kings. Moonlight streamed in through awide window at the end of the corridor, likeasiver scarf lyingon
the floor. Hoping for a cool breeze to soothe some of the restlessness from him, he went to the casement.
The window looked out onto the wide gardens that surrounded the palace. The moon turned the leaves
of the low hedges silver, and made strange shadows out of sculpted topiaries. The white, marble-chip
paths glowed like lines of coal fire.

There was a man standing on one of the paths, Y ozerf saw, another restless soul who could find no
pesace tonight. The man was dressed in garb that could have belonged to any off-duty soldieré€” perhaps
he smply wanted alook at the gardens that would be restricted to his betters during the daylight hours.

Then he lifted his head and looked straight towards the palace, and Y ozexrf felt hisbreath catch in his
throat.

Dara-Don.

For amoment, Y ozerf thought that he had to be mistaken. Dara-Don had once belonged to Auglar's
Sworn, until he had betrayed them dl to the Council last winter. It wasimpossible that he should be here,
where Auglar or one of the other Sworn might so easily spot him.

But there was no mistaking those broad, plain features that had once seemed so open, nor the sad puppy
eyesthat stared at the palace with an expression of intense grief and longing.

Y ozerf hed himsdf very, very Hill, hardly daring to breathe, asthe implications tumbled through hismind.
Then, with a short oath, he turned on his hedl and raced down the corridor with dl the speed he could
muder.

There was aman walking down the hal outside of Suchen'sroom. He might have been smply aservant,
or someone on the way to an assignation, or even a hapless guard who had just finished his duty shift and
was headed back to barracks. Y ozerf didn't take the chance to find out. Thewind cameto him likea
wegpon to hishand, and he flung the startled man into the nearest wall. There came a muffled thud and
the snap of bone, before the man collapsed into a soundless heap.

Ignoring the body, Y ozerf raced past and tried the door, only to find it latched. With asoft curse, he
tripped the latch with the knife from hisboot and let himsdlf in.

Two beds and a cot filled the small space. Even as'Y ozerf opened the door, one of the deegping shapes
jerked into wakefulness, and he felt amomentary rush of pleasure at Suchen's alertness.

"Who's there?a€» she demanded, blind in the dark. The other two women aso roused, the eldest
clutching the blankets to her neck.

"It'sme, &€ he said, hoping that the old woman didn't start screaming. &€ca/Veve got to get out of here.
Now."

“Why?

"We have been betrayed. | saw Dara-Don in the garden outside. And there wasaman in the hall, just
outside your door."

Suchen moved ingtantly, diding out of the bed and grabbing clothesin haste. The old woman's eyes
widened in indignation, and she made a strangled sound of protest. &€ceThisis outrageous! I'm going to
cdl theguardd I'mée’™

"Besdlent, Mila,&€» snapped the other woman. She had alow, modulated voice that bore an aristocrat's



accent. In the dim light that came through the window, Y ozerf could see that she looked surprisingly
cam. &osSuchen, what isthisal about?!

"It'salong story, Cybden. Dara-Don was one of Auglar's Sworn, but he was atraitora€” working for the
Council &€ Suchen explained as she did her packs out from under the bed. &€adf he's here, now, then
someone in this palace must be atraitor, too. Auglar'slifeisin dangeré€” maybe dl our livesare.”

Deciding that Suchen had thingsin hand, Y ozerf dropped back out into the corridor. All his senseswere
hyper-dert, lisening for the faintest scuff of afoot, smelling for the dightest betraying scent of an
gpproaching assassin. A few moments later, Suchen joined him&€” followed by Cybelen and an extremely
indignant Mila

"We need to get to your father,&€» Milatold her young charge angrily.

"There'sno time, &€+ Cybden said firmly. &€odf someone planned to murder Suchen in her bed, then
they had to have included us aswell, or el se there would be witnesses.”

Surprised that the young noble showed so much sense, Y ozerf neverthel ess wished she had stayed
behind. &€oBe quiet and follow me,&€« he said in alow voice, then started off without waiting to find
out if they obeyed.

Suchen flanked him as they hurried down the corridor, going as quickly asthey could without making too
much of acommotion. The deserted halways suddenly seemed sinister, and Y ozerf half-expected to turn
acorner and find himsdf in the middle of aband of armed assassins. But for once luck was with them,
and they met no one on the way to Auglar's quarters.

Peddock opened the door at Suchen's knock without first checking to see who was there. &€od diot,&€»
Y ozexrf snarled, shoving hisway past and into the Sitting room.

"What in the name of Hel are you doing here?a€s Peddock snapped irritably, trying to block Y ozerf's
progress. The other Sworn were degping on makeshift pallets on the floor, and they roused groggily at
theintruson.

"We'rein trouble, &€« Suchen said grimly. She shut the door as soon as Milaand Cybelen wereinside,
then shot the heavy bolt home. &oaNake Auglar. We haveto get out of here now."

As Suchen explained, the Sworn quickly divided themsalves, with Peddock gathering their packs, Buudi
waking Auglar, and Brenwulf standing guard on the door. Once she had finished, there was a brief
moment of Slence.

"I'm not certain that we should leave &+ Auglar said uneasily. His black hair was mussed from the bed
and his hastily-donned clothes were wrinkled, but dl deep was gone from his sharp blue eyes. &caNe
knew that there might be traitors among the lords. Just because Dara-Don is here doesn't mean that
anyoneisgoing to kill usin our deep tonight. | believe that the best thing would be&€™

At that moment, the outer door rattled softly, asif someone tested whether or not it was bolted.

Silencefdl. No extralights had been lit save for the single lantern that Peddock had been keeping watch
by, so Y ozerf immediately faded back into the shadows behind the door. The Sworn and Suchen drew
their wegpons, forming a protective shield around Auglar, Cybeen, and Mila

The latched rattled again, and Y ozerf's sharp ears caught amuffled curse from the other side of the heavy
door. Silence fell, and the seconds stretched out as he strove to catch any indication of what was
happening in the hal outside...



Something heavy smashed into the door, ripping the bolt free and sending it clattering across the floor.

Y ozerf skewered the first man coming through before he had the chance to look around, and then kicked
the second hard enough to send him falling. Then there was chaos, with armed men swarming into thetiny
room. Blood spattered the rich carpets and draperies, and a priceless glass vase crashed to the floor in
an explosion of dagger-like shards.

The assassins had come expecting to take the Sworn by surprise and kill them before they could get out
of their deeping pallets. Instead, they found themsalves facing armed and aerted men ready to die
defending their lord. Thefirst onesin hesitated, but their fellows pushed from behind, trapping them.

Y ozerf let out an ululating howl, sweeping his sword through the gut of one, then whipping it around to
take another through the neck. Telmonrarose within him, and his lipsformed her battle cry. For a
moment, a breeze whipped through the room, ruffling his hair and threatening to dip loose of his control.

"Yes, kill them," Tdmonramoaned, likealover inthe midst of passion. "Kill them all."

No! | can't lose control, not now, not where everyone can see! Tofight blindly, |etting her ragetake
him, would beinsanity.

"We've got to get out of herel &€+ Buudi shouted above the clang of sted. &odf we give them the
chanceto get reinforcements, well be trapped in thisroom!"

"Agreed! &€ Y ozerf said. Casting about, hiseyeslit on asmall table that had been overturned onto the
floor. Snatching it up, he dammed it into the men still blocking the doorway, shoving them back. Seeing
what he was doing, Buudi and Brenwulf both threw their weight behind him, and the three of them
managed to break through.

Everyone dsefollowed hard on their hedls. There was chaosin the hdl, with armed men running back
and forth. No one seemed to be coming to Auglar's aide, however, and dread pooled in Y ozerf's gut.
Quietly ditting Auglar'sthroat in the middle of the night was one thing, but alarge armed conflict was not
something that could beignored or easily covered-up. The fact that they were willing to take such arisk
suggested that they weren't concerned about anyone finding out.

Meaning that mosté€” or even dl&€” of the other lords knew about it aready.

At that moment, the sounds of fighting came from farther down the hal. &€ceReinforcementsl &€«
Peddock shouted in relief.

But Y ozerf shook his head grimly. &€odNo. They're after Lord Fellrant aswell. It seemsthat the southern
lords decided they didn't want a Northern king after dl."

Indeed, the knot of struggling men was clustered tightly around the entrance to what seemed to be Lord
Fdlrant's suite. Even as Y ozerf watched, men in Fdllrant's black-and-purple livery were cut down in the
hall, their blood pooling darkly over the pale marblefloor.

"We haveto help him,&€+ Auglar said.

Y ozerf cast him alook of disbelief. The young lord's mouth was set in atight, grim line, and he held his
sword in hishand.

Brenwulf seemed to have the sameideaas Y ozerf. &€osAuglar, you can't be serious! Fellrant&€”™™

"Obvioudy has the same enemies,&€s Auglar interrupted. &€o0a/Vhich makes us, at least for the moment,
dlies. Comeon."



Auglar charged down the hdll, forcing his Sworn to race after him. It was a brave gesture on Auglar's

parté€’ but dso afoolish one. Even as he rushed to Fdllrant's rescue, acontingent of guards dressed in
Lord Igen'slivery appeared around the corner. Auglar's step hesitated amoment, asif he thought that

these men might have cometo hisaid after al.

The lead guard lowered his pike and drove it straight for Auglar's chest.

Time seemed to dow in that moment. Y ozerf saw the gleaming metal of the pike and knew that there was
nothing any of them could do to prevent it from finding itstarget. Buudi's cry of fury and anguish echoed
weirdly inthe hal. Auglar tried to take a usdess step back, bringing up his sword far too late to make
any difference.

For aningtant, Y ozerf felt aflicker of anticipation from Telmonra, and he saw athrone room littered with
dead Aclytes.

A dark shape dropped from the arched ceiling. Its boots impacted hard with the guard's chest, hurling
him and his pike backwards, avay from Auglar. The figure orang nimbly away from thefdling guard,
and Y ozerf caught the quick flick of awrist that sent atiny knifeinto the guard's neck, digpatching him
before he even struck the floor. Then Auglar's mysterious savior dropped to the ground, sweeping one
leg around in akick that knocked most of the lead guards off their feet.

A moment |ater, the Sworn closed with the guards, and the sound of fighting again filled the hall. At firg,
it seemed that the guards would hold their formation&€” then they abruptly fell back, cursing and tripping
over the bodies of thefalen. Even asthey fled, three more collgpsed, blood pumping out of necks and
eyes asthrowing knivesfound their mark.

A fdseslencefdl. Auglar's savior sood in the middle of the hal, her entire body tense, held in apose
that promised violence at any second. She was very tdl, easily six feet, but she moved with asoundless
grace that belied her height. Her clothing clung to her like a second skin&€” she wore nothing that would
tangle or snaga€” and was a uniform charcoal-gray to blend with the shadows. Long black hair swirled to
her wai s, framing a sharp, inhuman face and apair of fel gray eyes.

"Gods," Peddock whispered in avoice that held more than alittle trace of awe.

A mixture of relief and gratitude flooded through Y ozerf. &€adt's about time you got here, &€« he said
lightly, asif he had never doubted.

She laughed, sheething the two knives she held ready with aflick of thewrist. &o0eAnd | thought Ax was
mad when hetold me that your safety depended on protecting ahuman lord. Y ou keep strange company
these days, my son.”

"Imminently,&€ he agreed dryly. &oceDo you know a quick way out of here?!
"Of course.”
"Wait aminute,&€s Auglar said, looking dazed. &€ca/Vhat&€’ | mean, who is thiswoman?"

Y ozerf ground histeeth impatiently. Humans would stand and talk while the world ended around them if
given the chance. &€caVeren't you listening to anything? Her nameis Londah. She's my mother. And we
need to get out of here, not ask foolish questions.”

"I say we listen to the Aclyte &€+ suggested alow, shaken voice. Startled, Y ozerf looked over and saw
Fdlrant standing in the door to his suite. Hisindigo eyes were wide as he stared at his dead Sworn, and
his face was pae, but neverthel ess he held himself with a surprising amount of composure. &€ad don't



think we have much time, and if anyone knows an easier way out of here than fighting our way through
the front gates, I'm dl for it."

"Well, then.&€» Londah'slipstwitched into afamiliar feral amilethat lightened Y ozerf's heart. &€od_et's
go, shdl we."

They went as quickly asthey could, down the hall to asmall, dmost-hidden stairwell that was meant for
the use of servants. Y ozerf dropped back to the rear, where Suchen was, and fell in beside her. Asthey
clattered down the narrow stair, he heard the approach of bootsin the corridor above, and prayed that

the returning guards would not redize that their quarry had thought to take a passage normally used only
by the servants.

Suchen looked palein the dim light, but she the way she moved told him that she was unharmed, and he

could smell no blood on her. He found her hand for amoment, giving it aquick squeeze for comfort, and
she flashed him aweak smilein return. No one would harm her, he swore silently to himsdlf, not while he
was diveto prevent it.

The stair let out onto a short corridor that ended in adoor. When Londah pushed it open, fresh air
streamed insde, carrying with it the scents of flowers and damp earth. &€oeThis palaceis secureasa
seve,&€s she murmured. &oaNVhich isfortunate for us. Follow me, and do not stray.”

They found themselvesin the back corner of the garden. The chips of white marble that lined the path
crunched hideoudy loud under their boots, and Y ozerf swore mentally. Glancing back over his shoulder,
he saw the scores of windows lining the paace wall, any of which could host watchful eyes.

Asif in answer to histhought, he heard afaint hissand fet agtir of air on his cheek amoment before an
arrow buried itsdlf in the ground beside him.

"Warethe archersl&€s he shouted. He grabbed Suchen and shoved her in front of him, shielding her
body with hisown. Arrows rattled in the hedges all around them, and someone let out a strangled
scream.

"Milal&€ Cybelen shouted, stopping and turning back.
Peddock grabbed her arm, pulling at her desperately. &€oeT here's nothing you can do!™

Whether that wastrue or not, Y ozerf didn't know; the old woman was till moaning and thrashing on the
path. But he did know that stopping to help her would only result in the deaths of them dl. Fortunately,
Suchen seemed to redlize it aswdll, for after only adight hesitation she broke back into arun, passing the

dying woman by.

They raced through the garden, the hedges flashing past and foiling the aim of the archers. Shoutsrang
out in the distance, and Y ozerf got a confused glimpse of torches rushing across the wide lawns, making
for the gardens. The noose was tightening from al directions, and he sincerely hoped that Londah knew
where she was going.

He should not have doubted. The gardens came to an end, and Londah shoved her way through a break
in the hedge that he suspected was a bit too convenient to be natural. On the other side, the land doped
sharply down. Thetrickle of running water came to him, aong with the pungent scent of sewage.

"Godsl &€ Peddock exclaimed, coming to a sudden halt. &oeY ou can't expect us to go down there! "

"Then stay here and die, &€+ Londah suggested mildly, never pausing in her own scramble down the
dope. Cybelen followed her with adetermined look on her young face, and after amoment Peddock



came after. The rest picked their way down the dick dope after.

The watercourse at the bottom of the dope wastoo small to be ariver, but large for astream. The refuse
of the palace swirled thickly in the dark water, on itsway to join with the river outsde and thence to the
ocean. The stench was strong enough to make a human gag, and asfor Y ozerf he found himself struggling
to breathe lightly through his mouth. Trying not to look too closdly at the water, hewaded in, proffering a
hand to help Suchen on the dick stones. The sounds of pursuit had faded behind them, and he hoped that
there would be enough time for them to escape without anyone bresking aleg from hurrying in the dimy
water.

Fortunately, the palace wall was not far, and scraggly shrubslining the stream protected them from view
for most of the short distance. Here, thewall was pierced by alow arch, through which the stream
exited. Rusted iron bars formed a grate across the opening, denying entrance.

"Now what?&€s Peddock demanded in alow whisper. &oaNe follow some madwoman down here
into the gods-forsaken sewer, only to be trapped!”

Londah ignored him. Instead, she went to the grate, bent down&€” and pulled it free. In the moonlight,
Y ozerf's sharp eyes could see the marks of the chisel where she had broken it loose from the mortar at
some earlier time.

How long did she plan this? he wondered. More than aday, that wasfor certain. But then, perhaps
sheld had business here before. Given the events of this night, he felt sure that nation was hardly a
new technique for the southern lords.

She crouched down to enter the low tunnel, then cast a glance back at him. &€odPull it to once we're
through. It might fool them, at least for awhile."

Y ozerf nodded. One by one, they went through the tunnel, holding their wegpons and packs above their
heads in an attempt to keep them clear of thefilthy water. Striving to hold hisbregth, Y ozerf went last,
pulling the grate back into place behind him. His height forced him to bend low, so that the ends of his
long hair trailed in the inking stream. Theinterior of the tunnd was utterly black, and he went dowly,
feeling with hisfeet as best he could before putting his weight down. The rocks under his boots were
thick with dime and other substances he preferred not to think about. Then the faint glow of the moon
grew stronger around him, and with relief he passed out from under the wall and into the city.



Chapter Five

Suchen felt some of her tension ease when they emerged from benegth the palace wall into the moonlit
night beyond. The stream continued its course towards the river, flowing between the high walls that
marked the mansions of therich or the noble. Londah led them up the embankment, out of the murky
water, then down anarrow dot formed between the two walls put up by neighbors who apparently didn't
likethe ideaof sharing one.

Londah. Suchen watched the Aclytese woman closely and wondered if her mind deceived her. Y ozerf
said that thiswoman was his mother, and, despite her seeming youth, Suchen did not doubt the claim.
They both had the same gray eyes, the same bone-white skin, and the same high, sharp cheekbones.
And they moved the same way, dl predatory grace and savage quickness, asif they might explode into
violence a any moment.

But Londah was a so the same woman Suchen had seen standing outside the kitchen door one morning
ten years ago in Iddi. The same woman who had come in through her bedroom window that night and
asked if shewanted to learn the sword. The same woman whose teachings, however rudimentary, had
ultimately saved both Suchen's and Peddock's lives and given them their freedom.

It can't be her. | must be mistaken.
Asif anyone could ever forget a woman like her.

Because, despite the air of danger that echoed in her every motion like awarning, Londah was beautiful .
Not the sort of beauty men smiled at and tried to talk up over ae. The sort of beauty that they killed to
possess, the sort of beauty that the tal es spoke of when they told of whole nations going to war over the
favor of asingle woman. There couldn't be two women who looked so smilar that Suchen could possibly
mistake them. It had to be her.

The narrow dot let out onto what looked to be aside street. Londah led them aong it, her graceful stride
full of confidence, despite the fact that anyone who saw them couldn't possibly think that abunch of filthy,
armed warriors who smelled rather strongly of a sewer belonged in such an exated quarter of town. Not
to mention Cybelen, Suchen thought, casting a glance a the young noblewoman's ruined gown. No,
they were dl far too obviousfor comfort.

They left the Sde street for aseries of aleys and byways. Asthey walked, the areaaround them declined
from gented to shabby, echoing the dow dope of the land down towards the sea. Findly, Londah halted
inasmall dley that looked smilar to every other they had passed through. Garbage littered most of its
length, and ratsrustled in the shadows. The faint sounds of revelry came from somewhere nearby, but no
one gppeared to use the dley as a shortcut, leaving their little group undisturbed.

"We need somewhereto hide, &€« Y ozerf said. His black clothing blended into the darkness, but his
eyes caught the light from adistant torch, glowing an eerie green.

"Agreed,&€- said Auglar grimly. He turned to Londah and inclined his head dightly. &€celhank you for
helping us™

She shrugged carelesdly, her attention seemingly more on the other end of the dley and anyone who
might disturb them than on Auglar'swords.

"We must get out of thiscity, &€« Fdlrant said. He looked haggard, hisfine clothing ruined, but there was
agrim determination in his eyesthat chilled Suchen's soul. &€ceT he southern lords have tried to murder



us. We must get back to our own demesnes and prepare for attack.”

"They aren't going to let you smply stroll out of Segg,a€e Y ozerf said, his deep voice like avelvet touch
in the darkness. &€06As soon asthey redlize that you have escaped, they will begin the hunt. They can't
afford to let you leave here dive, and they will turn al of their power towardsfinding you.”

"We're assuming that al of the southern lords are in on the plot,&€+ Auglar objected. Then he glanced
over at Cybelen, who stood silently beside Peddock. &aeDo you know anything of this, Lady Jehnava?'

Cybelen raised her head, and Suchen saw the tracks of tears on her young face. Her hair wastangled
and had come loose from its bindings, and her once-fine dress dripped murky water on the cobbles
beneath. &€ceNo0,8€° she said sadly. &€odMy father has only asmall holding, my lords. | doubt that the
powerful would bother to kegp him in their council. And | can't believe that he would have risked my life
by letting me be quartered with Suchen if he did know.&€+ She sniffled and shook her head. &€osPoor
Mila Shedidn't deserveto die.”

"Speculation will get us nowhere, &€ Y ozerf said. He made arestless movement, and Suchen knew that
he must be searching the darkness around them for any sign of pursuit. &aog~or now, we must find new
clothes and somewhere to hide. Even with the trip through the sewer, most of you are dressed too
conspicuoudy for thedums.”

"We haven't decided to go anywhere, &€« Buudi reminded Y ozerf with alittle frown. &€oeThe lordss€”"

"The lords are not going to stand around waiting to get their throats dit, &€+ Fellrant interjected coldly.
&€caMy Sworn did not die so that | could be butchered in an dley. The Aclytes seem to know this
citya€’isthat not s0?"

Y ozerf's mouth tightened into a hard line, but he nodded once, shortly. &ad s there abolt hole where we
might go?a€e he asked, directing the question at Londah's back.

She did not turn from her watch. &€ceT here are aways bolt holes, my son. It would make more senseto
gplit up the group, though.”

"No,&€+ Buudi said firmly. &€oaNe are Sworna€” we aren't going to abandon Lord Auglar.”

"Then we must rely on chance.&€» Londah shrugged. &€ceEven <o, there are places. First baths and
clothes."

She garted off doruptly, giving no one the chanceto argue. | can see where Yozerf learned his
manners, Suchen thought wryly. Asif summoned by her thought, he appeared besde her, nothing more
than a shadow until the distant torchlight briefly caught his white face and hands. What little she could see
of hisexpression was grim indeed.

"What do you think our chances are?a€» she asked softly, so that no one else could hear.

He sighed and shook his head, long hair susurrating againgt his cloak. &od don't know. | wish we could
have gotten the horses. Even if we escape the city, it will be along walk acrossthe Kellsmarch. And |
worry for Windshade."

"l know."

The streets they passed through became more crowded. Laughter streamed out of taverns, and cries of
frustration and triumph echoed from gambling dens. Sailors, merchants, and off-duty soldiers wandered
from one entertainment to the next, while prostitutes called to them from corners and dleyways. The



small group attracted harsh looks from some, while othersfollowed the women&€” especidly
Londah&€” with hungry eyes. Suchen felt her heart speed up, and her hand went automatically to her
sword hilt. Gods, they needed to get off the streets, and soon.

Eventudly, they found themselvesin adightly quieter neighborhood. Two buildings stood side-by-side:
one apublic bath, the other a brothel, connected by a short, discreet passage. Apparently the baths were
open day and night, for they were admitted after alight knock from Londah. A few coins exchanged
hands with an attendant&€” probably including ajentarrii or two to make certain that they were not
disturbed&€” and they were |eft done.

The bathhouse was quiet; at least for now, the brothel was doing by far the better business. Londah led
them to aseries of cedar-lined closeats, each with alow, sunken bath through which water swirled
continuoudy. Suchen stared at them in amazement&€” in her experience, bathing required much lugging
and heating of water by servants.

"A legacy from the old days of the Empire, or so they say, &€« Y ozerf said, pausing by her for amoment.
&EoK egp your boots with you and wash them as best you can. Y our sword, too. Everything else will be

disposed of "

She nodded, not liking the thought but knowing that he was right. After along time of soaking the sewer
scum off in the bath, she emerged to find asmall pile of clotheswaiting modestly just outsidethe
compartment. All of them appeared to be second- or third-hand at best, and were covered with patches
and thin places. The breeksfit well enough, but the tunic was baggy and hung loose on her frame,
effectively disguisng what little she had in the way of feminine curves. She wondered if that had been

Y ozerf'sintention. A smal square of cloth with no obvious function was dso included; she tucked it into
her sword belt and went in search of the others.

Thelow murmur of voices cameto her from the end of the hdll, and shefollowed them to the smdl
atrium. The attendant was nowhere to be seen.

"You say Ax wasinvolved inthis?a€s Y ozerf was saying as she approached.

"Indeed.&€+ Londah stood with him, leaning up against thewall in acasuad pose that no doubt belied an
ingtant readinessto fight. She stiffened dightly when Suchen gppeared, and suspicion flickered through
the depths of her gray eyes.

"Y ou may speak fredly in front of Suchen,&€« Y ozerf said without turning to her. Probably, she thought,
he had identified her by scent alone.

Londah did not relax her dert posture. &08Y ou have not yet said how you came to be with these
humans, my son,&€» she pointed out.

Bitterness flashed briefly across hisface and was gone. 8€06AX again.”

"Ah.&€» The Aclytese woman's eyes remained fixed on Suchen, making her fed distinctly nervous.
&Eoelhe wizard has been busy. Perhapsit would be best to leave the humans here and go our own way."

Suchen knew a challenge when she heard it. Her mouth flattened, and she raised her chin dightly. &€odf
youwish."

"l am not leaving, &€+ Y ozerf said, atrace of amusement in hisvoice. He detached himself from thewall,
came over to Suchen, and deftly plucked the square of cloth from her belt. &osAllow me.&€» He turned
her gently away from him, then ran hislong fingersthrough her damp hair, fixing it into aplait. The cloth



he folded into atriangle, then wrapped around her head, tying it in the back. &€ceThere. Now you look
likeasailor. No one would ever think that you were the Steward of Kellgard.”

"Steward of Kellgard?a€s Londah asked, tilting her head to one side in a gesture that reminded Suchen
grongly of Y ozerf. &oeThat isasurprise”

Suchen pressed her lipstogether for amoment. Clearly, Londah did not trust any of the humans. Perhaps
shewould not have trusted them even if they were Aclytesa€” after all, she had at least thought that

Y ozerf's father was human, so she couldn't have been as prejudiced against them as her son had once
been.

"Redlly, Londah Jonaglir?a€s Suchen asked, and was rewarded with aflinch and asharp look at
Y ozerf. It had been generations, Y ozerf had said, since the Jonaglirs had been known to any outsiders by
their true clan name. &€oeT hat strikes me as odd, Since you arein part responsiblefor it."

Y ozerf's brows quirked together. &€ceExplain.”

Suchen did not take her eyesfrom Londah. &€cd know you. Y ou werein Iddi, ten years ago. You
hel ped ayoung woman there."

Londah frowned dightly, but her large eyes were thoughtful. &€aAh, yes. | do remember that.”
"Why? | mean, why did you help me?’

Londah'sfrown transformed into adow, predatory smile. &oBecause you had the hungriest eyes| have
ever seen, child. Because | know awarrior when | see one. And yet you became Steward instead of
Sworn."

Before Suchen could respond to theimplied question, Y ozerf stilled her by wrapping his hands gently
around her shoulders. &€oeSuchen has a dragon's courage,&€+ he said, and she could hear the pridein
hisvoice. &osSheisone of usnow."

She twisted her head about, intending to ask what he meant by that. But at that moment, the sounds of
footsteps came up the hdl, and Auglar, the Sworn, Cybelen, and Fellrant appeared en masse. Like
Suchen, they were now all dressed in rough castoffs that could have belonged to any poor laborer. Even
Cybelen wore asmple peasant dress, adthough her smal pendant still hung about her smooth neck. Her
lack of complaintsimpressed Suchen, and reminded her strongly of Rozah.

Y ozerf raked his cold gray eyes over them, then nodded sharply. &€ceCome then.”

They left the bathhouse behind, moving swiftly through the streets. They attracted far less atention this
time, for which Suchen was grateful. After going afew blocks, they came upon the remains of an ancient
wall; houses were built up againgt it on either Sde, and ragged cuts had been madein it to alow streetsto

pass through.

"Welcometo the Old Quarter, &€+ Y ozerf said, hisvoiceflat and hard. Glancing up at him, Suchen saw
darkness gathering in his eyes.

From the boundary wall on, the neighborhood around them rapidly deteriorated, going from poor to the
sort of squalor that Suchen had never imagined existed. The gutter down the center of the street was an
open sewer, and thousands of mosguitoes hummed above the stagnant water collected init. The buildings
looked as though they had been built lifetimes ago, and had been fdling into disrepair and neglect ever
gncethelast nail wasdriven into place. The people either moved furtively, their eyes averted from the
faces of others, or else called out brash offersto al those passing by. A cluster of young Aclytes stood



on one corner, like apack of fera dogslooking for something to savage, and Suchen felt the cold sting of
their eyes as she passed. A one-armed man reeking of acohol staggered out of abuilding, pulling agirl
who looked to be no older than five years behind him.

"An octarrii each for an hour with my daughter! &€ he shouted at them.

Auglar's step hitched, alook of outraged horror spreading over hisfestures. Then Y ozerf was beside
him, one white hand locked around the young lord's arm. &oeK eep moving,&€ he snarled, including the
rest of thegroup in hisglare.

"But that girl&€” &€ Buudi started to protest.

"Theré's athousand more like her between here and the docks, &€ Y ozerf said bluntly. &€oBoys, too,
for those that prefer them. Y ou can't help her, and trying will only ensure that at least two people down
herewill have a cause to remember you. Keep moving."

"Heartless bastard,a€» Peddock muttered.

Y ozerf shot him alook that should have cut like aknife. Then he quickened his pace, leaving them dl
behind in ablack swirl of cloak.

Anger tightened around Suchen's heart, and she punched Peddock roughly on the arm. &€oBe silent.
Y ou don't know what you're talking about.”

Her brother gave her ahurt look. &€ad should have expected you to take his sde”

Suchen saw Fdlrant's eyesturn to them and redlized that he was camly listening and storing away dl the
information he overheard. Giving thelord acold look, she closed her mouth on any reply. There would
be plenty of time to argue with Peddock later; right now, they needed to present a united front.

The sméll of the docks, of ocean water, wet wood, and drying fish, grew stronger as they descended the
dope towards the bay. Eventualy, Londah came to a hat before arow of tenements so decrepit that it
seemed impossible for them to still stand at all. Suchen's heart tightened, and she sincerdly hoped that this
was not the place the Aclytese woman had chosen for them to hide in. But, to her dismay, Londah
started for the door.

"Welcome to your new home,&€» she said with aknife-edged smile. &€oeAt least for alittle while. Best
not to stay in one place for too long.”

The door opened directly onto aflight of extremely rickety stairs. Other doors faced the small landings,
al of them firmly closed. Trash littered the sair, and the narrow place reeked of urine. An Aclytese man
lay sorawled on one landing, an empty wineskin in hishand. Londah smply stepped over him, asthough
she was used to such obstructions, and the rest followed suit uneasily.

Londah did not stop until they had reached the top of the building. There she paused long enough to take
atalow candle from above the door and light it. The pallid flame revealed asingle large room with only a
broken chair asfurniture. A thick layer of grime covered everything, and therewas alarge, dark stainin
the center of the floor that looked asif no amount of scrubbing would remove it. Nonetheless, Suchen
immediately saw the gppedl of the room; its three windows al gave acommanding view of the
surrounding neighborhood, and would | et them see any trouble long before it found them.

"Doyou ... live here?a€s Auglar asked faintly, looking about the dirty room with an expression of vague
horror.



"Of course not,&€+ Londah said.

"At least, not anymore.&€« Y ozerf ducked dightly as he camein through the doorway. The door was
half-off its hinges, and he propped it gently againgt the jamb. He paused for an ingant, long fingers
brushing againgt something on thewall. The faint light of the candle reveded old marksin the ancient
wood. Drawing closer, Suchen saw that someone had once attempted to scratch the outline of adragon
into the wadl with aknife.

"Thisis as safe aplace as any, for now,&€« Londah said. She dribbled some melted tallow on thefloor,
then used it to stick the candle upright. &oBut | would advise you not to linger over your decision asto
wheat to do next."

Auglar went to awindow and stared out bleakly. &€ad till can't believe that the southern lordstried to
kill us"

"Beieveit,&€ Felrant said bluntly. He went to the chair, tested its solidity, and sat. Somehow, despite
hisragged clothes and dismd surroundings, he maintained aregd air.

Suchen felt an unexpected twist of hatred at the sight of him. It had been along time since the siege of
Kelgarda€” but not so long that she had forgotten the deprivation and terror of those days. All of that
suffering had been caused by this smal man, who now had the gdll to Sitintheir midst asif they were

lifdong dlies.

"And believe a so that they might send spies, &€+ he added, obliviousto the hard looks many of the
Sworn were sending hisway. His blue-violet eyes canted about to rest on Cybelen.

"That's ridiculous,&€+ Peddock exploded. He stepped in between Fellrant and Cybelen, asif he would
protect her from the lord's accusation with his physical presence. &o0aCybelen could have been killed!
Would have been killed, if the nations had gone as they were supposed to.”

Fdlrant remained unruffled by Peddock's anger. 80650 you say. But you cannot know that is so. There
isno reason to think that she would not have been spared.”

"l knew nothing of this, &€ Cybelen said. Her voice was level, but Suchen could hear an undercurrent of
anger init. &€o0sAnd | don't believe that my father wasinvolved, either. Thefact that afew of the southern
lords attempted a coup doesn't mean that they were dl involved. Perhaps the conspirators believed that,
with the two of you dead, the rest would smply have no choice but to go along with things.”

"Perhaps. But we have only your word that you were ignorant of the plot.”

Peddock’s hands curled into fists, and an angry flush spread across hisface. &0 ou have no right to
speak to her like that."

Felrant's large, deep eyesflicked up to Peddock's brown, and he smiled suddenly. &€csAnd you have no
right to spesk to me as you do,&€» he said softly. &€oeY ou, the disinherited child of abourgeoisie
merchant of no breeding, accepted as Sworn more as afavor to your sister than because of any taents of
your own."

Peddock's face went white, and for amoment Suchen serioudy thought that he might strike the lord.
Then, suddenly, he turned away and went to stand staring blindly out the window, struggling to control
both hisanger and hisfear.

"That's not true,&« Suchen said quickly.



"l will not have you insulting my Sworn,&€» Auglar put in coldly. &€adf we must be alies, even
temporarily, you will show respect to my people. After dl, they are the only thing standing between you
and aquick death at the hands of the other lords."

Fdlrant bowed his head, but Suchen thought she saw asmile on hislipsin the moment before the shadow
of hislong hair hid hisfeatures. &ce0f course, Lord Auglar. Forgive my rash words."

Auglar stared at Fellrant for along moment, then ran his hand back through his hair with asigh. &€caVe
aredl tired tonight. We have to get out of thiscity, but it may be awhile before we can. For now, |
suggest that we all do our best to deep.”

Unfortunately, the only available bedding was apile of old, musty blanketsin a corner. Suchen dutifully
distributed them to everyone, on the somewhat dubious theory that they were better than nothing. Most
of the humansimmediatdly settled down into whatever comfort they could find on the hard, dirty floor.
But Londah remained watchful at the southern window, and Y ozerf went to the Northern one, perching
init with one leg thrown over the sill so that hisfoot dangled above the street bel ow.

He looked up when Suchen approached, his eyes reflecting back the dying light of the candle with an
eeriegreen glow. His pae, beautiful face wasimpassive, streaked with shadows from histangled hair, but
she could fed thetension in him. He shifted allittle, making space for her to St on the sill between hislegs.
When she settled in with her back againgt him, he wrapped both arms around her, resting his cheek
againg her hair even as he continued to watch out the window.

Fedling suddenly, unutterably weary, Suchen relaxed againgt him. But his heart wasracing againgt her
back, and the musclesin the armsthat held her were drawn tight.

"Did you grow up here?a€» she asked softly, remembering his words, how he had known where to look
for the dragon carved into the wall.

"A bit.&€ He sighed againgt her hair. &€cd was perhaps ten when we came here. When | was sixteen
or so, Mamaand | had afalling-out of sorts, and | moved elsewhere. Then | came back, three years
later, for alittlewhile”

Suchen glanced across the room to where Londah sat in her own window, beautiful and deadly.
&oaVhat did you fight about?'

He hesitated, and she knew that she had touched one of those dark places that he amost never spoke of .
Her only knowledge of hislife before he had met her was nothing but fragments, hints, and guesses, she
redlized suddenly. &€caVe had ... adisagreement over afriend of mine. Nothing that matters now."

Tell me, please, shethought but could not say. There were so many thingsthat he kept locked avay
from her, but she had never felt the wall between them more acutely than at this moment.

But instead she moved on to asafer topic. &€od_ord Fellrant knew just what to say to Peddock, &€ she
murmured quietly. &EceHow?'

Y ozerf's body relaxed dightly against hers. &€ad don't know for certain, but | can guess. The manisno
fool, Suchen. He or his agents speak to the servants and listen to what they tell him. He knows that most
of the mighty seem to think that their servants are too stupid to understand the things discussed in front of
them, or to put bits of information together. Fellrant knew that Auglar was going to be hisadversary, so
he no doubt did everything he could to learn as much about him and his chief retainersas possible. | fed
sure that, had the southern lords waited even another day to try their coup, he would have known about
it beforehand.&€» Y ozerf paused, then shook his head, his hair rustling over hers. &odHeisavery



dangerous man.”
"I know. | wastrapped insde Kdlgard during the siege, remember?”

"Force of amsisonething. But he has a different sort of strength aswell. Even without an army at his
command, | think it would be wise to keep aclose eye on him.”

"Y ou don't think Auglar should have rescued him, do you?"
"No. | don't.”

Suchen's mouith tightened. &€od don't either,&€» she said, hearing the hate in her own voice. &€od think
we should have | eft the bastard to get what he deserved.”



Chapter Six
Y ozerf sat up al night, watching and waiting, even after Suchen had retired to her blanket. Temonra
watched with him, athough she did not spesk. The memory of her blood lust hung heavy in hismind,

aong with the redlization that he had come very closeto losing control and reveding his powersto his
friends. Gods, that would have been a disaster indeed.

But Temonrahad subsided, he reminded himsdf. Hewas till in control.

Most of the humans moaned when they awoke, and they al moved siffly after anight spent on the hard
floor. Breakfast consisted of some shriveled gpples and a thin porridge that Londah had bought from a
cart on the street outside. &€y ozerf and | will go out today and see what's afoot and what your chances
are of leaving Segg,&€+ Londah said whilethey ate. &oelhe rest of you stay here. A large group of
people moving in and out of this place will attract attention.”

Peddock'slip took on afamiliar, stubborn jut. &€ceY ou aren't in command here, Aclyte.”

"Peddock, be silent,&€» Auglar said. Dark circlesringed his eyes, and Y ozerf guessed that he had not
dept well. &aod_ondah and Y ozerf know this city, and we don't. I'm prepared to trust their judgment.”

A faint grin flashed over Londah's mouth. &oeHow unusudly wise for ahuman.”

The Stregtswere quieter in the morning light than they had been at night. A few ragged children played
here and there, feral dogs rooted in the garbage, and the faint shouts of sailors rang from the direction of
the docks, but for the most part the Old Quarter was silent and still.

Y ozexf felt hisbody fdl into an old, familiar rhythm as he walked. His hands remained near hisbelt, as
close as possible to hisweapons. His shoulders douched dightly, and he kept his head down, signaling to
everyone that he was something that should be ignored. He supposed that if he had been in wolf form, he
would have tucked histail between hislegs.

The daylight held different memories than the night. He remembered getting up early asachild towak to
the market with Ginny, spending what little coin Darryn gave them on sweet bread and rotgut. After
egting alittle and drinking alot, they would curl their tiny bodies together&€” she had been ten and he
eighté€” and deep away the rest of the day until it wastimeto get up and go out to the streets yet again.

"So tell me of these humans, my son,&€» Londah said, breaking him out of his thoughts.

For amoment, Y ozerf fet an odd confusion, asif it wasimpossible to fit the different pieces of hislife
together. He shook his head sharply, like the wolf flinging water from his coat. &oa/Nhat would you
know?'

"You said that Ax sent you to them. Y et you will not leave them."
"They aremy pack."
"Ah.&€+ She paused ddicately. &€ceAnd the woman? She seems unlike Sweet Gin.”

Y ozerf's somach tightened. He had avoided speaking to Suchen of hisfight with Londah over Ginny's
presencein hislife. Londah had fdlt that they were bad for one another&€’ that their closeness only served
asacongtant reminder of their shared past. But who else did he have? He had Ginny had been a pack of
two, close as siblings from the samelitter.



But she didn't want to be your sister, did she?

No, she didn't. Perhaps Londah had seen it. Perhaps he had seenit, but denied it, terrified of losing
Ginny. Terrified of falling her.

But he had failed her, of course.
And she had died.

"Very unlike, &€ Y ozerf said at last. &€08AX sent me to them, to protect another young

womana€” Queen Rozah, escaping from the prison her Regency Council had kept her infor al her life. |
... Suchen.... &oHetrailed off, not certain how to explain the events that had changed hislifefrom a
dtate of hopeless endurance to something precious. &€caNefdl in love &€ he said finaly, spreading his
hands apart helplesdy. &€odt was not something | sought.”

A faint smile touched Londah's face. &o0aMly son in love with ahuman. If | had not known Sweet Gin, |
would not have thought it possible.”

"l did not love Ginny. Not likethat."
"I know. But you cared for her.”

"Yes.&€e Y ozerf looked away, not wanting to go any farther down that path. &€oeThereis something
you have to know.&€» He gave her the skeleton of what had happened the previous winter, from his
encounter with Ax to Rozah's death a Nava Y ek, adry thing with no detail. No mention of hisfall from
the tower, no, or Telmonras silent presencein his head. Not because he didn't trust her to keep his
secrets, but rather because she had away of turning every pain and mistake of hisinto an indictment of
hersdf.

"I have failed you, my son."

"Jahcgroth is our kin,&€» he said quietly. &aeHeis Jonaglir. | don't know how that could be, but it's
true”

A wide-brimmed hat shaded her features from sight, but he heard her breath catch in surprise. &€celhere
were many thingslost after Caden'sfall, &€+ she said uncertainly. &€odt'ssaid ... | had it from my mother
that Meddlin, Telmonra's son, was brought into Jendl asadave. His captors didn't know who he was,
and no one who was taken with him dared spesk of it. He was only achild & thetime.... there were so
many things he did not remember.”

A flash of pain hit him, asense of grief so intensethat it $ole hissight for amoment. He remembered
Meddin standing solemn in the courtyard outside of Cade Kwii, looking so grave and helpless, striving to
hold back tears. "You must go," Telmonrasaid to the boy, her own heart breaking. "It isn't safe here.
I'll send for you assoon as| can.”

And then only afew days later, the messenger kneeling before the throne, telling her that the Jenelese had
attacked the caravan, that the son&€” her only childa€” was likely dead...

No. Yozerf closed hiseyesfor amoment, struggling to sort out his memories from Telmonras. He didn't
die. He was taken captive, but he lived.

The grief lingered nonethel ess, and he wondered suddenly if, being a ghost, she was even capable of
understanding anything but the vengeance that drove her. If she could truly know anything she had not
known when shedied, or if it wasdl just an echo...



"And do your humans know this?&€e Londah asked, jarring him.

Heflailed amoment for the thread of their conversation, unable to remember what she referred to.
Jahcgroth, we were talking about Jahcgroth.

"The traitor..."

"No,&€* he said at last. &€aeNo. | ... | didn't know how to tell them.&€s How to say that their great
enemy was hisblood kin.

"| see. You fear that they would turn againgt you."

He gtarted to lie, then caught himsalf. &€od don't know,&€e he said at last. &€0eAt thetime ... it wastoo
difficult. And now, after solong ... wouldn't you ask yourself why | hadn't spoken earlier, if you were
them?'

"Perhaps.&€+ She shrugged. &odt makes no difference. So tell me, then, now that we are away from
other ears ... if Jahcgroth survived thefall of NavaY ek, whose sde are we on, you and 17?7

Y ozerf's mouth tightened. &oalahcgroth betrayed us, trapped the dragons and alowed Jend to destroy
Caden,&€» he reminded her.

In his head, Telmonra snarled.
"So heisour enemy. And the human lord and hisfollowers are our dlies.”
llYall

She nodded, content with that. If he'd said the opposite, that Jahcgroth wastheir dly and Auglar to be
put to death, she no doubt would have returned to the tenement and killed everyone there with equal

composure.

They waked up from the Old Quarter to the great market near the city's heart. Asusudl, it was packed
with people of every possible description, from the perfumed servants of the wesdlthy to the mutilated
beggars with their wooden cups. The smélls of cooking food, anima dung, blood, and incense mingled in
the air dong with the cries of the vendors hawking their wares. All was a confused kaeidoscope of color:
the bright bolts of cloth in the sdls, the ribbonstrailing from ayoung woman's hair, the drab gray of the
boys who scraped filth from the cobbles for afee.

Even 50, Y ozerf's sharp eyes did not missthe soldiersin Igen'slivery circulating through the crowd, nor
the increased presence of the city guards. They moved dowly, their eyes watchful, pausing now and
again to ask questions of the vendors. No doubt they were hindered by their inability to explicitly state
whom they were looking for. After dl, they could hardly go around saying &oa/Ne'relooking for the only
two legitimate contendersfor the throne so that we can kill them&€E” have you seen anything, perchance?"

At leadt, not on the street. There were plenty in Segg who would sdll their own kin for the right amount of
coin, and Y ozerf doubted that Lord Igen would hesitate to use them.

They passed by unmolested, just two more anonymous Aclytesin acity full of them. Both of them had
left their swords behind at the tenement, for openly-armed Aclyteswould be too easily remarked on, or
even harassed by the watch. For the first time, Y ozerf considered dying his hair. Would anyone from the
palace remember his blood-hued mane from his brief stay? Other Aclytes, perhaps, but he doubted that
any of thelordswould be consulting with them.



All day, they walked the streets of Segg, pausing twice to buy mugs of de and listen to the gossip,
athough naturally they were restricted to taverns willing to serve Aclytes. The sudden increased presence
of armed men on the streets was remarked on, but put down to the number of lords staying &t the palace.
No rumor of the coup had yet reached the streets, it seemed, athough it wouldn't be long. The palace
servants, many of whom lived in the city or had kin there, would hardly fail to remark on the
disappearance of both contendersfor the throne and their retainers, after dl. By thistime tomorrow,
speculation on their fates would have run through the city like afire.

And who then might remember agroup of armed men and women walking the streets one night, smelling
of the sewers but dressed more finely than the average resident?

The guard on the main gates into Segg had been tripled. On the opposite side of the city, the sailors
working the docks gave hard |ooks to the many soldiersloitering about and asking intrusive questions.
Perhaps they thought that Lord Igen had taken it into his head to impressthe visiting lords by arresting
smugglers, despite the fact that he was neck-deep in many of thelr affairs.

From one end of the city to the other, the trap had been set, waiting only for Auglar and Fellrant to step
intoit.

"Thiswill not be easy,&€+ L ondah remarked when they finally turned their steps back to the tenement
and thewaiting humans. And that, Y ozerf thought grimly, was quite an understatement.

* k% k %

Thelong day passed in tense slence in the room at the top of the tenement. The Sworn and Suchen took
turns keeping watch out the windows. Cybelen dept fitfully, or talked softly with Peddock, who was
unusually solicitous of her comfort. Brenwulf paced the room like a caged animdl, although Suchen noted
that he kept well clear of the dark stain on the floor. Why, she was not certain; when she had bedded
down directly ontop of it last night, she had not smelled or felt anything odd.

Through it dl, as nerves stretched tight and tempers frayed with waiting, Fellrant sat in their midst like an
ill omen. He spoke seldom, but his sharp eyes watched everything. Suchen fdt his presence like aknife at
her back, and it wasimpossible to relax.

"Here they come, &€ Buudi said as the sun began to sink low in the west; by histone, Suchen guessed
he referred to Y ozerf and Londah rather than the less pleasant dternatives. Theintense relief that flooded
through her at hiswords made her realize how worried she had actudly been.

Somehow, neither of the Aclytes|ooked tired, even though as far as Suchen could tell they hadn't dept
for well over aday. They had brought dark bread and dried fish from the market for dinner, and passed
it around while Y ozerf recounted what they had found. The fish had the consstency of leather and tasted
abominable, but Suchen forced herself to choke it down nonetheless.

"So we are trapped, &€+ Auglar said when Y ozexf had finished speaking.

Fdlrant carefully set aside his portion of the dried fish, his expression one of disgust. &€os50 what are we
to do?| for one don't intend to simply sit here until the other lordsferret us out.”

"There are two aternatives, &€ Y ozerf replied dowly. He had propped himself against one of the
windowslls, and now stared out asif he wished he were back outside again. &€oeY ou could try to
discover if there are any of thelords who were againgt theidea of killing you, who would bewilling to dly
themsalveswith you againg therest."

"And how would we do that?5€» Peddock asked. €080 the fortune tdler in the market?'



"The servants, &€« Fdlrant said.

"Y es.&€ Londah drifted across the room like a shadow. &€ceMany of them livein the city, especidly
those that have families. The rest have kin outsde the paace. Some of them would know. But it would
be adangerous venture.”

"At least it would let us know who our alies are, &€+ Auglar pointed out.

"Perhaps. At therisk of exposing yoursalves. Not al servants are didoyal or uncaring of their masters,
and it would make an easy trap."

"And our other dternative?"

Y ozerf Sghed, and for amoment Suchen caught aglimpse of wearinessin hisgray eyes, quickly hidden.
€A sthisisthe only port in Jend deep enough for sea-faring vessels, you can imagine that smugglers
are... quite active ... here. Y ou would not be the first persons who wanted to leave the city quickly,
without any questions asked. We could most likdly find someonewilling to get you away from herein
Secret.”

"For aprice,&* Buudi clarified.
A faint, mocking smile touched one corner of Y ozerf's mouth. &ceOf course.”

Auglar frowned in concern. &€oa/Ne weren't able to take much with uswhen we fled. Would we be able
to afford it?"

"Perhagps. | can't say for certain yet.”
"And thisisthe course you would suggest?'

"Yes.&€ Yozerf glanced at Londah. &€od assume that you know who we should contact to make
arangements.”

Londah smiled that razor smile she had. &€oBut of course."

For thefirst time, Suchen found hersalf wondering how Londah made her way in Segg. She said that Ax
had sent her to them, and that Suchen bdlieved. But she had never mentioned anything el se about hersdif.
Clearly she was an incredible fighter, yet she was no mere guard or sword-for-hire. She had been ableto
walk unnoticed into the palaceitself. She had bolt-holes around the city and was familiar with the ways of
smugglers, but nothing in her manner made Suchen think that she might be one of them.

Do | really want to know the answer? Suchen asked hersaf wryly. Whatever Londah did to make her
way intheworld, it the probability that it waslega seemed rather low. Mot likely, Londah didn't care
much about human laws; certainly Y ozerf seemed to regard them as an inconvenience rather than amora
imperdive.

"Asamatter of fact,&€+ Londah went on, &€odthe best person to contact might be an old friend of yours,
Y ozexf. Gevannin."

Y ozerf frowned. &aod would not have called Gevannin afriend.”
"Associate, then. He is now the proprietor of ablood pit over on Tdlow Lane.

"Ah.&€» Y ozerf sghed tiredly, then pushed himself off the window sill. &€oavery well. | will approach
Gevannin tonight. Mama, you can talk to the servants from Nava Nar and see if we can safely learn



anything from that approach. The rest of you stay here.”

"I'm coming with you,&€s Suchen said quickly. She didn't know what ablood pit was, but it sounded
snigter, and sheld be damned if shelet Y ozerf go into danger by himself.

"Metoo,a€« Brenwulf said anxioudly.

Y ozerf narrowed his eyes. &€ceY our placeis by your lord,&€« he said to Brenwulf, his voice soft but
sharp. &ceY ou chose this path.”

Brenwulf took a deep breath. &od'm not used to ... to being locked in acage likethis. | need to fedl the
wind."

"Too bad."
Desperation crept into Brenwulf's voice. &ceT hisroom smells of blood.”

On the other Sde of the blesk little chamber, Londah suddenly became very, very ill. Surprised, Suchen
looked at the Aclytese woman and saw that she held hersdf asif a sudden move might cause something
insgde of her to break.

"I know,&€+ Y ozerf said quietly, either ignoring or not seeing Londah's sudden stillness. &€oBut that
changesnothing.”

Brenwulf closed his eyes and looked away, defeated. Nothing about the exchange made sense, Suchen
thought. Brenwulf spoketo Y ozerf asif only the Aclyte could understand his need to escape the room.
But as Sworn, he should have asked Auglar's leave, not Y ozerf's. Not to mention Londah's strange
reaction, or Auglar'sfallureto remark on Brenwulf's odd behavior.

Y ozexf turned towards the door, but stopped when Suchen moved to follow him. &€ceY ou should stay
hereaswell. It isnot safe”

"Thenitisn't safefor you, either.”
"Atleagt | am familiar with the danger.”

Suchen put her hands on her sword belt and met hisfera gaze defiantly. &€ceM eeting with smugglers
can't be safe, and | don't like the sound of this &€ blood pit&€™ that Londah mentioned. Y ou should
have someone to watch your back."

Y ozerf's mouth flattened in annoyance. &€od 've never had anyone to &€ watch my back, €™ as you put
it, before."

"But you do now."

That stopped him. For amoment, he looked torn, and Suchen thought he would find some new
argument. Then his eyes softened, and arueful smiletugged at hislips. &€oaVery well.”

"Perhaps| didn't raise afool, after al, &€+ said Londah from the other side of the rooms, where she
appeared busy oiling her blades.

Y ozerf shot her an annoyed glare, which sheignored. Making a gesture of surrender, he pulled open the
half-broken door and started off down the steps. Suchen followed close behind.

The night air was cool compared to the close stuffiness of the tenement. Suchen took a deep breath, then



wished that she hadn't when the stench from the priviesin back of the building hit her. The sun had set
while they debated, and more people were tirring abroad. An Aclytese youth dunk past, his hair an odd
admixture of brown and brilliant green. Asthey passed, he paused, staring wide-eyed at Y ozerf. Y ozerf,
however, bared histeeth in asnarl that sent the youth hurrying on hisway.

"What did Brenwulf mean?a€s Suchen asked after the youth had disappeared. &€odHe said that the
room smellslike blood, and you agreed. But it doesn't. It's musty and too close to the privies, but that's
it

Y ozerf was slent for so long that she thought he wouldn't answer. &€ceThere is astain on the floor,&€e
he began dowly.

"I saw it. But | dept onit last night, and it certainly didn't smell like much of anything.”
"Neverthdess, it was made by blood."

A shiver worked itsway up Suchen's spine. By the Size of the stain, then, someone had died there.
&€caNVhose?'

"Mine"

It wasn't the answer she had expected. Startled, she stopped in the Street. Y ozerf kept walking, then
paused as well when she didn't move to catch up. &€aeDon't stand in the street,&€+ he warned. &€odt
meansthat you are either sdlling yoursdlf or looking for someone elseto buy. Either way, it's dangerous.”

Cursing her own ignorance of this place, Suchen started walking again. Y ozerf fell in beside her. Hislong
hair cascaded around hisface, hiding al expression from her. &€adt was along time ago,&€ he offered,
asif that might lessen some of the horror of it.

Once, before they had left Kdlgard, Suchen had waited until he had fallen adeep, then carefully
inspected every one of the multitude of ugly red scarsthat covered the inside of both arms between wrist
and elbow. The ones on the left arm were even, straight lines, but the ones on the right were crooked and
uneven, asif the hand that had held the knife had not been steady by the time it got to that arm.

And probably it hadn't. The hand had been Y ozerf's own, after al, and he must have surdly lost agreat
ded of blood in thefirst few minutes. That he had survived at al wasamiracle,

"I'd brought great harm on someone | loved very much.” That wasdl he had said to explain the
scars, sitting in bed with her on the long morning when they first became lovers. He had never explained
at dl the other scarsthat troubled her&€” the ancient, faded outlines of human teeth in the back of hisneck
and on hisgroin. Ingtinct suggested that there was a connection, however indirect, but she had never had
the courage to ask.

In any event, now did not seem like the best time to begin such a conversation, not when they would both
shortly need dl their wits about them. But she reached over and took his hand in her own, squeezing his
fingers hard to convey dl the things she wasn't sure how to say. After amoment, he returned the
pressure, but his eyes remained distant.

* * % %

Asthey drew closer to the blood pit, Y ozerf began to fed asthough abal of ice had formed in the
bottom of his stomach. The place they sought was near the docks, in the darkest and roughest part of
town. No signs marked it from the outside, but he could hear the cheering of men even from the street,
and guessed that it was well known. Rather than go in the front door, which was guarded by a scarred,



one-eyed bouncer, Y ozerf led the way into the aleyway beside it and knocked on asmaller, more
discreet portd. A judas shot back, and apair of Aclytese eyeslooked out at him.

"Who're you?a€s asked a hoarse voice in Aclytese.
"I'm looking for Gevannin,&€» he said, wishing that he had some better excuse.
The eyes narrowed. &€oAnd why should Gevannin want to see you? | don't know you."

"I'manold ... asociate ... of his. I've been gone from Segg for some time, but I'm sure helll remember
me. My nameis 'Y ozerf. If he doesn't remember it, describe meto him.”

Intruth, Y ozerf waan't a al certain that Gevannin would remember him. They'd had little to do with one
another, save for one night when they had gone with two othersto break into awarehouse near the
docks and sted aprecious cargo meant for Lord Igen. Gevannin's nerve had failed him right before they
reached the warehouse, and he had eft the group. Which was perhapsjust aswell for him, consdering
that their other two cohorts had not |eft the warehouse dive.

They waited in silence for the doorkeeper to return. At last, Y ozerf heard agrinding squed asarusty bolt
was pulled back. The man on the other side of the door was smdll, his body stunted by manutrition, but
the muscles of hisarmslooked strong asropes. An ugly scar marred histhroat, asif someone had
unsuccessfully tried to dit it, and Y ozerf guessed it explained the rough qudity of hisvoice.

"Follow me, &€ the man said shortly. Gesturing for Suchen to follow, as she did not understand
Aclytese, Y ozerf did as requested. They went down a short corridor, then passed through small room
filled with men, both Aclytese and human. The air stank of swest, blood, and cheap liquor. Most of the
men were stripped to thewaist, their skin shining in the dim light of the tallow candles. Many smelled of
fear and nervousness. From the other sde of the wall, there came the muffled sound of cheering. A
moment later, adoor opened, and two men dragged in athird, who was clutching his ssomach. Blood
poured from between his hands, and Y ozerf caught the scent of a punctured intestine. No doubt the man
would died€” after afew days of agony, anyway.

"Thisiswhere thefightersfor the blood pit wait between bouts,&€s he whispered to Suchen. Her blue
eyeswidened dightly, but she carefully kept her expression neutral.

They passed through the room and continued down another short corridor. This one ended in adoor that
let out into asmall room. The room had no other exit, but a small window |ooked discreetly out into the
main room of the building, alowing anyone within to keep an eye on the proceedings. A group of Aclytes
were seated around aSmple table covered with dice, rune stones, and other gambling parapherndia. All
of them were young, rough-looking, and heavily-armed.

A lone man stood peering out the window with the air of a petty lord surveying hisugly little demesne.
Hislong hair was dyed black, and contrasted sharply with the luminous jade-green of hiseyes. Although
he was close to the same age as Y ozexf, his pure blood had kept him young, and he had not changed
much since they had last seen one another.

"Gevannin,&€e Y ozerf said with adight nod of hishead.

Gevannin turned from the window, took a sip from the wine glass he held, and set it aside. &€ceY ozerf. It
has been along time.&€+ His gaze went to Suchen. &€oa/Vho isthe human?

"A business associate. No onefor you to be concerned with,&€ Y ozerf said sharply. He did not want
anyonethinking her away to get to him.



Gevannin let it pass&€” no doubt, in hisline of work, he was used to observers who wanted their identities
kept hidden. &€ad couldn't believe it when | heard you were here. | thought you were dead.”

"So many do. You'verisenfar ancel left.”

Gevannin smiled and nodded, his black-dyed hair rustling against atunic of green silk. &€cdndeed. | own
severad establishments such asthis one around the Old Quarter.”

Y ozerf doubted that. More likely, Gevannin merely oversaw afew blood pits, brothels, and smuggling
rings for more powerful men who were never seen in the Old Quarter themsdlves. But hewasina
position to know agreat deal about illicit trade and the like, which was what Y ozerf wanted. &€od'm
impressed,&€e Y ozexf lied, accepting awooden cup of wine from one of the servant-bodyguards.

"And you, old friend? What brings you back to Segg?'

"Business, of course.&€ Y ozerf took acasual sip of thewine, rolling it across histongue and tasting for
poison. Not that poison was likely&€” Gevannin had no reason to want him dead&€” but it never hurt to be
careful in Segg. &ad need to trangport some cargo out of the city as soon as possible.”

"Ah.&€» Gevannin smiled dightly. &o0eAnd you would just as soon not have the port authorities poking
their nosssinto it?'

"Yes. I'mtold you might be able to help me."
"I might. Can this cargo take itsdf to the dock, or doesit need help?”
In other words: isit people or goods?

"It can get to the docks well enough onitsown. And | will betraveling with it, to make certain that it
doesn't get broken before it reaches its destination.”

"Where does it need to go?'
"North. Any fishing villagewill do."

Gevannin nodded sagely, but Y ozerf saw the questionsin his eyes. &€csAnd how do | know that you
aren't working for the guards?"

Y ozerf went very dill, hisheart beating fast. The young toughs at the table had set asde their rune game
and were now watch him and Suchen with flat, suspicious eyes. If there was afight within this enclosed
space, with the odds so unbalanced, they might not win. &€ceMe work for the guards?&€s he asked
dryly, letting none of hisfear show. &€osSurely you jest, Gevannin.”

Gevannin shrugged casudly. 8€o0ne can't be too careful. If not the guards, then you might be working
for acompetitor. Thefact is, | don't know you anymore, Y ozerf."

"What will it taketo convince you?"

Gevannin's green eyes wandered to the window. &€odHow urgent isthis matter to you? Isit worth ...
fighting for?"

No. Damn you to Hel's domain, Gevannin.

He shoved down all hisfear, dl hisdoubts, to that tiny, dark place deep in his soul where he hid dl the
ugliness he had ever seen or known. Keeping his face an expressionless mask, he said, &€06A bet, then?



If I win, then you will agreeto do what | want."
A faint, caculating smile touched Gevannin'slips. &€ceAgreed.”

Mentdly, Y ozerf cursed. He had hoped that hiswillingness to do what Gevannin wanted would be all

that was required; surely no one working for the guard would risk hislife just to set atrap. But apparently
Gevannin was not going to be satisfied with anything short of blood. He wondered briefly if Gevannin
thought there was an old score between them that needed settling, one that Y ozerf had either forgotten or
never even knew existed. It would not surprise him.

"Come with me, &€+ said Gevannin, heading for the door. His bodyguards | ft off their game atogether
to straggle dong behind him.

Suchen grabbed Y ozerf's arm, and he could fedl the strength in her fingers asthey dug into his muscles.
&€caWhat have you agreed to?&€+ she demanded in alow voice.

"I'mgoing tofight in the pit.”

"No!"

He pulled away from her. &caNe don't have achoicel”
"Y es, we do. Well find another way, damn it!"

Thefear in her voice and eyes almost cracked through the faA 8ade that he needed desperately to keep
in place. &€0And | tell you thereis no other way, &€+ he snarled and saw her take a sudden step back,
asif she had inadvertently drawn too close to awild animal. He cursed silently and took a deep, caming
breath. &€cd must do this. Don't worry. |'ve fought in the pits before and come out victorious."

Gevannin had stopped in the hall and was looking back impatiently. Y ozerf touched Suchen's shoulder
lightly, then headed out of the room. They went back through the corridors until they cameto the
chamber where the fighters waited their turns.

"Wait here, &€ Gevannin said. Heleft, hisbodyguards trailing after.

The other fighters stared at them. Ignoring the men, Y ozexf turned to Suchen. &€agGo up to themain
room and watch from there."

"l want to stay here with you."

"I know.&€+ Y ozerf touched her face lightly with hisfingers. Her strong jaw and nose gave her facea
stubborn cast that he loved. &€aBut | will fedl better with you out of harm's reach. If I'm worried about
you, | won't be able to concentrate on the fight.”

She hesitated, but couldn't argue. &€oAll right.”

He gave her aquick kiss, then bent to whisper in her ear. 8€ceAnd if | lose, leave this place as quickly as
you can.”

She started to protest, but he silenced her with another kiss, then gently pushed her towards the door.
She shot him an angry glare, and he knew that she didn't like the risk he wastaking at dl. Hdl, he didnt
likeit either.

After shewasgone, Yozerf calmly stripped off his shirt, ignoring the looks the other fighters gave the
multitude of scarsthat covered both hisforearms. The knifein hisboot was razor-sharp; he pulled it out



of its hidden shesth and held it loosdly in his hand.

He could fed the eyes of the other fighters on him, could hear their whispers. None of them were old
enough to remember him, and he wondered suddenly how many of those he had known in hisyouth
dtilled lived. Gevannin, obvioudy, but how many others had managed the struggle of Smply surviving?

Hiswait was not long. The man with the scarred throat came back in and silently beckoned to him.
Ignoring the stares of the others, he went through the door and into the light and hest of the pit.

Thefighting arena that he emerged into was sunk below the level of the main area where the spectators
stood. The large room was packed with humans of all descriptions, from rough-bearded sailorsto
wedlthy merchants surrounded by their bodyguards. Eyes gleamed in the light of torches, wild and hungry
for blood. Their voices melded into alow roar, and Y ozerf suddenly felt asif he had inadvertently
sumbled into thelair of some great beast that would fall on him and rend him to pieces. A growl
struggled to erupt from histhroat, and he ft the hair of his neck try to stand on end.

"You could kill themall," Telmonrawhispered suddenly, catching him off guard.

For an ingtant, he could see it as clearly asavison from the gods. He could sweep the room with flame,
turn the humans calling for hisblood into living torches. The stink of burning hair and roasting flesh would
be sweet, and their screamswould be likemusic. A laugh welled up in him, light and crudl and without
mercy.

No. He shoved the vison away, blinking rapidly. That isn't why I'm here.

"Vengeance," she snarled, and hefet her frustration. "Why torment yourself with this when thereis
no need? Burn the city to the ground, my pretty boy. | know that you want to. Burn it. Burn it all."

He swallowed thickly, heart hammering. Fifteen years ago, the last time he had stood here, he might have
doneit if he'd had the power. Everything had seemed so smple then. Humans were the enemy. They
were cruel, careless of other lives, capable of no emotions other than hatred or disdain. The only
exception to that rule had died at the hands of her own kind, because he had failed to be there to protect
her from them.

Now ... nothingwassmpleat al.

His opponent was dready in the pit, agrizzled human with ugly scars puckering hisskin in adozen
places. AsY ozerf calmly stepped out to face him, the other man smiled gleefully, asif hewould take
pleasurein the fight ahead.

Weakness, Y ozerf thought. Fighting for anything other than survival is weakness. It will make him
want to prolong the battle.

Of course, any good knife-fighter tried to prolong the battle in order to make the crowds happier, the
betting heavier. But Y ozerf was not here to please the crowds or anyone ese. His eyes surveyed the
crowd near the pit briefly, and he saw Gevannin watching him intently. On the other sde of the circular
pit, he caught a glimpse of Suchen's golden hair, and his heart contracted sharply.

A blonde human had just finished announcing the fight. No names were given for the fightersa€” none
were needed in this place, where blood and lust of the crowd were al that mattered. As soon asthe
announcer was done, Y ozerf dropped into aready crouch, his sharp knife gleaming red in the torchlight.

As he had expected, his opponent immediately charged him with abellow. Y ozerf did gracefully aside,
fedling the keen edge of his knife touch flesh. The crowd howled asaline of blood showed acrossthe



human man's sde, mixing with sweat to run down to his breeks.

The man was no novice, however. Heignored the shallow wound, instead spinning around and bringing
hisknifedown inan arc. Y ozerf tried to Sidestep, but his opponent grabbed Y ozerf's knife hand with his
free one. Swearing slently, Y ozerf tried the same move, managed to avoid the dicing blade and close his
fingersaround flesh. The ingtant he arrested the knife's forward momentum, he brought up his right knee
hard, cracking it into the Side of his opponent's knee. The man yelled ashisleg started to give, releasing
Y ozerf and jumping back.

They circled one another warily, the human now limping. The screams and shouts of the crowd had
become nothing to them, al their attention focused on each other. Fear and aggression tainted the
human's scent, and Y ozerf gave him acold smilethat revealed smal, sharp teeth. With asnarl, the human
charged again.

The knives met, blade catching on blade, and thistime the human drove his other fist a Y ozerf'sgroin.
Y ozerf legpt back nimbly, leaving atrail of blood on his opponent'sarm. For thefirst timein years, he
found himsdf facing someone € se who obeyed no rules, conformed to no expectations. In other words,
someone else who had learned to fight on the streets of Segg, where honor and pride were without
meaning, and only surviva mattered.

They closed again, and for amoment Y ozerf thought that the fight was his. But he had underestimated his
opponent. The human distracted him by dicing at his eyeswith hisknife. Y ozerf jerked back
inginctively&€’ and felt afist connect hard with hisside.

Caught off balance, Y ozerf fdll to the sandy floor. The overwhelming stink of blood rose up from the
brownish grains beneath him, and nausea clawed at histhroat. Y ozerf tried to roll aside, but a booted
foot kicked his chin, snapping his head back so hard that he saw specks of light flarein front of hiseyes.
The taste of blood filled his mouth, and he collgpsed back, dazed.

Vagudly, he was aware of someone screaming his name. Then the dark shape of the human came
between him and the light. Blinking to clear hisvison, Y ozerf looked up, and saw the knife descending.

Terror jolted through him, and he scrambled back, at the sametime lashing out blindly, indinctivelya€’
With magic.

Tight and focused, the wind struck the other fighter'sinjured knee, shoving him off balance assurely asa
blow would have. The human screamed and fell to the ground, clutching wildly at hisleg. Blinking sand
out of hiseyes, Y ozerf searched the faces of the crowd and realized that no one suspected anything more
snister had happened than the fighter had over-used his hurt leg.

| didn't mean to do it, he thought, coldnesswashing over him. | didn't even think about it, | just
reacted, and the magic answered.

| don't know if | can control it.
"Fool," sad Tdmonra. And heredlized that she wasright.

Without the magic, he would no doubt have been killed, or a least injured. A feding of power rushed
through him, and he rose to hisfeet and stared down at the writhing human who would have dain him. It
seemed suddenly that the other fighter was something far away, some sort of evil worm that deserved
nothing better.

"Yes. It begins here, my pretty one. Feel it."



With asudden, frenzied grin, Y ozerf grabbed the moaning man by the hair, yanked his head back, and
dit histhroat.

The crowd screamed its approva as he let the dead man fal limply to the floor. With asmile of
gpprobation, Gevannin reached into histunic, pulled out the winning purse, and tossed it to him. &€ceTwo
nights, &€« he called, and Y ozerf nodded his understanding. But as he turned to go back through the exit
from the pit, he caught a glimpse of Suchen. She stood againgt therail ringing the pit, her hands clenched
so tightly around it that her knuckles showed white. And the look on her face was one of horror.

* k% k %

Suchen waited in the shadows of the dley for Y ozerf to return, unwilling to go back into the building with
its stench of blood and sweet. The cries of the crowd still seemed to ring in her ears, like a pack of
maddened dogs that wanted nothing more than to rend whoever they saw to pieces. Thefina scene of
the fight, with its sudden reversd, replayed itsdlf again and again, accompanied by those moments of
terror when she had thought that Y ozerf was going to die. And then she saw hisface again, the terrifying
smile ashe dit his opponent's throat.

She had seen battlefields, had fought and killed men hersdlf. A long scar on her Side showed where she
had amost met her own end on an enemy sword. But this.... thiswas different. Thiswaskilling for the
sake of killing. Killing not for surviva, not even for the joy of battle, but for the pleasure of strangers
unwilling to risk themselves.

The door opened and Y ozerf emerged, his crimson hair catching thelight of afar-off torch like aflame,
He had put his shirt back on, and even in the dimness she saw that he had washed off the blood that had
gpattered hisface when his opponent writhed in his death-throes.

"We come back two nights from now,&€ Y ozerf said as shefdl into pace beside him. &€ceGevannin
does not have adirect connection to any of the smuggling rings, but he knows someone who does.”

"FHre
Therewasalittle hitch in Y ozerf's step. &€ceY ou're angry.”
"No.&€+ She folded her arms across her chest, asif to ward off a chill. &€oeSickened. Disgusted.”

To her surprise, Y ozerf laughed coldly. &€odf you think the blood pits are bad, then you know little of
human nature. There are much worse thingsin Segg.”

"| find that hard to beieve."

"Redlly? Did you know that you can buy a person with the express purpose of killing her? Him? Child or
adult, whatever your preference.”

Suchen stopped in the street, swallowing hard againgt the bilerising in her throat. Y ozerf paused aso; his
face wasterribly calm, asif they were discussing nothing more serious than the weather. &€ceTdl me that
isn't true,&€¢ she whispered.

A faint, mocking smile touched one corner of his mouth. &€0eY ou are al so naA ve, it will be awonder if
| can keep any of you divelong enough to reach the docks. Haven't you ever heard the saying that
anything can be bought or sold in Segg? It isacommon practice with some panders, athough I'll admit
the mgjority of them don't indulgeinit. But it isan easy method of disposd if one's &€ stockaE™
becomestoo old, or too troublesome, or too worn-out. Some of the panders even provide rooms where
the clients can play without interruption. After al, it is so unsatisfying to have to worry that someone might



comein answer to the screams.”

Oh, gods. It was horrible. And there was something in histone that terrified her even more, a peculiar
flatness that she had come to associate with tales that came too close to his own experience. Tearsfilled
her eyes suddenly, and she turned away with amuffled sob.

"Suchen?&€» She didn't hear him draw close, but suddenly hisarmswent around her, pulling her against
the wiry strength of hisbody. &€od'm sorry.&€ Hislong fingers began stroking her hair rhythmicaly,
soothingly. &od'm sorry.”

"No.&€» She pulled back from him alittle, wiping her eyes angrily. &od'm sorry. Gods, I'm not the one
who should be crying.”

"Shh.&€+ He brushed alast tear from her cheek, then tilted her chin up, giving her alittle smile.
&EoeThere's no use in weeping over old painslong done with."

But you're wrong, she thought, and knew that it wastrue. Not that he was likely to listen to her. &€od
love you,&€» she said instead, tightening her grip on his hands.

For an ingant, she thought she saw something flash through his eyes. Doubt, perhaps. But then it was
gone, and she wasn't redlly certain that it had not been atrick of her imagination after all.

* * % %

Londah st at atablein asmall Aclyte-owned tavern just on the edge of the Old Quarter. She had
stopped at one of her bolt-holes on the way and changed into the clothing appropriate to a servant of a
well-to-do merchant house. The dress and apron were loose, the thick folds of cloth concedling dl the
weapons beneath.

The woman across from her was a contact she had made many years ago. It never hurt in her line of
businessto cultivate friendships with people from al waks of life, evenif the value of their knowledge
wasn't immediately apparent. Y ou never knew when you suddenly might need a particular piece of
information, and old friends were far less suspicious than new acquaintances.

"I'm worried,&€ Londah said, taking asip of her ade. Thiswas one of the better tavernsin the Old
Quarter, and the drink was dark and bitter. &€oel here were guards everywhere in the streets today.”

The other woman, Samilana, nodded emphaticaly. Her hands were rough and chapped from years spent
scrubbing Lord Igen'sfloors, and aweb work of wrinkles was beginning to spread out from the corners
of her eyes and mouth. She believed that Londah was the handmai den of a spoiled merchant lady, and
the two of them had frequently commiserated on the vagaries of their masters.

"Something's afoot, &€+ she agreed, shaking her head. &€ceY ou know the lord took me with him when he
moved into the palace last winter?'

Londah nodded. Samilana had been very proud of the move, asif she had arranged it persondly. It
occurred to Londah, not for the first time, that she didn't like Samilana very much.

"Widll, there's strange goings-on. Up until yesterday, we were dl in afrenzy, getting things ready for the
Conclave, al the floors spotless and the beds made. Today, we're ordered to stay out of an entirewing
of the palace, the very onethat Lord Fellrant and Lord Auglar were quartered in! And there were guards
running about al over the place, and adinner cancelled, and the cook said no food was sent for from
either of their suites.&€+ She shook her head, asif wondering at the madness of it all.

Londah pretended to be puzzled by this news. &aeDid they bring their own servants, then? But where



would they be cooking, if not in the kitchen?"
"That'swhat | mean. It'svery strange.”

"Do you think...&€* Londah hesitated, then leaned forward, lowering her voice and widening her eyes
into alook of worried innocence. &ceY ou don't imagine something's happened to them, do you?'

Samilana adopted the same conspiratoria air. &od don't know. Lord Igen was very angry about
something, though&€” he threw his bregkfast at poor Mendach's head! None of the rest seemed happy,
either, and poor Lord Jehnav was downright distraught. His daughter was quartered with Auglar's
Sewarda€’ awomean, if you can believeit! &€’ in the samewing as Lord Auglar. So you see, if something
happened that involved the steward ... well."

Wéll, that was something at least. Lord Jehnav would not bother to act distraught if Cybelen had been a
deliberate plant. Or would he? If she had not been intended to accompany them, if this had been some
last-minute plan of the girl's, he would have every reason to be worried.

"The poor man,&€+ Londah said. &€odDid he seem upset with anyone in particular?”

Samilanathought for amoment. &€od don't know. | do know that he was demanding to see Lord Igen al
dayé&€’ydled at every servant who cameto attend him that he had to see the lord&€” but Igen never
cdled for himthat | know of."

Not alies, then, most likely. Or at least not close ones.

Long after Samilana had lft, Londah sat and sipped her drink. It seemed unlikely that Cybelen would
betray them, but better to stay on guard than to receive anasty surprise.

Although, if she had to lay wagers on who was most likely to give them that sort of surprise, dl her
money would be on Lord Fellrant. That man was dangerous, and Auglar had been afoal to save hislife,
let donetake himinto hiding.

A damned mess, that's what it is. If it had been anyone but Y ozerf who asked her to do this, she would
have walked away last night and washed her hands of the whole affair. Too dangerous, too messy, too
likey toend in disaster.

But it was Y ozerf. And that was the most shocking thing of all.



Chapter Seven

Y ozerf spent most of the next day adeep, curled up beneath the tattered blanketsin one corner of the
room. The bitter scent of winter invaded his dreams, carried on awind that had blown itself out centuries

ago...

Telmonra walked quickly through the opulent corridors of Cade Kwii, her riding boots tapping
out a harsh tattoo on the stone floor. Servants scattered from her path, but she ignored them, so
used to their presence that they might as well have been mobile pieces of furniture. The summons
had come to her in the stables, not even giving her time to change after a long ride. Her personal
guards followed her, rushing to keep up with her quick pace.

The throne room was on the highest level of Cade Kwii. Elite guards, whose helms bore dragon
wings to mark their status, opened a pair of solid gold doors as she approached. Sunlight skittered
over the ornate shapes cast in the doors, making the hundreds of dragons and Aclytes depicted
there seem to move.

The marble hall beyond was vast and open to the sky. Although rows of pillars carved in the shapes of
ancient trees supported afar-away roof, there were no walls on three sides to keep out the elements or
the wind. Power aone did that, the blood magic of the king, which came and went at hiswhim aone. In
the degps of winter, you might find the room warm and snug ... or afrigid orded, scoured by wind.

Today it was cold, no attempt to blunt the last chill left behind by winter asit reluctantly gave way to
gpring. Thewind that eternally whipped across the mountain's peak howled unfettered, moaning asit
touched the pillars. Thousands of chimesjingled and jangled, filling the room with the sound of awild
musc.

It was an indicator of her father's mood, she knew. But that was finea€’ it matched hersaswell.

She marched the familiar distance until reaching the foot of the Dragon Throne. The throne was as ancient
asthe citaddl, carved from the living rock of the mountain itsdf. A stone dragon coiled around the sedt,
itswings forming a canopy, its head glaring from over the shoulder of whomever sat inits cold embrace.

King Osha X1V stared down at his youngest daughter, hisface asinscrutable as that of the dragon. As
usual, he did not look particularly pleased to see her.

"Y ou summoned me, Father,&€+ she said formaly.
"l did. Hours ago."

"I was out riding.&€+ She did not add that she had spent half the morning dancing aone on a peak, with
only the cold wind to clothe her. There was no need to do so&€” madnessran in their blood, it was said.
At any rate, the clan was used to strange acts from its members, and overlooked them when it could.

"Y our cousin has been found. Or, rather, made himsdlf known to us."
She frowned, uncertain. &calahcgroth?!
"Have any others gone missing as of late?"

She bowed her head dightly, hiding her expresson at his biting retort. It had been afoolish question.
&€ad assumed that he was dead.”



"Far from it. There has been war in Argannon, as you know. Rumor has said that the rebelswere led by
asorcerer. The sorcerer won and has been raised to Emperor. Jahcgroth.”

She looked up, caught the expression of anger and cold disdain on her father'sface. &€oalahcgroth. A
sorcerer.”

But not one of theirs. Not one who drew on the blood magic of the clan, or else they would have known.
He had gotten his power, histraining, somewhere else.

Which madehim arivd.

But her father had not called her here smply to give her news. &ceAnd what do you wish from me? Shall
| lead an army againg him?"

"No. Not yet. | would know morefirst ... would know what his powers are, what he hopesto gain from
hisascent. So | am sending you to vidgt him. A family vigt, of course, to congratulate him on his
unexpected rise.”

And to spy on him. &oBut | was never closeto hima&€E’ never even knew him. Surely someoned<e...”

Oshafrowned in displeasure. &8N hy do you think heleft in thefirst place? That iswhy | have chosen
youéE” he does not hate you, at least not persondly. Y ou have the best chance of gaining admittanceto
his presence.”

It was not atask she would have chosen. Buit ... at least the trip would be something different. She could
get away from Cade Kwii for awhile, no doubt to the relief of the man the clan had chosen to be her
husband, who did not understand her moods or her strangeness.

"Very well &€+ she said, bowing slightly. &€ad will leave at dawn."

* * % %

Y ozerf opened his eyesto the sght of the smal, squalid room at the top of the tenement. For amoment,
it made no sense, hismind still half-enmeshed in the dream, expecting to see the cold grandeur of a
throne room.

A throne room that had been destroyed by human hands generations before he was ever born.

Andyet ... and yet he could gtill fedl the marble floor under hisfeet, could gill smell the scent of ice on the
wind, till hear the ringing tones of King Oshas voice.

Soreal.

Almogt, it seemed for amoment, more rea than this: the stench of the privies out back, the stale tang of
old blood, Cybelen's soft voice whispering to Peddock in a human language.

Suchen lay adeep beside him, her face drawn and pale even in her dreams. So beautiful, he thought, and
ached to touch her. If only he could wipe away that ook of concern and replace it with one of
contentment.

And | will. I'll get us out of here ... somehow. Gevannin will come through; he must. And ...
perhaps there are other things that can be done in the meantime.

Herose stedlthily, so as not to wake her. A quick look around the room showed him that Londah was
gone, and everyone el se was ad egp except for Peddock, who sat watch at one of the windows, and



Cybeen, who kept him company. They both glanced a him; he merely nodded, saying nothing ashe did
out the door. No doubt they assumed that he was smply going downstairsto use the privy. Well, they
would redlize their mistake when he didn't return soon, but by then it would betoo late.

Instead of taking the Streets, he found alow wall that let him climb up to the roof of a shed, and thenceto
aledge surrounding an old stone building. The crumbling stonework offered plenty of hand and footholds,
and he quickly found himself on the rooftop with Segg spread out benesth him.

Far below, thefirst torches bloomed in the night, beckoning the desperate, the bored, and the damned to
their nightly rituals. The moon wasrising over the sea, spreading its silvery blanket over the rooftops and
pooling deep shadows beneath. Up here, it ssemed that he was in some way removed from Segg,
beyond its ability to touch him, out of sight of its ugliness.

He sighed, knowing that the fedling wasjust an illuson. Eventualy, he would have to come down, after
dl.

Using the road that the roofs provided, he traveled quickly west, moving gradudly up the hill towardsthe
better parts of the city. No one saw him; he was nothing more than a shadow flashing briefly over the gap
between buildings, then gone again. At times heran, hisfeet pounding over lead or ceramic tiles, Sartling
those beneath. Running was fool hardy, because he had been gone far too long to know the condition of
the any of the roofswith certainty. But it felt good, exhilarating, to run and jump and climb without worry
of what lay below.

Eventudly, he found himsdf close to the palace. The buildings grew farther gpart, and at last hewas
forced to descend to the ground once again. For awhile, he considered trying to actudly infiltrate Nava
Nar, but his skillswere smply not on Londah'slevel, and he would most likely be caught. No, hewould
haveto st and watch, and trust to luck. In truth, he had little hope that his quarry would even show
himsdlf outside of the paace.

But for once it seemed that luck was with him. As he watched from ahiding place deep in the shadows, a
familiar figure emerged through the paace gates. His gait, scent, and face were dl branded forever in

Y ozerf'smind, and the Aclyte felt alupine growl start in the back of histhroat. Forcing it down, he

waited until his quarry was dmost out of sight, then began to follow.

The man waked with his head down and his shoulders hunched, asif something shamed him. He did not
look back or around, only stared fixedly at the cobbles before him, occasionaly moving aside to make
way for alarger group of wakers. He made straight for atavern near the Old Quarteré€” not The
Wyvern, thank the godsé€” and went insde. Y ozerf found a semi-comfortable placeto hidein the dley
acrosstheway, and settled in to watch.

The hours passed by dowly. Drunken revelers sumbled out, and others went inside to take their place.
A gaggle of whores passed by, laughing, chetting, and calling invitations to the men | oitering near the
tavern entrance. Later, three young toughs robbed a man who'd imbibed too much to fight back, leaving
himin apool of blood and vomit. Y ozerf idly wondered if he was dead or merely unconscious. If the
latter, he'd best recover before the carts came around in the morning to collect the night's casudties for
burid in the pauper'sfidd, ese he might find himsdf interred dlive. The drivers of the carts were not
known to be the most conscientious souls when it cameto their work.

Findly, Y ozerf's prey emerged. The smell of bad de was strong on him, and his gepswere alittle
unsteady as he made hisway over thefilth-dicked cobblestones. Y ozerf smiled thinly, and alittle thrill of
pleasure went through him. The wolf hunted the lame, the injured, the sick, and seeing the poor condition
of hishuman quarry caled up much the samefeding.



Y ozerf detached himsdlf from the shadows and casualy followed the human man down the street. No
immediate opportunities for attack presented themselves, but he was patient, knowing that it would only
be amatter of time. Eventually, they passed away from the more brightly-lit streets and the revelers that
thronged them, and entered into a more resdentia area. The townhouses looked like they might belong
to poor artisans or well-to-do laborers; a any rate, unlike the dwellingsin the dums, they were closed
tight for the night and no lights shone from any windows.

Now.

Y ozerf closed the distance in afew long strides. Before the other man could react, Y ozerf clamped one
hand about hiswrig, twisting it crudly up behind his back. Shoving him hard into the nearest wall, Y ozerf
braced his other arm across the back of the human's neck, pinning himin place.

"Hello, Dara, &€ Y ozerf snarled in his ear.
Dara-Don jerked, hisbig, open face going white with fear. &€ceY -Y ozerf?a€+ he managed to gasp out.

"Don't cry out. Don't give me any excuse at al to kill you, because you know I'll take it, &€ Y ozerf
warned softly. &€ceY ou should be grateful that I'm the one who found you, traitor. If any of the Sworn
had discovered you in my place, you'd already be dead.&€« Y ozerf gave ashort jerk on Dara'sarm,
iciting agasp of pain. &ceY ou ill might dieif you don't tell mewhat | want to know."

So close, Dara-Don's breath reeked of fear and de. &€od didn't mean for thingsto turn out the way they
did! Oh, gods, you haveto believe me!"

"Of course | believe you. Y ou meant for your magters, the Council, to triumph. Y ou meant for Rozah to
be locked away for the rest of her life, or else married off to Jahcgroth of Argannon. Y ou meant to take
your reward. Of course things did not go as you wished them to.&€e Y ozerf paused, then smiled.
&EceT el me, did you mean to share your reward with your wife? Or are you just as glad that Auglar hung
her asatraitor?’

Dara-Don moaned, alow, animal sound. &aceéNo. Oh, gods, no, please.”
"What? Have you been telling yoursdlf that maybe Auglar let her live? What a stupid fantasy, human.”

Dara-Don said nothing, only closed his eyes. Even in the darkness, Y ozerf could see the wetness of tears
on his cheeks.

"She's dead, &€+ Y ozerf repeated harshly. &€oBut you might ill live. | might be generous. After dl, if |
hadn't caught sight of you in the garden at NavaNar, | wouldn't have redlized the danger that Auglar was
in, and he and Fellrant wouldn't have escaped. That must not have made your masters very happy. So |
will give you the chanceto keep your lifeif you answer metruthfully.”

Dara-Don tried to shake his head, but was unable to move it very far. &odPlease. I-I can't breathe.”
"What ashame.”

His struggles became more frantic. &€aod'll tell you anything you want to know! Just let mego so | can
breathe!"

"Y ou promise not to run?"

IIYQII



Tdmonralaughed softly. "He thinks you are a fool."
Yes.
With amaevolent smile, Y ozerf released his grip on the other man and stepped back.

Ashe had predicted, Dara-Don ingtantly shoved himsdf away from thewall and tried to flee. With a
sngle, negligent gesture, Y ozerf pulled fire from hismind and spread awal| of flames acrossthe narrow
street, only afew feet in front of Dara-Don.

"Yesss. Let it burn."

With asharp cry of terror, the human staggered to ahalt, barely saving himsalf from abad burning, then
turned and tried to run back the other way. A second barrier of fire stopped him, sent him regling back to
where Y ozerf sood waiting.

The flamesreflected hellishly off of Y ozerf'swhite skin, and the terror in Dara-Don's eyes brought afera
grinto hislips. &08Y ou aren't the only one with secrets, you see, &€+ he said.

"Yes. Show him. Make himfear you. Do it!"

Y ozerf caled thewind, lifted Dara-Don into the air and dammed him againgt the wall. Dara crumpled
from theimpact, collgpsing into alittle heap on the filthy cobblestones. He lay till for amoment, then
dtirred feebly, bracing himsalf on his elbows. The sounds of soft sobsfilled the street, audible even over
the crackle of dying flames. &odDon't kill me,&€s Dara-Don whimpered. &€odPlease.”

Disgust filled Y ozerf at the Sight of the cringing, weeping man. Taking two steps forward, he grabbed
Dara-Don around the throat, jerking his head up so that their eyes met. The human struggled feebly,
clawing a Y ozerf'sfingers.

"How's your breathing now?a€e Y ozerf asked. He narrowed his eyes baefully, saw terror bloom in
Dara-Don'sface. A wet stain spread across the front of the other man's breeks. &€oeY ou are a coward
and aliar. Perhaps you were once something more, but if so, | cannot seeit. Now answer my question:
who are your masters? Or are al of the southern lordstraitors?!

"I don't know,&€ Dara-Don wheezed. His skin was beginning to take on abluish tinge, so Y ozerf let go
of histhroat. Thetraitor collgpsed to the ground, gasping and massaging his neck.

"That's not an answer,&€+ Y ozerf said, crouching down by him. &€ceY ou have one more opportunity to
tell mewhat | want to know, or eseI'll kill you asworthless.”

"I'mteling thetruth! I don't know, not exactly. It's not like they let me go around interviewing the lords!
I'mjust afoot soldier, that'sdl. | just do asI'mtold, and | don't ask questions.”

"Such ashame. | suppose I'll haveto kill you, then."

"Wait!&€» Dara-Don's eyes al but bulged out of hisskull. &od_ord Igen! HE'sin onit. | came here after
... diter what happened at Nava Y ek. | knew that Lord Igen had been afriend of the Council's, that he
knew everything they were doing.”

"Isthissome plot of Argannon's, then?"
"No! Not that | know of, anyway. I'm not Lord Igen's confidante, for the gods&€™ sakes!"

Y ozerf smiled sardonicaly. &od wonder why they don't trust you more.”



Themisary in Dara-Don's eyes dmost made Y ozerf fed some pity for the man. &ad know. Don't think
that | don't. | wish every moment of every day that | hadn't listened to the Council. | wish that Rozah was
dill dive. | wishthat | wasstill Sworn.”

"But you did, sheisn't, and you arentt.”

More tearswelled up in Dara-Don's brown eyes, and he wiped his nose on hisdeeve. &od know. Lord
Igen gave me aplacein hisguard. | don't likeit, but what else can | do? | don't have anywhere dseto

go.”

"And whose fault isthat?a€s Y ozerf sat back on his hedls, eyes narrowed. Whatever pity he might have
felt was gone now. Dara-Don had made his choices with full knowledge of their possible outcomes, and
yet didn't want to bear the consequences of those choices. To Y ozerf's eyes, those consequences were
not even particularly bad. Did Dara-Don not have aroof over hishead, afull belly, aplacein hischosen
company? &€od'm not hereto listen to your whining. Who eseisin the conspiracy besides Lord Igen?”

"I don't know! I'm just aguard. | hear things from my superiors, sometimes, but haf thetimeit'sjust
rumor.&€+ Dara-Don hesitated, eyes darting around nervoudy. &€ceHe ... he knowsthat Auglar and
Fdlrant are il in the city somewhere. He caled mein to meet with him. But there weren't any other
lords present at thetime, so | don't know who hisalliesare.”

"What did he want from you?'

"Hewanted meto help find Auglar. After dl, | know him and the Sworn better than anyone, don't 175€»
Dara-Don laughed, but it was a bitter sound devoid of al humor. &cd gen seemed to think I'd have an
ideawhere Auglar might go, that 1'd have a chance of spotting him. So that's what I'm doing down here.”

"It looks to me as though you were visiting the taverns, not looking for Auglar. Unlessyou truly believe
that'swhere youll find him."

"I don't want to find him!&€s Dara-Don shouted suddenly, then bowed his head and covered his eyes
with hishands. &€0e0h, gods, | just want al of thisto be over with. | don't think | could stand seeing him
again, or any of therest. They dl hate me."

"Yes, they do,&€« Y ozerf said without pity.
"Areyou going to kill me?'

"Not yet.&€e Y ozerf seized Dara-Don's hair, forcing his head back so that their eyes met. &€ceAt least
not until after I've gotten some use out of you."

"Y ou're going to become more involved with your superiors, Dara. Y ou're going to find things out and tell
them to me. Like which other lords might betraitors. Like who might be willing to fight on Auglar'sside
and overthrow Igen's coup.”

"| can'té€’they don't trust meé€™™

Y ozerf let go of Dara-Don's hair and closed his hand tight around the human'sthroat. &€od don't

care, &€+ he said softly. Heat flowed through him, and he saw with some surprise that the soft skin under
his fingers was beginning to redden. Startled, helet go. An ugly burn mark the same size and shape ashis
hand encircled half of Dara-Don's neck.



"l don't care, &€+ he repeated, trying not to look shaken. &€ceY ou will find away. Understand?”

"l don't know how&€"™"

"Then find out. Or | will hunt you down and kill you very, very dowly. Do you understand me?"

Clearly terrified, Dara-Don nodded frantically. &€ceY ou ... what are you? Y ou werent like this before.”

Y ozerf's eyes narrowed. &€oeThet is none of your concern, human. Y ou will tell no one else of this
conversation. Nor of anything that you have seen here. Or ese the pain you're feding now will be as
nothing.&€+ He rose to hisfeet and stared down at the huddled figure before him. &€ceRemember,
Daraé€’ unlike you, | dways keegp my promises.”

* * * %

Y ozerf returned to the tenement, his heart beating madly in histhroat and hisveinsfull of molten fire. The
farther he went from the place where he had confronted Dara-Don, the less worrisome hisfinal lgpse
became, and euphoriatook its place. He felt wild, strong, invincible.

The memory of the human's fear was unexpectedly swest. All hislife, Y ozerf had been the one
threatened, the one broken to the will of others. Now the tide had turned, though, and he dmost laughed
doud a thefeding of well being that filled him.

Curious eyes greeted him when he returned to the small tenement room. &€ca/Vhereis Suchen?a€ he
asked, ignoring the obvious questions of the men.

Buudi directed his eyestowards the ceiling. &0d0n the roof, to get abreath of air, | think. Londah hasn't
come back yet."

Y ozerf nodded and left without giving them any answers. Hefdt so light within that he might have flown
up therickety ladder. Pushing aside the trap door, he emerged back into the warmth of a spring night in

Segg.

Suchen was sitting cross-legged near the edge of the roof, staring wistfully at the stars. She had turned at
the sound of the trap door opening, and an annoyed |ook touched her face when she saw that it was him.

"Y ou might have told me that you were going out,&€ she accused, the edge of her voice sharp.

"Sorry, my love. | wanted to look into some things on my own, and ahuman would not have been
welcome,&€» helied. He smiled at her, putting the heat and the energy that thrummed through him into
the expression.

Her face softened dightly. &€caWant to tell me about it, then?”

"L ater.&€+ He crossed the intervening space between them, dropped down beside her, and bent for a
kiss. Her mouth was soft and pliant under his, and the wildness and sense of power that the magic had
given him melded with desire.

"Someone might come up,&€+ she objected softly, when she had her breath back. He nipped at her
neck, running hisfingers over her breasts beneath her baggy shirt, and the words died away into a soft
moan.

"They won't.&€ He pulled her breeks off the rest of the way, felt her hands scrabble at his belt. She bit
her lip hard when he entered her, asif to hold in any sound that might be heard by thosein the room
below, s0 he sedled hismouth over hers, stifling her groans. Her short nails dug into his hips, and the rush



of ecstasy thet filled him waslike afaint shadow of thefire he had wielded.

* * * %
"You did well, my pretty boy," Telmonrawhispered.

Y ozerf sat near the edge of the roof, idly watching Suchen dress. The wind had dried the swest off their
skin, but Brenwulf would not doubt smell their scents on each other as soon as they went down. Not that
Y ozerf cared.

What do you mean? he asked the ghost.

"You used your strength against the human man. You did not hesitate. You are beginning to learn
what | have to teach you."

And what is that?
"You will see."

Y ozerf amiled at Suchen when she came over to him. Their lips met again. Dara-Don could easily
betray me, he thought, even as Suchen kissed him. What | did was a risk&€” he could be at Lord
Igen's feet now, telling him everything that | said. Telling everyone about the fire and the wind.

" And why would he do that? Does he want his masters to learn that he spoke to you? Does he
want them to wonder what he might have told you out of fear? | think his life would not be worth
much then. He will tell no one. Heis a coward and a traitor, like all humans, and cares only for
himself."

Perhaps.

Alienimagesflashed through hismind: atall castle with spireslike knives, piercing the belly of the sky.
Dragons. Snow on stone, and men marching, marching. The snow turned red from blood.

"They are all traitors, my pretty, mad boy,” Telmonrawhispered as Suchen's kissed deepened
suddenly into one of returning desire. " All of them."



Chapter Eight

When Y ozerf and Suchen at last returned to the small room below, it wasto discover that Londah had
just arrived before them. Her evening had been successful, in that she had contacted what she
euphemidticaly cdled a &€ songhird'a€” someone willing to sdl information to the highest bidder. Inthis
case, the bird was an Aclytese chambermaid with abitter grudge against her human employers, one
whom Londah said had been of help to her before. How, she did not elaborate, but no doubt the
guestion occurred in human minds. She had agreed to meet Londah an hour before sundown the next

day.

"Y ou shouldn't go alone,&+ Suchen said to Londah&€” but she cast Y ozerf ahard look as she spoke.
Y ozerf winced dightly&€’ clearly their lovemaking had not entirely distracted Suchen from her annoyance
withhim.

But what else could | have done? None of them can ever learn about this magic in me, no matter
how badly I might want to tell them.

"Who then?&€» Londah asked in her cool, steady voice. &oaVill you come out, Lord Auglar? Lord
Flrant?"

"I will, &€+ Buudi answered, before anyone else could speak. &€ceT he lords should stay here, whereitis
relaivey sfe”

Auglar sighed. He looked as though he had aged yearsin the last few days. Hislong black hair straggled
limp around hisface, and hollows showed beneath his eyes. The smel of old fear and frustration clung to
his skin. &ceT his confinement wears on me,&€e he admitted.

"The confinement of agrave would be even worse, &€+ Fellrant pointed out with avulpine smile. Unlike
the rest of the humans, he seemed calm, composed, and utterly unaffected by the stress of days of hiding.

Auglar gave him an unfriendly look. &€oeThat'swhy | will agreeto stay here. A smdl group will havea
better chance of going unnoticed.”

"And his skin will be safe if it isa trap,” Telmonrahissed in amusement.
The servant is an Aclyte. A trap seems unlikely.

Telmonraresponded in memories rather than words. For one disorienting moment, Y ozerf was no longer
sested in the tenement, but instead lay in abed. A familiar face, flushed with passion, hung above him,
and he recognized Jahcgroth, the Emperor of Argannon. Telmonraslover. Temonras cousin.

He blinked back to redlity, pushing the foreign memory aside. He understood her meaning well enough: if
Jahcgroth had betrayed Caden and Telmonra, then how could a stranger be trusted?

Thefaint tramp of boots came to him, and for amoment he thought it was the memory of the massacre at
Cade Kwii; Jendlese soldiers marching through the streets, killing everyonein sight. But then he saw
Brenwulf's head snap up, followed shortly by Londah's. Shewas on her feet in an ingant, gliding to the
eastern window to look out.

"Soldiers,&€» she said quietly.

Y ozerf joined her, motioning for everyone e seto stay back. A smdll troop of guardsmen from the city
watch were making their way down the street, banging on doors and peering into aleyways. Even ashe



watched, dread dowly forming alump in his ssomach, they cameto the door of the tenement.
How could they know? Do they know? Or isit just bad luck?
"To theroof &€ he ordered sharply, moving away from the window.

Peddock took athreatening step towards him. &€ca/Nhy? So we can be trapped? Was that it? Have you
betrayed usa€™"

Y ozerf narrowed his eyes, and for abrief moment considered heaving Peddock out the window asa
distraction. But to his surprise, Cybelen rounded on Peddock. &€ceT hat's insane, &€+ she snapped,
gathering her skirtsin her hand prefatory to flight. &€odf Y ozerf had wanted to betray us, he could have
doneitin NavaNar and saved himsdif thistrouble.”

"Whileyou argue, the guards are coming,&€e Londah warned from the doorway.

With afind glare at Peddock, Y ozerf moved to follow.

* k x %

Fear made Suchen's heart pound against her ribslike a caged animd as shefollowed Y ozerf up the
rickety ladder leading to the roof. He took her hand, helping her up and guiding her away from the
trapdoor. The moon had set while they were downstairs, and the darkness was aimost totd, relieved only
by starlight and the distant flicker of torches from other parts of the city. Nevertheless, he moved asif it
was noon on a bright day.

Everyone moved as quietly as possible away from the trapdoor, until they were bunched up near the
edge of theflat roof. Striving not even to breathe, Suchen strained to hear any whisper from the tenement
below. Digtant voices floated up ... then the sound of doors being shoved open, afew faint curses, and
the heavy tread of more boots on the gair.

"Damn,&€ Y ozerf breathed, his deep voice little more than awhisper on thewind. She could fed the
tenson in hisbody, sensed more than saw the dump of his shoulders.

A moment later, fingers touched her hair, tugging at the headcloth she still wore. &€od need to borrow
this, &€+ he murmured in her ear. &€calust in case any of them remember seeing ared-haired Aclytein
Lord Auglar'sretinue.”

Someone made an abrupt motion on his other sde, quickly aborted. Thefant starlight outlined Fellrant's
thin, beautiful face; Suchen caught aglimpse of mingled surprise and uneasiness before he looked away.

What by Hel ... ?

But there was no time to wonder. Y ozerf knotted the scarf quickly around his head, and moved towards
the edge of the roof. Suchen reached for him, but he evaded her touch. &€ceDon't worry, &€ he
whispered ... then disappeared over the side.

Don't worry, she thought grimly, and put her hand on her sword. Of course. Why should | worry? She
didn't know what he had in mind, but whatever it was, it couldn't be safe.

But there was nothing she could do about it&€” she doubted that she could have taken hisroute over the
sde of the building even in broad daylight, let donein the dark. There was nothing to do but sit and wait,
listening to the steps on the stairs below as the guards drew closer and closer...

They were in the room below, now, where only afew minutes before the two lordshad sat in anilluson



of safety. Faint murmurs floated up: &€ceNo one here now.”

"Maybe not,&€+ said another, &€aebut it |ooks like someone was here not long ago. The candlewax is
dtill soft, see?!

Damn.

More steps, the scrape of hard boot soles on rotting wood. Then arattle ... as of someone testing the
ladder beneath.

"What'sthis?"

She shifted her weight, ready to grab her sword and fight, knowing that there was no way they could
escape detection now. It was dark on the roof, yes, but not that dark; they would be spotted the instant
someone came through the trap door.

"Hey! &€+ yelled avoice that sounded as though it was blurred with acohol. &€celhat's my stuff! What're
yadoing, robbind€™ me&€™"

Y ozerf'svoice.
Godsa€”
"A drunk,&€ one of the guards muttered in disgust.

"Man can't go down to the privy without somebody breaking in, messing around with histhingsa€” &€»
Y ozerf continued to rant.

"Shut up! &€ The smack of afist on flesh wasfollowed by the thud of abody hitting the wall below.

No! Without thought, Suchen started to get to her feet, knowing only that Y ozerf wasin trouble, that she
had to help.

Someone grabbed her wrigt, jerking her back down. The scent of lavender washed over her a moment
before Fdllrant's voice whispered in her ear. &odDon't. He planned it thisway, to distract them. Don't
throw away his sacrifice”

Shefroze, knowing he wasright but hating the fact. There came afew more muffled thumps from below,
then one of the guards said, &€ceBy the gods, there's nothing in this damn hole but a bunch of drunken
Aclytes”

"Damn wild goose chase, &€+ another opined.

Boots thumped on the stair, going down. Even though every ingtinct screamed at Suchen to get down the
ladder and help Y ozerf, sheforced hersdlf to listen until the door at the bottom of the stair had closed.
Then, shaking off Fellrant's grip, she rushed to the trapdoor.

Y ozerf was climbing to hisfeet as she came down. He moved siffly, and evenin the dim light she could
seethat one of hiseyeswasrapidly swelling shut.

"Damn them,&€» she muttered, touching hisface. &osAre you badly hurt?"
"No.&€- Hisvoice wastight, clipped, asif he fought against anger.

"We cannot stay here, &€« Londah said, materidizing beside them. &€adt isno longer safe.”



FelIrant laughed hoarsely. &o0sAnd you know anywhere that is?
"Not entirely, of course. But safer, yes. Just not as ... comfortable asthis.”

This was comfortable? Suchen cast adismayed glance at Auglar, read the despair in hiseyesaswell.
But he nodded.

"Take usthere, then,a€s he said.

* * * %

"You are a fool!" Tdmonrarailed at him. " A fool, a fool, a fool!"

Y ozerf walked behind his pack, fighting to control histemper, fighting to keep any expression off hisface.
A face that ached from the guard's blow, the bruise throbbing in time to his heartbeat. The bruiseson his
sde where they had kicked him&€” they hadn't been interested enough to break any ribs, thank the
godsa€” hurt with every jarring step he took.

"Why do this to yourself?" the ghost went on, her rage esting like acid at the edges of hismind. "Why
suffer, why become a martyr? You could have destroyed them all, burned them to ashes, but
instead you allowed them to beat you!"

| had no choice, he snapped back, finally provoked into argument. | had to distract the guards. And |
couldn't let anyone else know about the magic.

"Because you cannot trust them. Because they will turn against you. Because your so-called
friends would rather see you beaten by others of their kind than know you have the power to
defend yourself.”

Itisn't like that.
"Then what?"
He couldn't answer. Histhoughts felt jumbled, incoherent. Scattered by her rage, her certainty.

One of thefiguresin front of him dropped back, and he caught the scent of lavender and human. What
now? hewondered tiredly.

"Mayhap Lord Auglar does not value you,&€» Fellrant murmured, too low for anyone elseto hear,
&Eaebut | do. That was an extraordinarily brave act. Such loyaty should be rewarded. If you desireland,
aplacein my demesne, you have but to ask it."

Atrap. Fdlrant only looked to sow dissenson among them.
Perhaps.

Londah, who led thelittle group, came to an abrupt hat, which fortunately saved Y ozerf from having to
reply. They had crossed most of the Old Quarter, al the way to the southernmost edge of the city. Not
far beyond them lay the city wall, and on the other side of that nothing but trackless swamp.

A low wall rose up in front of them,; tall trees hoary with moss towered over it. Aniron gate barred their
passage, but Londah picked itslock within moments, shoving the rusty gate open with an ease that
suggested she had been keeping the hinges oiled in case the need to lay low brought her here.

Pd e stone gleamed in the shadows beyond. They started in&€” and then Auglar stopped, staring about in
horror.



"Where are we?a€e he asked faintly.

Y ozerf swung the gate shut behind them. The air was heavy with the scent of the swamp, but even that
couldn't mask the all-pervasive stench of decay that shrouded this place. Row upon row of what |ooked
like miniature stone houses stretched out before them, interrupted here and there by afew much larger
sructures. Stone angels and gods lifted their hands heavenward, their eyes blinded by moss and bird
droppings.

"It's acemetery, of course,&€» he said.

"Not one in use now,&€+ Londah added mildly. &oBut at onetime, | assure you thiswas the most
sought-after place in Segg to be buried. Only the wealthy could have their bones molder here. But the
city grew and moved on, and their descendents turned out to be forgetful, and so it has been abandoned
for the most part. It is said to be quite haunted, by the way."

"But what are we doing here?&€s Peddock demanded, his eyes darting about, asif he expected ghosts
to legp out from behind every tree.

Londah cast him awithering look before turned and heading off into the maze of crumbling monuments.
&EaeHiding, of course. Water lies close to the surface of the ground here in Seggé€” dig ahole for abody,
and it quickly fillsup. Therich couldn't allow their precious remainsto get wet, o they built these houses
for the dead where they could stay nice and dry. Some of them built for entire families, and so the crypts
are quitelarge. And the trees provide something of avantage, aswell, if oneiswilling to climb high

enough.”

No one said anything in response. Possibly they didn't quite believe she was serious, or were Smply too
overwhelmed.

L ondah led them to a spacious crypt tucked away near the back of the cemetery. A truly enormous oak
overhung it; dead limbs lay strewn dl about, adding to the generd air of decrepitude. Therewasarusty

lock on the heavy stone door leading into the crypt; Londah opened it easily, and Y ozerf suspected that
she had used this place as a hideout more than once before.

As he passed ingde, he caught sight of an ancient family crest carved above the door. Not one he
recognized, and he wondered if those who dept here had |eft any descendentsto carry it on, or if their
line had been logt to time. Within, the structure was a smple, sngle room. The two longest wallswere
lined with stone shelves that bore the rotted remnants of caskets, now reduced to nothing more than dust
and fragments of mice-gnawed bone. The third wall boasted a plague depicting the seven gods, with a
wall sconce beneeth for avotive. Two large sarcophagi dominated the floor space, their lids carved into
the effigies of aman and awoman. Other than that, there was nothing save dust.

"Make yourselves comfortable, &€« L ondah advised. She went to one of the wall shelves, pulled out a
tallow candle from its hiding place amidst the bones, and lit it.

The humans stood in a nervous group to one side, murmuring amongst themsaves. Feding stifledin the
windowless building, Y ozerf did out the door and stood in the humid night beyond. Lightsflickered here
and there beneath the trees, asif unseen hands bore ghostly candlesto and fro.

Are there ghosts here? he asked Telmonra.
"No. It takes power to make a ghost. Or great hate. Or both."

Which is what made you.



"Vengeance. Power. Yes. So few understand these things, so few have them, or else the world
would be full of shades. You are my vessel."

He didn't understand what she meant and certainly didn't like the sound of it.

The door behind him opened and closed softly. Londah paused beside him, a shadow in shadows.
&EoeThey are not happy.”

Y ozerf sighed. &odNo. | don't supposethey are.”
"The meeting tomorrow, with the songbird. It will beat The Wyvern."

It fdlt asif afist had suddenly squeezed his heart and lungs until he could no longer breathe. No. Not
there.

A memory, of blood and searing pain, rose up despite al he could do. And, onits hedls, Temonra's
memories, aflood of them: Little Gesidah, her throat dlit, Calaevrion's manhood cut off before the
soldierskilled him, the bodies of her cousins hanging from the pillars of the throne room, their
blood dripping sluggishly onto the white marble floor.

"It isnot required of you to go, my son,&€e Londah said.

And he was not sureif therewas guilt in her voice or not. They had never spoken of theincident that had
taken Ginny'slifed€’ and, indirectly, amost clamed hisaswell. Never, because Londah was so
convinced that it had been her failure that had put him on the path that had led to Ginny, and to dl the
grief he and Ginny had brought one another over the years.

For amoment, he dmost told her that it bothered him. That he didn't want to go. That it still hurt, after al
thistime. But theweight of his mother's guilt had been aterrible thing to bear in the aftermath of his
attempt to end his own life, had dmost been beyond his strength to handle. And now ... it wastoo late to
do anything differently.

"Of courseI'll go,&€+ he said lightly. And people dead for three-hundred years continued to screamin
his head.



Chapter Nine

This time, the dream was digointed, fragments and glimpses only, like a tapestry rotted through
by the long accumulation of years.

Thewind in Argannon smelled of stone and ice, and if it was not quite the stone and ice of Caden,
it was at least similar enough to make the mountain fastness fedl like home. The fortress
Jahcgroth had chosen had been carved out of the heart of the mountain itself. Torchlight glinted
off veins of silver in the walls, found hidden jewels half-cut from columns. The air was cool and
dry, kept fresh by windows and cleverly-crafted shafts. During the day, sunlight streamed down
some of these shafts, bringing unexpected brightness to rooms otherwise cut off from the sky.

Telmonrasat at one end of the small table, Jahcgroth at the other. Although their dinner was formd that
night, the setting was far more intimate than ameal in the great hal would have been. Servants moved
here and there, while two of his Sworn waited quietly against one wall.

Shape-changers they were, she knew that much. KK'ithii'kk. Red Guard.
"I'm impressed,&€- she said, and was.

Her cousin smiled dightly from hisend of the table. He looked very regd, she thoughta€” beautiful, redly,
with hishair the color of gold and butter. His father's shame, he'd been calleda€” a half-breed,
unanticipated by-blow from an affair with ahuman servant. It didn't show, though, asfar as she could
see.

"Thank you,&€* he said.
The dream shifted alittle; some threads were lost. &€ce..how?a€» she was asking when it righted itself.

He smiled again. Beautiful. &€od can't tell you that&€’ forgive me, but | have taken oaths. | can say that |
was fortunate enough to meet awizard and study with him. He told me that, even though | would never
lie on the Dragon Stone and bleed my life out into the land, the potentia for magic nevertheessexisted in
me. Existsin al of us, | suppose, but it needs something to wake it up, make it more than mere potential.
Theritua that our kings and queens undergo is but one path to awaken it. | took another. After, my
master taught me agreat many things, ways of gaining more power, of using it, that have nothing to do
with Jonaglir blood magic.”

"Isthere away for you to get an heir?&€» she asked curioudy. As a half-breed, he was sterile, unless
some magic existed to counter that.

But he only shook his head. &ceNo. No, | will have no heir of my body. Bt ... there are other things.
Ways of extending one'slife, shal we say, that will at least put off that question for avery long time.”

"How?'

Again that gentle smile. &08A s you might guess, not to reved that is one of my oaths. Y outh cannot be
regained onceit islosté€’ | had afelow apprentice, in fact, who camelate to the magic and will live out
the long years as an old man. But it can be prolonged.”

The dream twisted, did. Flashes: vigiting awaterfal with Jahcgroth and his guard. Riding horses across
the mountain. Laughing. Singing.

Fdlinginlove



Screaming in passion asthey made lovein hisgreat chamber with its vaulted celling.

And then they were in the throne room, and Jahcgroth's expression was grave. A messenger dressed in
Caden's colors stood before Telmonra, bowing low. &€ad haveill news, Y our Majesty,&€» he said to
her.

And she wondered why he would call her that, when she was ayounger child, not in line for the throne.

"There has been aplague. Y our parents ... your siblings ... dl are dead. Y ou are Queen now. Y ou must
return to Caden as soon as possible.”

And she turned towards her lover with a cry of despair...

* * * %

Y ozexf lay wakeful for along time, remembering the dream. The crypt was dark as night even during the
day, but he could sense the dow decline of the sun outside. Those whose bones lay here had not even
been born when Telmonra had come to the throne of Caden; no doubt her sorrows would have been as
meaninglessto them astheirswere to him.

"All are dead." That had been the beginning of the end, in away. She had gone home, borne her
husband an heir aswas needed ... and spent every evening looking North out the window. Wondering if
shewould ever see Jahcgroth again. Wondering if he thought of her with as much longing as she thought
of him.

"Until he betrayed me," shewhispered. "As you fear your lover will betray you, if she learnsthe
power you wield."

Suchen is different.
"So was Jahcgroth.”

Y ozerf sighed, climbed to hisfeet, and went outside. The evening breeze was rising from the ocean even
as the sun sank, and the leaves on the great oak above his head whispered anxioudy to one another. He
shared their dread.

Why did it have to be The Wyvern? But of all questions, &€oavhya€s was the one that was most
seldom answered.

Asit grew darker, he heard movement from inside the tomb. Soon Londah, Buudi, and Suchen came out
aswell. Suchen cameto his side, and he forced himsdlf to smile and take her hand.

"It istime,&€» Londah said.

* k x %

"Y ou don't have to do this, &€ Suchen said urgently as they walked down the street. She and Buudi

were disguised aswdl asthey might be with their old clothes, dirty faces, and covered hair. Even o,

Y ozerf found himself scanning the crowd intensdly, certain that at any moment he would hear soldiers
shouting for them to hdlt.

"Of course| do,&€» he said tightly.
"Then tell mewhy. Tell mewhat thisplaceisto you. Damn it, Y ozerf, don't shut me out likethigl”

Buudi glanced back from ahead of them, and Suchen winced and made an apologetic motion. But her



blue eyesreturned to Y ozerf'sface; he could fed her gaze like apressure againg his skin, demanding
answers. She was aready angry with him for dipping away the day before without word. What would
shefed if heremained slent onthisaswell?

| need you, he thought desperately, risking aglance a her. Her sapphire eyes were so beautiful and so
deep, hefdt asthough his soul had gotten lost in them forever. Which would be worse&€” her anger at his
dlence, or her disgust at the truth?

"Someone | was closeto died there, &€+ he said findly, numbly. The scars on his arms ached, and he
rubbed them absently. &€odHer name was Ginny. Sweet Gin&€” that was what they caled her on the
street, but she never would say what name sheld been born with. Her father had given it to her, and |
suppose it says something that she would prefer aname from our pander over aname from him. Ginny
was the older one, the experienced one, when we met. She was ten then, and she'd been in the game for
three years aready.&€+ He stopped, on the edge of anything safe. &osShe was like a sister to me, &€
he finished, hearing the bitter irony of the words even though Suchen was unaware of it.

"I'm sorry,&€s Suchen said softly. A stray bit of her hair had straggled out from beneath her head cloth,
and she tucked it behind her ear absently. &€ad understand how hard it would be to revisit the scene of a
tragedy likethat. Y ou don't haveto go with us."

"Yes, | do. | failed her, and shedied. | won't |et that happen to you."

Her head came up, an expression of consternation on her face. &€ceY ozerf, no, that won't happen. |
don't know what went on here before, but | can take care of mysdlf.”

"So could Ginny. Shetook care of both of us.&€+ He shook his head savagely. &od won't abandon
you."

She sighed, and heredized that hiswords probably sounded irrationa. &€oca/Vhatever happened here, |
can't believe that her death was your fault.”

"Then you don't know me aswell asyou think."

Hurt bloomed in her eyes, and heimmediately regretted his words. &€ceAnd whose fault isthat?a€e she
snapped.

"Suchen&€” & he started, hoping to apologize. But she deliberately quickened her pace and went to
walk beside Buudi, her back straight and her chin up. Despair touched him&€” he had hurt her, as he had
hurt Ginny, as he had hurt everyone that he had ever cared about. Even Londah was not immune. In his
mind, he could still see her Sitting there in the chair beside his bed after he had cut hiswriststo ribbons,
her back straight and her eyesremote. "1 blame myself,” she had sad, effectively killing any attemptshe
might have madeto share his pain with her.

| should have known better than to try and tell Suchen anything. | should have hidden it all away,
should not have let her realize that something was wrong. Gods, what if she found out the whole
of it? What if ... what if she finds out what | really am.

He ached to talk to her, to try and heal over the wounds hiswords had made, but there was no time. As
it was, he had not been concentrating enough on their surroundings, and he cursed himsdlf, knowing that
there was no quicker way to get killed in Segg.

Although more of the city guard than usua were out, none of them appeared to pay any more atention to
their smdl group than norma. And what about yesterday? How did they find us then? Have we been



betrayed?
"Vengeance."

Such thoughts distracted him until they &t last they reached The Wyvern. The Wyvern il siood on its
little corner between Piety Lane and Gibbet Street, and for an ingtant Y ozexf felt hisfeet dow, certain that
hewould hear Ginny's voice floating out from the open windows. But the years had taken their toll, he
realized as he approached, and the tavern was not quite aduplicate of the one he held in memory. The
walls were more weathered, and the roof sagged lower. The paint on the board hanging outside was
sun-faded and peeling. He remembered the day he and Ginny had drawn the red wyvern on abluefield.
She had dabbed paint on his nose, then laughed at hisindignation, as though nothing in life could possbly
ever be taken serioudly. That had been her way of holding the world at adistance, and it had worked so
well that most people believed it was her true nature.

Inside, The Wyvern was aclean but plain place. For the most part, its clientele consisted of |aborers
such as stone masons, barrel makers, or bakers. Their clothing was ssimple but serviceable, their hands
scarred and callused from the work of long days. Two small symbols painted discreetly on the door
indicated that the establishment was open to both humans and Aclytes, and indeed the crowd insde was
composed of both. No one paid much attention to the small group that entered, athough one of the
servers gave anod and asmile to Londah.

Y ozerf's eyes went to the bar automatically, but it was amoment before he redlized that he was looking
for Ginny. With aslent curse, heinstead sought out the tavern keeper. Jarvin stood behind the bar,
wiping clean awdl-used but still serviceable mug. The years had taken their toll on him, and it was
something of ashock to seethat his dark skin was now contrasted with white hair.

"She'sin the back, in one of the private rooms, &€ Jarvin said to Londah as they approached. Then his
eyeswent to Y ozerf, and he nodded guardedly. &€ceY our mother told me you weren't dead. Good thing
we didn't wager money on it, because | wouldn't have believed it if you weren't standing herein front of
rrell

Suchen frowned. &€0aVhy isthat?’

Jarvin shrugged cardlessly. &€odMan's been chasing desth for aslong as1've known him. Normally it isn't
that hard to find."

Y ozerf glared at Jarvin, who gppeared undisturbed to hislook. No doubt working with Londah had
given the tavern keeper a certain immunity to such things. With an angry flick of hiscloak, Y ozerf
followed his companions through a door at the back of the bar. The smells of beer and food poured out
from the kitchen to the left, and he caught aglimpse of the cook, athin human woman wiping swesat from
her brow with the back of onewrigt. To the right was the pantry, and Y ozerf glanced inside
automaticalya€’

And, for an ingtant, he saw her, just as clearly as he could see Jarvin or the cook. Shelay on her back in
the center of the room, her curly black hair fanned out around her head. Her skirt was shoved up to her

waig, her thighs parted wide. A ring of bruises blackened the dark skin of her dender throat, and blood

no longer seeped from the dozens of knife wounds lacerating her breasts.

He jerked back with agasp, closing hiseyesin denid.
"Yozexf?'

He could smell it, even with his eyes closed, the stink of blood and semen. His heart pounded wildly,



dinning in hisears, dampening out every sound.
"Yozerf!"

Startled, he opened his eyes and found Suchen staring up at him in concern. He risked a glance into the
pantry, but it was just aroom once again, with no sign of the abattoir that it had once been. The tainson
the floor might have been from Ginny's blood, or they might have been from spilled food and the
accumulated grime of fifteen years.

L ondah grabbed the door of the pantry and dammed it forcefully closed. &€oaGo outside and watch for
soldiers, &€ she said harshly.

He nodded dimly. It wasn't even abad suggestion, could have been made for reasons other than the fact
that he was seeing things that weren't there. Without speaking to either woman, he turned and made his
way back outsde. The customersin the common room stepped quickly away as he approached, and he
redlized that he must look like amadman.

The coal air of evening was ardief after the stuffiness within the tavern. He breasthed deep gulps of it, his
body sagging againgt thewadll of the building asif he could not stand up aone. A sob tried to tear itself
free of hischest, but heforced it back frantically. He had ajob to do, he reminded himsdlf. Everyone, his
pack, was depending on him. He could not fail them.

For an ingtant, he saw the scene again, only thistime it was Suchen lying raped and butchered on the
floor. With asnarl of fury, he pushed away from the wall and went back to the dley. In moments, he had
clambered up to anearby roof, which gave him an unobstructed view of the areaaround The Wyvern.
Heturned dl hisattention to scanning the streetsfor soldiers, for anyone who might be coming to closea
trap. But every few moments, his heart began to race again, and memories flooded back into his mind.
To make mattersworse, his own memories served to provoke Telmonras, death and blood and screams
mixed in together until he was no longer sure what had happened to him and what to her, or if therewas
any difference.

By the time his companions emerged back into the street, his hands were shaking badly. He rgjoined
them, startling Buudi when he dropped down from above.

"Success,&€» Londah said succinctly.

Y ozerf stared blankly for amoment, before his scattered thoughts returned the reason for their visit in the
first place. &0e0h. Good."

"Based on what she's seen, the chambermaid thinksthat only afew of the lordswerein on this.
Unfortunatdly, they were dl the most powerful &€« Buudi smiled without mirth. &€od suppose that
makes senseé€” they have the least motive to want thingsto change, after dl. But Cybelen'sfather is
cleared. We can trust him."

"Peddock will be glad to hear that,&€ Y ozexf said absently.

No one said anything after that. Y ozerf walked like aghost, lost in his own thoughts, unresponsive to
anything outside of himself. When they were only afew streets away from their hiding place, however,
L ondah made an unexpected turn.

"Where are we going?a€e Suchen asked. &oelhisisn't theway."
"It isnow,&€» Londah said without looking back. &€caNere being followed.”



Damnit! Pulled back to redlity, Y ozerf redlized that he could hear the measured tread of following
footsteps and catch the faint scent of oil and meta on the wind. He had been so lost within himsdlf that he
had not even noticed danger when it practically screamed itsnamein his ear.

"What now?&€« he asked quietly. His sword was back at the graveyard, so he did adagger from its
sheath at his belt. He had many other weapons, but most of them were better concealed, and he hated to
revedl their presence before he had to do so.

"WEell take to the rooftops, &€+ said Londah, making another turn that took them farther from the
cemetery. &€odf they're members of the city watch, or the guards of some nobleman, then they won't
know to look up.&€+ Her tone implied that such ashortcoming could only belong to fools of the first
order.

L ondah quickened her pace, but subtly, so that the distance between them and their pursuersincreased
only gradudly. Asthey turned down one dley, momentarily disgppearing from the sight of anyone
following, she suddenly broke into arun. Asthey charged after her, Y ozerf winced &t the din the two
humans made, and sincerely hoped that it wasn't truly asloud asit seemed to him.

A line of drying laundry hung from one side of the dley to the other, high above. Londah paused and
drew apiece of metal from her belt. It had started as athin circle of sted, but its edges had been cut
away and sharpened into aletha starburst. With aflick of her wrigt, it vanished into the night; amoment
later, one end of the laundry rope dropped down to hang at eye level.

Without pausing to admire her work, Londah grabbed the rope, braced her feet against the side of the
building, and hauled hersalf up into the shadows above. Buudi went next. Suchen was the shortest of
them dl, and Y ozerf had to boost her up so that she could reached the laundry-entangled line. As she
began to work her way dowly upwards, the sound of footsteps grew louder, and he heard aman's curse.

Silently hoping that the men didn't notice the swaying end of the rope, Y ozerf grabbed hold and began to
haul himsdlf up after Suchen. Theline didn't go dl the way to the top of the building, of course, but within
reach above it were cornices and raingpouts that offered handholds for climbing. The other two had
already vanished above, but Suchen paused at the top of the rope, alook of uncertainty on her face.

Wanting to encourage her, Y ozerf gave her leg asqueeze, wishing that he could offer her some verbal
advice but knowing that it was too dangerous. Suchen cast aglance down into the dley, and her face
paed dightly. Looking down himsdlf, Y ozerf saw that their pursuers had comeinto the dley below. All of
them were dressed in the livery of Igen's persona guard.

Damiit.

The glimpse of the soldiers apparently solidified Suchen's resolve, because she hurriedly edged afoot off
onto a cornice, then transferred her weight when it held. But as she reached for the raingpout, afragment
of the old masonry broke away beneath her foot, first striking the side of the building, then the ground
below.

At the sound, the heads of the guards whipped around, then up. &€oeT here they arel &€+ one of them
shouted.

Suchen swore furioudy and hauled hersdf up and over the rainspout so quickly that Y ozerf found his
heart in his mouth. Someone reached down from the roof and helped her the rest of the way up.
8E050! &€ he called after. &Ead'll beright there!”

But as hereached for the first handhold, an arrow shattered againgt the stone beside his head. Twisting



about, he saw the archer take careful aim and loose a second shot, this one straight for his chest.

It took no thought. Acting on ingtinct, he flung out his hand and saw the arrow suddenly go wild, blown
off course by agust of wind. The archer below cursed in surprise, and another man yelled a him for
being apoor shot. Y ozerf took advantage of their momentary confusion to swing himsdlf free of the rope,
standing baanced lightly on the ancient cornice.

The rope beside him went taut as aguard grabbed it and began to climb up. Y ozerf swore, drew his
knife, and severed the thick cord. The man let out ashriek as he hit the ground, but the fall had not been
far enough to hurt him. &€ceT ake the dairs, you idiotsl &€« shouted their commander, aiming an angry
kick a the fadlen man.

With a soft oath, Y ozerf hurriedly scrambled the rest of the way up. Another arrow whizzed past ashe
fell over the low parapet onto the roof. Therest of his companionswere dready on the far Sde of theflat
roof, athough Suchen waslooking back anxioudy. Rolling to hisfeet, Y ozerf sprinted to them.
&EoHurry! They're coming up the sairs.”

Londah didn't hesitate, but ran to the edge and leapt the gap to the steeply-danted roof of the next
building. But neither of the humans had experience doing such athing, and both hesitated too long before
making the jump. Even as'Y ozerf braced himsdlf to follow, atrap door was flung open, and ahost of
angry guards boiled out.

Y ozerf swore and flung himself over the gap, landing precarioudy on the dick, red tiles. A moment | ater,
the archer loosed another arrow, barely missing him. Even as he regained hisfooting and started to run,
the building shook from the weight of the guards|anding behind him.

Londah let out awild war cry and met thefirst of the guards with her own charge, flinging him off his
footing and down into the dley below. A moment later, Buudi and Suchen aso closed, their swords
drawn. Feet dipped on the dick tiles, and opponents on both sides struggled to keep from falling.

Y ozerf snarled and stabbed a guard in the neck with hisknife, wresting his sword out of his lifeless hand.
&€aK eep them from crossing! &€+ he shouted, and stabbed at the latest man who had landed on their
gde of the gap. A moment later, an arrow fdll near him, amost striking another guard, who began yelling
abuse at the archer.

"There are too many of them,&€s Suchen said faling back by him. And indeed, dmost al of the guards
had dready made it across and were quickly finding their footing on the treacherous roof tiles.

"Then run,&€» he replied, fending off one of the guards with afew swipes of his stolen blade.
"What about you?'
"I'll be right behind you.&€» He cast a desperate glance at Londah. &€ceGo! Get them out of herel™

She nodded and started off, Buudi and Suchen following as quickly asthey could. Y ozerf threw himsdlf
at the guards, startling severa badly enough that they fell and scoring awound in another's arm that
caused him to drop his sword. It clattered off the roof tiles and bounced away into the aley below,
making ahdlishdin.

Y ozerf took advantage of the distraction, turned, and ran after hisfleeing companions. The next building
had another peaked roof, this one broken up by severa gables of varying height. The structure had
recently burned, and athough it was till standing, it looked to have been largely gutted by thefire.

His companions had made their way safely to the other side of the charred building, so he Sarted after.



Ashedid so, Londah turned towards him one hand lifted in warning. &€ceY ozerf! Be careful&€”it isn't
stablese™

Hisfoot came down on soot-covered tiles, and he felt something give beneath hisweight. Hetried to legp
back, amsflailing wildly, but the burned building had taken too much abuse. With the shriek of nails
ripping loose, the entire section of roof gave way under him.

And hefdll.

Suchen's scream rang in his ears, and for amoment he was back at Kellgard, faling from thetop of a
tower with hisenemy. Terror jolted through him, and he might have cried out himself, the sound lost in the
crash of faling tile and fire-weakened beams. There was nothing between him and the lowest floor,
everything e se gonein thefire, and he saw aflagstone floor covered in soot and ash rushing up a him.

Heflung hisarms out, shoving wildly with thewind, asif he could somehow push the floor away from
him. And then, to his shock, hefet hisfal dow.

Tilesand roof beams crashed down like hail, passing him to shatter on the floor below. But like aseed
pod broken loose from a dandedlion, he drifted dower and dower, until he came to acomplete halt with
his pams only afew inches above the grimy floor. A whirlwind of ash spread out around him astheforce
of thewind againgt the flagstones scattered it to al sdes. Then, when he did nothing to hat the wind, he
began to drift dowly upwards.

Gods.

Helet go of thewind and dropped the last few inches like astone. More ash puffed up around him, and
he blinked it out of hiseyes.

How did | do that?

Before, he had aways used the wind to push other things away from him. It had never occurred to him to
wonder what might happen if he directed it against something that he couldn't hope to move: abuilding,
or the earth itself. He had never thought that it might then be used to move him instead.

From far above, he heard Suchen shouting his name. He drew in adeep breath to answer her, then found
himself coughing violently as soot filled histhroat. Spitting ash from his mouth, he staggered to hisfeet and
picked hisway as carefully as he could to the nearest exit. The darkened building was treacherous, filled
with jagged ends of burned and broken timber, but at least its stone walls seemed unlikely to come down
on his head.

He paused in the shadows just inside the gaping hole where the door had been, but there were no guards
outsde. With any luck, they had been thwarted by the collapse of his section of the roof. As he started
out, he heard running footsteps, amoment later, Suchen, Londah, and Buudi rounded the corner and
amog collided with him.

"You'reaivel & Suchen flung her arms around him tightly. Startled, he returned her embrace, felt her
body shuddering against his own. &0eOh, gods, | thought it was the tower dl over again.”

"So did |,&€» Y ozerf said with awry grin. &€oBut | was lucky. Something broke my fall&€” abeam that
was about ready to give anyway, | think. It broke under me, but it dowed my fal enough to keep me
from getting hurt.”

"Amazing,a€+ Buudi said. But Y ozerf thought he saw puzzlement in the Sworn's eyes.



He can't suspect. There's no reason for himto think it was anything other than luck, hetold himsdif
franticaly, even ashis heart hammered in hischest.

Temonramoved, like snake uncailingin hisgut. "And if he does suspect?" she asked, and there was
something malevolent in her tone. "What will you do to keep your secret?"

Y ozerf ignored her. &o0a/Ne must get out of here before the guards find away down to us,&€ he said.

L ondah nodded. &€ogCome, then. Well head back to the cemetery the quickest way. And then you will
tell me al about this &€ towerd€™ and what happened on it."

* * * %

"So do you bdlieve that the meeting was atrap?a€s Auglar asked when they had finished telling him
everything that had happened.

They were dl seated within the crypt, in varying positions of restlessness. Y ozerf was il trying, with
limited success, to remove the soot and ash of the burned building from hishair. Suchen sat besde him,
occasondly brushing futilely a her tunic; their embrace had left quite abit of ash on her aswell. Given
the increasing state of everyone'sfilthiness after being confined to asingle set of clothesfor days, Suchen
supposed that alittle more grime didn't make much of adifference.

"I don't know,&€+ she said honestly when no one el se volunteered an answer. &€oa/Nouldn't it have been
eader to trap uswhilewe werein thetavern, in that case?'

Y ozerf paused, acomb in one hand and alock of hair in the other. &€odNot if they intended to follow us
to Auglar and Fdllrant."

"True.&€+ Suchen took the comb from him, wiped it on arag, and began to work the tangles and soot
out of hislong hair. Y ozerf went till at her touch, his eyes hdf-closng, and she was reminded of nothing
S0 much asawolf enjoying being petted.

Fdlrant stirred from where he sat like a shadow near onewal. The dim light from atalow candle
touched hisface obliqudly, leaving it hdf in darkness. &€oeThat seems most likdly. In which case, nothing
the girl said can be taken astruth.”

"Not quite.&€« Londah looked up from where she was busy polishing her vast array of knives. Her gray
eyes gleamed ferd. &€EceT he soldierswho followed uswerein Igen'slivery. Heismost certainly apart of

the conspiracy.”

"And | do not believe that my father is,8€+ Cybelen added staunchly. Peddock, who sat beside her,
nodded his head in vigorous agreement.

Fdlrant smiled thinly. &€0s50 you say.”



Chapter Ten

Thistime, Y ozerf did not argue when Suchen came with him to meet with Gevannin. After the excitement
earlier in the evening, Suchen would have preferred to stay at the crypt and deep, but she couldn'tin
good conscience let Y ozerf go doneto aplace like the blood pit.

And your presence kept him so safe before, didn't it? she asked hersdlf bitterly. To Hel with it. I'll
kill anyone who even suggests that he ever fight there again.

She kept her hand on her sword asthey walked, dert for any sign of the soldiers who had chased them
earlier. None appeared, thankfully, and she wondered if it wasjust luck on their part, or if Igen's men had
returned to Nava Nar to report their failure.

Thistime, they wereimmediately ushered in to Gevannin's small observation room. The Aclyte was
gtanding at his ease before the small window, watching intently as two humanstried to gut one another in
the pit outsde. A small cone of incense burned on the table, no doubt meant to mask the stench of blood.

Gevannin turned dightly asthey entered, the light from alamp painting hisfeaturesin gold. His skinwas
pale, dthough not nearly aswhite as Y ozerf's, and he lacked Y ozerf's height. But he had those high,
sharp cheekbonesthat dl Aclytes shared, and hislarge, canted eyes were so green they aimost glowed.
By any measure, he was a striking man.

"Welcome.&€» Gevannin sat down in one of the chairs, tucking his black hair back behind one ear. His
accent was not quite so pronounced as Y ozerf's, but it till flavored hiswords like an exotic spice.
a€caMay | offer you wine?'

"No,&€ Y ozerf said shortly. He remained standing, like the dark ghost of some long-deed fighter.
&EoHave you found usaship?!

Jade-green eyes glanced up piercingly, and Suchen saw the hint of amalevolent smile begin to form.
&€ad have. Y ou will have to make the final arrangements, including price and place, with my contact.”

Y ozerf drew out asmall sack from his beneath his cloak, and Suchen saw that it was the pouch his
winnings from the other night. He tossed it negligently onto the table. &€oeY ou will see that more has been
added, &€+ he said obliquely.

Gevannin picked up the sack, weighed it in his hand, then nodded. &oevVery well. Thereisamanwhois
willing to see you safely out of the city. Hisnameis Cleigus.”

Y ozexf froze. Feding the sudden tenson in him, Suchen glanced up and saw that what little color he had
was gone from hisface.

"l see you remember him,&€» Gevannin said, and there was amocking tonein hisvoice that Suchen did
not understand. &€ceHe certainly remembersyou. | believe that he is anxious to renew your
acquaintance.”

"Where?a€» Y ozerf asked. If a stone statue had cometo life and spoken, it would have sounded as he
did: flat, dead, and utterly without emotion.

"Heis currently ensconced in the third warehouse south of The Toothless Whore on Sinker Lane, one
street back from the docks.”

"Very well &€ Y ozerf turned and walked away without further comment, his movements jerky and



abrupt rather than his usud fluid grace. Now deeply worried, Suchen hurried after him but did not speak
until they were safely back out on the street.

"Who isthis Clestus person?"
"It isnone of your concern.”

The cold answer startled her, and it was a moment before she could find her voice. &€od rather think it
is"

"Leaveit!&€s He turned on her abruptly, lip curled into asnarl, and she saw the flash of wolf fangsin the
torchlight.

"No.&€- Sheglared a him, blue eyes meeting gray and refusing to back down. &€adf nothing else, all of
our lives depend on this person's ability to get us safely out of this accursed city.&€s Her tone softened,
and she reached out to put a hand on hisarm. &ceAnd | am worried for you."

Heflinched away from her touch. &odDon't be. | can handle Cleistus.”

Frudtration made her clench her handsinto fists. &€ceDamniit, Y ozerf, talk to me! How can | hdpyou if
| don't know what'swrong?"

"I don't need your help!"

They stared a one another, anger and desperation in asilent war between them. Then, suddenly, Y ozerf
looked away. &Eoa/Vhat | mean, &€« he went on in acalmer tone, &€ods that I'm capable of walking
down to the docks and back by myself tomorrow night. It will be safer that way.&€» He hesitated, then
reached out and put his hands on her arms, drawing her closer. &€ad will negotiate with Cleigtusif that's
what is needed.&€+ One hand lifted, stroked hair tenderly off her face. &€od will get usout of thiscity, |
swear it. | won't fail you. | won't let you die.”

Although histouch and hiswords were gentle, his eyeswere frenzied, the pupils dilated until there was
only anarrow slver ring around each. Suchen reached up and gripped his hand. &€ad s this because of
that woman who died at The Wvern? Ginny?&€« she asked, fedling as though she groped her way
through a darkened room.

"No!" He jerked away from her, and the moment between them shattered beyond repair. His shoulders
setinadraight, angry line, Y ozerf turned and stalked away from her. For amoment, she considered
remaining where she was so that he would be forced to turn around and come back for her. Then,
deciding that the impulse was childish, shefollowed.

Neither of them spoke during thewalk back. A mixture of hurt and frustration boiled in Suchen's gut.
Ever sncethey had cometo Segg, Y ozerf had been gradually shutting himself away from her, building a
wall of dlenceto stland between them. If he would only open himself to her, if hewould only tell her what
demons preyed on him, she could at least give him her support, perhapslend him some of her strength.

But he would not. Gods, he was s0 stubborn that she wanted to strangle him sometimes. No matter what
shetried, he would not go that fina distance, would not open up that dark part of his heart to her.
Instead, he would go on bearing his burdens adone until they broke him.

And there wasn't adamned thing she could do about it.

* k% k %

Y ozerf wasturningtoice.



The cold had started to grow in him when Gevannin glegfully told him that Cleistus, of al people, held the
keysto life and death for Y ozerf's pack. The other man's mockery had been meant to cut, meant to
indicate that Gevannin had no illusons asto what sort of relationship Cleistus had with Y ozerf, but the
edge of thewords had blunted againgt the glacid stillness that was even now spreading out from Y ozerf's
core.

All of hislife, his choices had been desperate ones, made to ensure his surviva no matter what else it
cost. But that had started to change. The ice he used to keep the world at bay had started to melt, and he
had begun to believe that he had |eft such desperation behind.

Gods, what afool he had been.

"What do you think the price will be?&€+ Auglar asked when Y ozerf numbly reported the arrangements
he had made with Gevannin.

"High,&€ Y ozerf said, half-surprised that hiswords didn't steam in the warm air, like snow brought
before afire. &€0aNVell sal everything we canéd€’ the clothing you brought from the paace, any weapons
we can afford to berid of, any jewelry."

Cybelen put her hand to the pendant at her throat. &€ad can't&€” | mean, my mother gave methison her
deathbed. | ... | don't want to part with it."

Y ozerf sared at her asif from agreat distance. It seemed laughable to him that Cybelen should be so
pained over theloss of atrinket. After all, he was giving up his soul.

Agan.

"Y ou don't have to,&€+ Peddock said quickly, putting his hand to her shoulder. Cybelen looked up at
himwith agrateful smile. From hisnew distance, Y ozerf dimly observed that they had somehow fdlenin
love. How incredibly foolish.

Suchen tried again to talk to him after, but he couldn't sustain it for long. He had to encourage the ice, of
course, and every word she spoke chipped away at it.

I'm doing this for your sake! he thought when she turned away at last in anger. Why must you make
this even harder than it is?

There was one other thing that needed to be done before they |eft the city, though ... and it would keep
Londah occupied and distract her from questionsthat he couldn't answer. The next morning, after a
troubled deep that gave him nothing but nightmares, he sgnaed her to follow him outside the crypt.

"I have afavor to ask you,&€« he said once they were aone. They stood alittle ways apart from the
crypt, in the shadows of the old oaks. Heat shimmers danced on top of the sunlit walls surrounding the
cemetery, but hereit was cool and damp. The smell of growing things, of wet earth, blotted out the stink
of decay, soothing him alittle.

She nodded, her dragon-gray eyes grave. If she had noticed any change in him from the day before, she
gave no indication, and it occurred to him that he probably seemed normal to her for thefirst time since
his return. Probably his other self, the one that touched Suchen and smiled at jokes, had seemed a
puzzling aberration.

"Thereisaman ... one of Igen'snow ... by the name of Dara-Don.&€» Briefly, hetold her of the human
man'streachery and of their earlier encounter. He omitted how he had forced Dara-Don into giving him
information, although he supposed he could have done so. She would never tell anyone else, would never



judge him when hetold her he had used the magic to kill the Council. Hel, Londah would not judge him if
he had killed Rozah with his own hand, instead of just having her diefor him.

"Watch for him near the gates. | won't ask you to go into the paace after him, but if he comes out,
demand answersfrom him. And if he refusesto give them to you&€”kill him."

L ondah nodded, unperturbed. &€od shall.”

* k% k %

That afternoon, once Londah was gone, Y ozerf went out with only avague excuse of needing to prepare
for the meeting with Cleistus. Which was true enough. Alone, encased in a cold that deadened the heart
and the mind, he went to the marketplace and spent some of their precious coin on the things that would
be necessary to make the smuggler ook on their cause favorably. Once he was done, he went to a
tavern that rented the rooms on its second floor by the hour.

The little chamber he found himsalf in was squalid, but it had a cheap brass mirror, and so fit his purpose
well enough. Hetook off hisold clothes and laid them carefully aside before pulling on aform-fitting pair
of leather breeks dyed in his habitua black. The shirt was adark green, cut so that the two sides didn't
join until they reached the waist, exposing the hairless, white expanse of his narrow chest, the pale pink
nubs of hisnipples.

Once dressed, he brushed out his hair carefully, then applied perfumeto histhroat. Kohl outlined his
large eyes, making them even more exotic, and very pae rouge highlighted his sharp cheekbones. The
paint that went on hislipswasred as blood.

"Good," sad Ginny'sten-year-old voicein hismemory. "Like that around your eyes. And hold
yourself like this. And whatever you do ... don't let them see you're afraid.”

The face that stared back at him out of the brass mirror with dead eyeswas like an old friend, long
forgotten. It had been along, long time since he had seen this part of himsdlf. They had called him Frost
on the streets, for his coldness, theicein hiseyes. "Like a spring flower opened too early and caught
by winter," Daryn had said when hewas dill alittle child. And Frost could do this, could do anything.

Bear anything.

Ginny had died because Y ozerf failed her, and Rozah had died because he had been unable to protect
his pack from his enemies. But he would not fail those who had survived. He would not fail Suchen.

No matter what it cost.

It could be worse, Yozerf told himsdf. At least Cleistus was not sadidtic, &t least not as Y ozerf's
experience judged it, who had been sold in order to die. Cleistusa€™ taste ran to pretty
sixteen-year-olds, and he didn't like to deal with panders, preferring those who had at least anomina
choice.

Something deep insde him sobbed like alost child, but he clamped down hard on it, smothered it inice.
He stood there, Hill, looking into the mirror until the ice had covered everything, until his heart was dead
and hismind was focused only on what he had to do in the next few moments, nothing more or less.

And then, once he was ready, he turned and went out to keep his appointment.

* * * %

"I don't like this.&€+ Suchen paced restlessly, her armsfolded across her chest. The walls of the crypt
seemed more confining than ever, the musty smell of the ancient bones more cloying. She had stared at



the carved faces on the sarcophagi so often by now that she was beginning to hate their long-dead
owners.

"None of us do,&€+ Brenwulf said. He had been looking more and more pale and drawn over the last
few days, asif somevita substance was gradually draining out of him. Hollows showed benegth his dark
eyes, which darted about nervoudy, like those of an anima in acage.

Buudi had cracked open the door to the crypt once the sun had set, trusting that no casua visitors would
cometo such aplace after nightfall. The breeze that sighed in the oak above failed to enter the crypt,
athough the mosquitoesinvaded by the thousands.

"Is something wrong, Suchen?a€s Cybelen asked.

Suchen glanced at the other woman and had to suppress a surge of annoyance. She didn't have so much
asasingle mosquito bite to mar her flawless skin. Although Cybelen was as dirty and tired asthe rest of
them, somehow she still managed to convey anoble air, wearing her ragged clothes asif they werethe
finest glks

Don't be such a harridan, Suchen told herself with amenta sigh. She pressed her fingers against her
temples, aware of agrowing headache. Just because she's beautiful and poised doesn't mean you
should be mad at her. Although it would be nice if she wasjust a little less perceptive. &od'm
worried about Y ozexf."

Peddock frowned, asif the mere mention of Y ozerf's name was an irritant greater than an entire army of
mosquitoes. &EcaVhatever for?”

"He's been acting odd latdly, for onething."
"Heis odd,&€» Peddock pointed out tartly. &€osSurdly it didn't take you thislong to notice.”

Suchen glared at her brother. &€celhat isn't what | meant. He's hiding something about this meeting with
Cleistusa€” something he doesn't want to know."

"Do you think he meansto betray us?a€s Fellrant asked, and Suchen jumped dightly. He had been so
quiet that she had forgotten hewasthereat al.

"What? No!&€» she answered. &€oBut he is keeping back something. Hewas ... afraid, | think. | asked
him what was wrong, but he wouldn't tell me."

"Wll, then.&€» Fellrant rose lithely to hisfeet. &€odDo you know where this meeting was?'
She nodded. &ad remember what Gevannin told Y ozerf. It didn't sound too hard to find."

"Then perhaps we should go ourselves and discover just what it is our Aclytese friend doesn't want usto
know."

Suchen hesitated, torn. Would Y ozerf take her sudden appearance asasign of distrust? Was she
over-reacting? Would going endanger whatever negotiations he might be engaged in?

To Hel with it. Better that than whatever frightened him so badly.
"You'reright,&€+ she said, and started for the entrance.

Buudi took a quick step forward and caught her elbow. Weariness had given his eyes a bruised ook,
and likethem al hewasin dire need of a bath. &€osAre you surethisisagood idea?'



She hesitated, then nodded. &€oeCall it ingtinct, if you will. But something telsmethat Y ozerf isin some
sort of danger.”

"Then you shouldn't go done. I'm coming with you."
"And |,&€- said Fellrant.

They both looked at him in surprise, but hisblue-violet eyes remained impassive. &€adf thereisadanger
tousadll, then | want to seeit. And my eyeswill not be blinded by friendship or ... other considerations...
if the Aclyteisindeed atraitor.”

Suchen clenched her figts, wanting to smash one into Fdllrant's sensuous mouth. &€ceY ozerf wouldn't
betray us."

"Then you have no reason to object to me coming with you. Or are you so concerned for my safety,
seward?'

His mocking smile said clearly that he had not missed her antipathy towards him, and that he did not
consider it worth hiswhile. Suchen gave him alook of pure venom. &€oeY ou have a point. Come with us,
then."

She brushed past Buudi went outside. The night was severd degrees cooler than the stuffy confines of the
crypt, and she took severa deep bresths of free air. Eerie lights flickered under some of the trees, and
she shivered, telling hersdf not to be superdtitious. Whatever the lights wered€’ ghogts or sprites or some
natural occurrenceé€” there was no reason to think they heralded ill fortunefor her. Or Y ozerf.

Sinker Lane ran paralld to the docks and appeared to be afavorite of sailors and dock workers.
Warehouses where cargo was unloaded and stored clustered at one end of the street. The taverns,
brothels, and gambling densthat provided the nightly entertainment for the workers were conveniently
located at the other end. Light from fish oil lamps poured out of these, augmenting the flickering torches
set outside every building. The sounds of laughter, curses, and badly-played instrumentsfilled the air.
Rough-looking men dressed in saillorsd€E™ togs staggered down the street or lay in the doorways, while
whores called from windows or stood outside, making lewd invitations to everyone who passed. To
Suchen's surprise, aband of dark-skinned women dressed like men and armed with long knives passed

by.

The Toothless Whore was a particularly disreputable-looking brothel just at the boundary where the
warehouses began. They passed it by quickly, ignoring the pander outside, who |ooked more as though
he might be more inclined to murder and rab his clients than take them to awoman. The warehouses
beyond were enormous buildings made al of brick, with afew windows high up to let in light. Thefirst
two they passed had guards at the entrances, who gave them hard, warning looks, and Suchen guessed
that the cargo stored within must prove atempting target for thieves.

When they came to the third warehouse, however, no guard stood outside the main entrance. Suchen
exchanged looks with Buudi and Fellrant, then shrugged and knocked on the unpainted door.

The door was opened almost immediately. Two men stood on the other side. The first wasthe
heavily-armed thug whom Suchen had expected. But the other was atall, dender Aclytese man.
Butter-gold hair framed a ddlicate, beautiful face set with apair of eyeslike topazes. His clothing
matched himin palor, al shades of cream and light yellow, and was both form-fitting and reveding. He
looked young, but histrue age wasimpossible to guess: it could have been anywhere from twenty to
forty. When he saw them, he gave a haughty little sniff and took asip from the goblet held loosely in one
hand. &€caVhat do you want?"



Suchen glanced at her companions, wondering what to tell him and cursing hersdlf for not having thought
up aplausible story to begin with. Thetruth, or at least some of it, seemed safest. &€caVe're looking for
Yozef."

The Aclyte gave her acondescending look. &€ceTl here's no one here by that name. Now off with you if
you don't have any business here."

"He might not be here yet,&€+ Suchen said hagtily, blocking the door with her body before they could
shut it. The guard gave her awary look, and she prayed that he wouldn't just decide to attack. &odHe is
supposed to meet with Cleistus on our behdf. Hesan Aclytelikeyou. Tdl. Red hair.”

"Oh.&€» The Aclyterolled his eyes. &adrost. Y ou practically walked in on hishedls. | just took him
back. But | thought thiswas a private meeting.”

"We wanted to make certain that everything went smoothly.”

The Aclyte gave them alook that clearly said they were amateursin this business of smuggling.
&EceHmph. I'm not surprised. Comein, then. But | don't want to upset Cleistusa€’you'll have to wait until
they're ... done."

He took a step back, and the guard opened the door. &€aeStay here, &€ the Aclytetold the
guardé€” clearly, he didn't think the three humans were much of athreat.

"Yes Adrylin."

Adrylin led them back through a darkened hdl, the walls of which were covered in expensve tapestries.
Perfume scented the air, covering even the pervasive stink of fish from the docks. From the luxury
Suchen guessed that Cleistus must live here aswell as do business.

"Redlly, you didn't even have to worry, &€+ Adrylin went on asthey walked. &€ceY ou types should trust
your agents more. Frost was dways one of Cleistusa€™ favorites. | thought he would wet himself when
Gevannin said he was back."

Suchen exchanged a confused look with Buudi. &€od don't understand.”

"I've been with Cleistus for along time,&€s Adrylin said, taking another hedthy swallow from his goblet.
Suchen suspected that he might be more than alittle drunk. &€odHe saw my potentia early, and I'm his
personal assistant now, taking care of the books, looking out for hisinterests. | even remember when he
brought Frost in. Oh, yes, he did favor that boy.&€+ Adrylin's eyes narrowed at the memory, and
Suchen redlized with alittle shock that he was jedous. But of what?

"Here.&€+ Adrylin stopped and opened a discreet door. &€0a/Ne can watch through here. Cleistus likes
to have me keep an eye on the proceedings, you know. | have such agood memory, he says, and |
record thingsfor himto review later on."

The door opened onto a small room that reminded Suchen of the one Gevannin had used to observe his
own little domain in the blood pit, save that this one was far more sumptuous. Lavish hangings covered
thewadls, and amahogany desk sank carved feet deep into Undish carpets. Although she could make out
adglver candelabrum on the desk, the only light for now camein through the smal window that |ooked
out onto alarger room. A second door aso let out into the room, and Adrylin gestured negligently
towardsit. &€ceY ou can use that if you decide he's really making amess of things,&€ he said, asif
nothing would please him more. Going to a decanter on the desk, he poured another large measure of
wineinto hisgoblet.



An old enemy, Suchen redlized. Whatever the source of contention between the two Aclytes, it was
clear that Adrylin had let them in with the expectation that they would somehow sabotage the agreement
Y ozexrf wastrying to make.

Feeling more confused than ever, Suchen and her companions moved closer to the little window. It
looked out onto alarge chamber that reminded her irresistibly of athrone room, asif its owner was some
petty tyrant who enjoyed lording it over those who had to come to him for help. The same expensive
hangings and carpets decorated it, dong with asingle chair, eaborately carved and gilded.

The man who sat in the chair could easily have been any merchant she had ever known. His body
benegth the velvet doublet and hosen was quickly going to fat, and the line of his short gray hair was
receding towards his ears. Rings glittered on his plump fingers, and a heavy chain of gold hung about his
neck. But rather than the shrewd, calculating expression that she had expected on hisplain face, he
looked oddly wistful as he gazed at the second figure in the room.

It was dl she could do to stifle as gasp at the Sight of Y ozerf. Helooked ... magnificent. His hair had
been brushed so that it hung about his face and shouldersin aglorious mane, begging her to run her
handsthrough it or rub it against her skin. Paint decorated hisface, but in such away that it didn't seem
obviousin and of itsdlf, but only brought out the hidden sensudity in hislarge eyes, his sculpted lips, his
fera cheekbones. The clothing he wore made no secret of the temptations of the body benesath.

Suchen's heart quickened in an involuntary rush of desire. She cast aglance quickly at the two men with
her, saw that they were staring at Y ozerf aswell. Buudi's lips were parted dightly, and he had adightly
glazed look to his eyes.

"Y ou've aged, my boy,&€* said the man who could only be Cle stus, drawing Suchen's attention back to
the other room.

Y ozerf smiled seductively. His eyes were hdf-lidded, the lasheslong againgt his pae skin. &odHave
| ?&€» He moved closer, but the way he carried himself, the way he moved, wasthe gait of astranger. It
was asensud prowl, aninvitation, awalk designed to get an ingtant reaction from anyone who could

appreciate his beauity.

And then he turned hisface to the side, very dightly, and she saw thelook in hiseyes. They wereflat,
dead, asif theliving flesh had been replaced by gray ice. It was asif Y ozerf had stepped out of hisown
body, leaving behind ... nothing at &ll.

Adrylin snorted at Suchen's shoulder. &odDamned eunuch,&€» he muttered in awhisper, glaring out the
window asif hewished he could hurl daggersat Y ozerf.

"What?&€e she asked, confused. Her heart raced, but with fear now rather than desire. The way Y ozerf
was dressed, the way he acted ... there seemed to be only one explanation. But that wasn't possible. He
wouldn't do something like that.

But he used to. You know that.
When he was a child, though. Oh, gods, | don't understand. What by Hel does he think he's doing?

Adrylin's mouth twitched contemptuoudy. &cel hat's why they called him Frost, you know. Because he
was supposed to be so talented, but ever get arise out of him, oh no. Imperviousto pleasure or pain, do
anything you want to him, and he actsit doesn't matter at al.&€ He took another large gulp of wine.
a€ceThat wasthe dlure, you see. Cleistusa€” dl of them&€” thought that they would be the ones to break
through that indifference. It usudly started with pleasure&€’'I'll make you writhe, I'll make you



moan'é€” and then when that didn't work, the frustration would set in, the anger, and then they'd turn to
pain just to make him acknowledge that they were even there a al. He'slucky no onekilled him, the
stupid chook.”

Any words she might have said died on Suchen'stongue, overwheimed by the dow roil of nauseain her
belly. But Buudi had no such problem. &€caWhat are you implying?a€s he whispered hoarsely, hisface
oddly pale. &osAre you trying to say that Y ozerf...."

"I believe the words you are so unsuccessfully looking for are &€ was awhore,'a€s Fellrant murmured,
looking utterly unperturbed by the Situation.

Adrylin gtared at them asif they had utterly lost their minds. &€o80f course. What did you think he was?"

"He was only achild,&€+ Suchen whispered, struggling with the urge to strike out at someone, anyone.
Starting with Adrylin, as he was conveniently at hand, then moving on to the monster in the room outside.

Adrylinrolled hiseyes. &€oeCleistus doesn't do children, silly girl. I'm sure Frost got his start when he was
younga€’ mogt of usdo. But he was sixteen when Cleistustook himin. At least he was on hisown and
not working through a pander.&€+ The Aclyte spoke asif this dubious qualification was the only good
thing he could say about Y ozerf. &aeBut he would have been better off working the street, if you ask

me. Not good for along-term thing. He was dways getting into fights, running off for days on end,
wasting time with some stupid bar maid. Findly Clestus redlized what amistake hed made and threw the
bastard out.”

The smugnessin his tone made Suchen want to gut Adrylin on the spot, but somehow she held back her
urge, ingtead turning back to the window, asense of desperation growing in her. They had to get Y ozerf
out of here. What had he been thinking, to come here at al?

While Adrylin had distracted her, Y ozerf and Cleistus had apparently been discussing terms. Y ozerf had
drawn nearer to the smuggler, sanding only afew feet from him, one hand on hiship and every line of his
body atemptation. &€aaWill that be enough?&€e Y ozerf asked, and Suchen knew that it wouldn't be.

Y ozerf must have known it aswell, even before he came here.

"That depends.&€» Cleistus set aside the bag of coinsthat Y ozerf had given him. Hissmall eyesran
hungrily over the Aclyte's body, and he moistened hislipswith histongue. &od might be persuaded to
settlefor such asmal amount.”

Y ozerf smiled. To Suchen, who knew him, it was utterly false, but Cleistus either didn't know or didn't
care. Hewalked dowly over and kndlt down in front of Cleistusa€™ chair, every motion astudy in
seduction. Cleistus reached out and knotted hisfingersin Y ozerf'slong hair. &od can't wait to find out
what you've learned in your time away, &€ he whispered, then leaned over and kissed Y ozerf hungrily
on the mouth.

Suchen didn't even redlize that she had started for the door until Fellrant's hands locked around her upper
arms, jerking her back. &€od_et go of mel &€« she snarled, wrenching at his surprisingly-strong grip.
Then shefdt the kiss of cold steel on her throat.

"No.&€» Fdlrant'sfingers dug into her arms as he jerked her back against him. &€ogAll of our lives
depend on this, &€ he said, his mouth almost pressed against her ear. &€ceY our lover knew what was
going to be asked of him. Obvioudy, he thought it wasworth it. I'm not going to let you get usal killed to
prevent something that he went to willingly. Evenif | haveto cut your throat.”

And hewould do it, she knew. &adf Y ozerf goes through with this, it will destroy him,&€e she said.



"Destroy him, or destroy your relationship with him?&€s Fellrant countered.

"Him.&€» She laughed bitterly. &€od may have learned afew thingstonight, but | already knew the truth
at the center of them. Y ozexf is doing this because he thinks there is no other choice, and | won't love him
any lessif hedoes. But hewill. Now let me go, or cut my throat, because | swear that | will kill you if you
hinder me."

To her vast surprise, she fet him pause, even though she had never expected her pleasto reach him.
Then, suddenly, helet go of her&€’ and walked out through the door himsdif.

Cleistusd€™ head jerked up and he glowered at Fellrant. &ca/Nho by Hel are you?a€s he snarled.
&EoAdrylin'™

"Thisis one of the people Frogt is representing, &€+ Adrylin caled back, his drunken state clear inthe
way he durred half the sentence together. Cleistus scowled, obvioudy put out with his assistant.

Y ozerf, on the other hand, didn't seem surprised by Fellrant's sudden appearanced€” indeed, he didn't
seem to fed anything at dl. He sat unmoving on thefloor, his head tilted back passvely against
Cleisusd€™ hand, his eyesterrifyingly blank.

"I'm very sorry to interrupt,&€e Fellrant said with asinister smile. &oBut | fear my pet has not been
entirely honest with me.&€» He reached out and brushed alock of hair from Y ozerf's face, the
casuaness of the gesture making it seem like one oft-repeated. &€od an't thet right, pretty one?"

Cleistusd€E™ eyes narrowed. &€odn what way?'

"He knows that I'm ajeal ous man, but he thought that he could get avay without telling me. Such abad
boy.”

Cleistus leaned back and folded his hands over hisample belly. &o80ne night with him in addition to the
coin you've aready paid will be enough to complete our agreement. Surdly he isn't worth that much to
you."

"Ah, but that isn't the point, isit? The point isthat what is mine remains mine.&€« Fellrant suddenly
dipped his hand around the back of Y ozerf'shead, gripped his hair tightly, and pulled him close. &€0Kiss
rrell

Like an automaton with no will of itsown, Y ozerf obeyed. Fellrant wrapped hisarms around Y ozerf and
returned the kiss with a passion that was too deep to be faked. Then, with a sudden, convulsive
movement, he shoved Y ozerf away.

"See? He's well-trained, &€« Fellrant said, his voice not quite steady. &€aeBut a hound only answersthe
cal of one master. Tekethisinstead.”

Fdlrant drew out the silver fillet that he had worn up until their flight from Nava Nar and tossed it
negligently to Cleistus. Cleistus missed, and it fell to the carpets, degp blue gems shining sultry inthe
candidight. Thesmuggler stared at it for along moment, probably weighing itsvaue, then findly gave a
sharp nod. &€ceVery well."

Suchen ghed inrelief and closed her eyes. Shefet asweary asif she had run along race. Buudi put a
hand to her shoulder, and she touched hisfingers, glad for the comfort.

Felrant pulled Y ozerf up, and they both walked to the door, neither looking back at Cleistus. &€oeY ou
owe me, Aclyte, &€ Fellrant said when they entered the little room.



"|&€" &€+ Y ozerf began, then stopped when he saw Suchen and Buudi. His eyes widened dightly, and
Suchen saw the beginnings of something like panic in their depths.

"An interesting drama,&€+ Adrylin durred, pouring more wine into his cup.

Fdlrant shot him awithering glance, then headed towards the way out. &oa/Ve're leaving. Don't bother
showing usthe door."

As soon asthey were outside, Y ozerf broke away from them, walking fast down the street. His head
was bowed and his arms were wrapped tightly about his chest, asif he held in a scream.

"Y ozerf! &€« Suchen jogged after him, feeling sick and desperate. &€osStop. Slow down.”

When he made no response, she grabbed his arm, intending to force him to stop. As soon as her fingers
closed around him, he wrenched away violently, spinning around and staring at her asif he had never
seen her beforein hislife.

"Don't touch me!"

Suchen froze, her hands held out towards him. His eyeswere wild and half-mad, and the look on hisface
was one of such utter desperation that it broke her heart. With asoft cry, he turned away from her, going
to the side of one of the warehouses and leaning againgt it, his back to them. Then, suddenly, he cracked
hisforehead as hard as he could into the brick wall.

"Y ozerf, no!&€e she shouted. She grabbed one of his arms and Buudi the other, intending to pull him
away from the warehouse.

Hefought them, like awild thing that has been cornered. Suchen hung on to hisarm determinedly.
&€y ozerf, gopit! It'sus! Please don't hurt yoursalf!”

After afew moments, he settled, defeated by their tenacity. He stood very till, head bowed, his
breathing on the ragged edge of hysteria. Blood gathered in the shallow scrape the bricks had lft on his
forehead.

"| told you not to come, &€+ he said at last, hisvoicerough, asif he had swallowed broken glass.

"Y ou should have known that | wouldn't just let you go aone, especidly when it was clear that you were
upset. Gods, Y ozerf, what were you thinking? Finding a smuggler's ship out of Segg wasn't worth this!”

"Yesit wasl &€ he shouted, making her flinch. &€od couldn't fail you! Anything would beworth it to
keep you from being hurt, from dying.&€* He closed hiseyes, asif his outburst had taken the last of his
strength. &€od_et go of me. Please.”

Exchanging awary glance with Buudi, Suchen reluctantly released Y ozerf'sarm. He didn't run, though, as
she had half-expected him to.

"Y ozerf,&€« she said softly, hoping to get through to him, &€ceve love you. We're your friends. We
would never ask you to do something like this. Not for any reason.”

Hedidn't look at her. &€caVhat did Adrylin tell you?”

The defeated tone in his voice made her wince. &€celhat you had a... ahistory with Cleistus. That they
cdled you Frog."

Heflinched, asif she had dapped him. &oDid hetdl you why?'



IIYSIII

"That was how | failed Ginny. But | wasn't going to fail you. | wasn't.&€+ He put his hands over his eyes,
asif to block out someterrible Sght.

Suchen hegitated, not certain if she should ask. &€ceHow did you fail Ginny?!

"Shewaslike asister to me. We looked out for one another. She taught me everything | needed to
know, when we werelittle. And then later, after she got ajob at The Wyvern, on the nights when she
would stay late to take stock of the pantry, or count the mugs, or do whatever else she could to earn a
few more jentarrii, | would go and stay with her and walk her home after. | wanted to protect her.”

"But you couldn't,&€» Suchen guessed.

"Shedidn't want to be my sister,&€+ Y ozerf whispered. He had wrapped his arms defensively around
himself once again, and rocked dightly back and forth as he spoke. &ag0ne of her customers wanted to
marry her. She didn't love him, but he was kind enough, and he had steady pay as abarrel maker. But
she said that before she got married, she wanted just once to be touched by someone who loved her,
who she loved too.&€» He shook his head miserably. &od didn't love her that way, but | wanted to
make her happy and ... | don't know. She'd beangry if | said no, so | didn't.5€» He paused to wipe his
gyes. &EaBut when thetime camel just ... | just couldn't. Oh, gods, | was so humiliated, and she was so

angry.”
Suchen felt asthough pain had eaten ahollow placein her heart. Oh, gods. Gods, no.

"I couldn't stand to face her, &€« Y ozerf went on raggedly. &od was such acoward. So | stayed away.
| didn't vist her, | didnt walk her homelike | should have. And findly one night, | decided that enough
time had passed that she might have forgiven me, so | went to The Wyvern. Only | was till too
embarrassed to see her, so | had to work my courage up and didn't go until it waslate, until she had
aready been donetherefor hours.

"| found her in the pantry. | don't know who they were or how many of them there might have been.
They'd forced their way in through the back door, stolen what they could, but they'd been gonefor a
while by thetime | got there. She was dready cold.&€s He pressed the hedls of his hands hard against
hiseyes. &€od should have been there. If | hadn't been such afailure, shewould il be dive.”

"It wasn't your fault,&€» Suchen cried. The urge to hold him was overpowering, but she didn't know if he
could accept her touch yet, so she forced her hands down by her sides. &€ceY ou didn't kill her.”

"I might aswdll havel"
"That isn't truel™

He shook his head, denying her words. &od failed her and she died. But | wasn't going to fail you. Not
evenif you hated mefor it."

With an abruptnessthat startled her, he spun about and raced away down the dirty street. She and Buudi
both ran after him, shouting his name and ignoring the looks they drew, but he wastoo fast. By thetime
they reached the end of the street, he was gone without atrace.



Chapter Eleven

Patience did not come naturally to Londah; it was something she had learned in the long years of her
trade. Waiting for the perfect moment to strike was the key to the assassin's art, and those who did not
learn it died on the gallows. So she waited and watched the Streets outside of Nava Nar, comparing
every man who walked past with the description of Dara-Don that Y ozerf had given her.

Normally, she would have expected it to take daysto find the right man, but Y ozerf had said that Lord
Igen had Dara-Don scouring the streetsfor Auglar. And indeed, shortly after sundown, she caught sight
of thetal, brown-haired human douching avay from the palace gates.

Shefollowed him like ashadow, waiting until they had reached an areawith plenty of dark alleywaysin
easy reach. Modulating her voice, she called out from the shadows. &€oaGood evening, handsome.”

He stopped and peered in her direction. He had haunted eyes, and his face might have belonged to
someone twice hisyears. Even from adistance, she could smell the wine on his breath. She had seen
many otherslike him over the years, men&€” and womena€” desperate to escape their own memories.

"Y ou look troubled,&€« she called. &€aeBut I'll make you forget dl your worries.”

Dara-Don took a hesitant step closer, il trying to penetrate the gloom of the dley and get aglimpse of
her. &od don't know..."

Too late, fool.

Shewas on him, too fast for him to react. Grabbing hiswrist with one hand, she pulled him off-balance,
so that he stlaggered into the dley. Before he could even attempt to fight her off, she had his face pressed
againgt one damp brick wall, hisarm twisted up behind his back and aknife at histhroat.

"Don't cry out,&€- she warned softly.
"If you want money&€’"

"Unfortunately for you, that isn't what I'm after. Y ozerf sent meto seeif you were keeping your part of
the bargain.&€» She tightened her hold on his arm, making him whimper. &ceTell me what you know."

"Gods! | told him, I'm not Lord Igen's confidante! &€+ Dara-Don's breathing was ragged, and she could
hear amixture of anger and fear in hisvoice. &oeHe's keeping a heavy guard on some of the minor lords,
like Lord Jehnav, but that's dl | know!"

"And the ambush that dmost took us outside The Wyvern? Whose doing was that?"

"Themaid'd | overheard them talking about it after it had aready failed. They said someone had been
asking questions, that they might know where Auglar was, but that the plan had gonewrong. That'sal |
know!"

She weighed whether or not it was enough to spare hislife. Under normal circumstances, she would have
killed him rather than let such a danger walk loose, but Y ozerf had seemed to think that Dara-Don was a
resource they could use.

"Let me go, please, &€ he whispered, asif aware of her thoughts. &€cd haven't told anyone | saw
Y ozerf. | don't even know who you are, so | couldn't tell them about you if | wanted to. If you'rea
sorcerer like heis, you know | can't fight you."



"A what?&€e she asked, puzzled.
"A sorcerer, like Y ozerf. He caled down fired€” winda€” he burned my throat.”

She reached out and jerked down the edge of histunic. Although the light was dim, she could till make
out an area of reddened skin that looked eerily like ahand.

"S0 ... I'm not the only one who kept secrets, &€ Dara-Don said nastily.
She shoved him away. &oeG0. Run, before | change my mind.”

After hewas gone, shetook to the roofs, hurrying back in the direction of the cemetery as quickly as she
could travel. But the entire time, her mind raced in confusion. Wasit possible that Dara-Don wastelling
thetruth, that Y ozerf had somehow acquired some strange magic that he had not told her about?

That he had not, perhaps, told anyone about?
What has befallen you, my son?

* k% k %

Asthey walked back through the tangle of streetsto the cemetary Suchen's grief and despair began to
gradudly transmute to rage. What had happened to Y ozerf was not fair, by the gods, and she wanted
desperately to daughter everyone who had ever dared to lay ahand on him. Other than Cleistus, though,
she could not even guess who they might have been, or if they Hill lived. But there was one person within
her reach whom she could blame.

As soon asthey were back inside the graveyard, she began to run, threading her way in between
half-seen monuments. When she burst into the crypt, everyone jumped, and both Peddock and Brenwul f
drew their swords. &0a/Vhere's Londah?a€s she demanded furioudly.

Cybeen frowned at her, puzzled. &€osShe returned a short while ago&€’ | think she went to keep watch
somewhere.”

"What happened?a€s Auglar asked worriedly, climbing to hisfeet. &caVhereisY ozerf?'

"Ask Buudi, &€+ Suchen snapped. Thefirst among the Sworn and Fellrant had just come in the door; she
shoved them both aside rudely, too furiousto care.

"Londah! &€+ she called when she was outside. &€ca/Vhere are you, damn it?"

Something moved in the periphery of her vison; turning, she saw that the other woman was crouched on
top of acrypt halfway across the cemetery. No doubt the height gave her avantage to observe dl the
comings and goings, and the distance gave her some privacy from the humans.

Suchen stalked across the graveyard, barking her shins once on an unseen bench placed in front of one
of thetombs. Londah crouched like a gargoyle atop the crypt, her long, black hair blowing likeasilk
curtain in the window. She looked down as Suchen gpproached, and the moonlight illuminated her face:
remote, serene, and beautiful.

"How could you have et that happen to him?&€e Suchen snarled. She stopped afew paces away from
Londah, her rage making her hands shake. &€02Y ou, who fight like one of the old war goddesses out of
legend. Y ou were supposed to protect him! He's your son, for the godsé€™ sakes!”

For amoment, she thought that Londah would not answer her. Then the serene mask crumbled, and a



mixture of grief and despair bloomed in Londah's eyes. &€caVhat happened?’

"This damned smuggler paid your son to deep with him, and to be abused, and the gods done only know
what! And tonight Y ozerf was going to be part of the price to get us out of this accursed city.”

Londah's eyes went cold as the dark spaces between the stars. &osAh. | never learned about that one.
Otherwise, he would not still be aive.&€s She paused. &€cds Y ozerf safe?”

"We put astop toit, if that's what you're asking."

"Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, | have asmuggler to kill.&€» Londah rose lithely from her crouch and
jumped down from her perch, every movement astudy in deadly grace. Only a madwoman would have
wanted to get in her way.

Suchen blocked her path, saw cold anger flare briefly in Londah's remote eyes. &odNo. Not until you
give me some answers. What was your part in dl this?'

Londah's mouth became ataut, flat line. &€o0aV ery well, then. What was my part? It was to abandon my
son when he needed me mog.”

The two women stared at one another in silence. When it became clear that Londah was not going to say
more, Suchen asked, &ca/Vhat do you mean?"

Londah turned away and went to stand near a stone angel, leaning one shoulder againgt it for support.
Thewind tumbled back her hair, twisting it into adark storm. &od am surethat Y ozerf mentioned that
he never knew hisfather,&€s she began obliquely. &€od was young and foolish when | cameto thiscity,
human woman. | was born in ahamlet on the Kellsmarch so small that it didn't even have aname, and |
thought that coming here would give me opportunitiesthat didn't exist at home. What afool | was.

"I met and fell in love with aman | thought was human. His name was LIynir, and | do not know what
became of him. He disappeared even before | redlized that | was pregnant. | didn't even know that he
was Wolfkin, not until Y ozerf discovered it himsdf, shortly before histwentieth birthday. That wasthe
happiest day of my life aside from the day he was born, because | knew that he could use it to escape
this place forever, even though at thetime | thought it meant | would never seehim again.”

She shook her head, sending her long hair floating about her. &€aeBut that is beside the point. When

Y ozerf was young, | worked very hard to keep us both fed and clothed. It was not easy. There are few
opportunitiesfor Aclytese women save for servitude or progtitution. Often they are onein the same; few
rich masters see any need to keep their hands off afemale servant, whether she welcomesthe attention

or not. | would not have that for mysalf, so | hired out as acaravan guard. There were few who would
hire an Aclyte, let alone awoman, even after | demonstrated my skillsto them, but | had afew reliable
employers. Of course, traveling as aguard meant that | was often away from Y ozerf, but it seemed worth
it a thetime.

"One winter, when Y ozerf was eight, | was wounded during abandit attack in Undah. It wasamost a
year before | made it back to Segg, only to find that the tenement we had lived in had burned down. The
Aclytese family he had been staying with was goneé€”’ | expect they al died in thefire, as| never saw any
of them again.

"Asyou canimagine, | was desperate. | searched everywhere, asked everyoneif they had seen him, to
no avail. | will not go into the painful details, but, just as| had given up hope, | finaly found him. At that
time, therewasasmall enclave of Kyarthan nuns herein Segg. Apparently, they believed that their gods
commanded them to minister to the poor, so they were acting as hedersin the Old Quarter, living on



donations from the converted and taking in anyone who was sick or injured. Someone thought she had
seenmy soninther infirmary.

"I went there, and they took meto see the child. There was a beautiful little girl Stting beside his bed; she
was the one who had brought him in. They had belonged to the same pander, and she was afraid of going
back because of her act of kindness. The child in the bed had been badly beaten, raped, and bitten.
Tortured, really. Hisface was so swollen that he didn't bear any resemblance to my son, and | remember
being thankful that it wasn't Y ozerf after al. Then he opened hiseyesand | knew that | had been
mistaken.

"The girl was Sweet Gin&€” Ginny, she liked to be called. Shetold methat she and Y ozerf had worked
the streets together, that she had tried to take care of him. But then their pander decided to sell Y ozerf to
some n'ykar men with the understanding that he would not be returning aive. When they were done, they
dumped what they no doubt thought was hislifdess body in the river and left. Ginny fished him out and
took him to the hedlers. She stayed with him, even though she knew that by not going back to their
pander she was probably dooming herself.

"Ginny told me dl of this, because Y ozerf never spoke of it. In fact, he didn't speek to me at dl for the
first sx months after he had healed enough to leave the nunsa€™ care. We moved back into the
tenements, and | arranged for Ginny to stay with Jarvin with the understanding that she would work at
The Wywvern, at least until she was old enough to be on her own.

"And then, using the information Ginny gave me, | hunted down everyone| could find who had abused
my son, and | killed them. | killed them, and | cut out their hearts, and we ate them raw."

Londah fell silent. Suchen stared at the other woman. &odt wasn't your fault,&€s she said at last.
&€0eY ou did the best you could.”

"It was my fault, human woman. Asyou sad, it was my respongbility to protect Y ozerf, and | did not.
Thereisno accusation you could makethat | have not aready made myself long ago.”

"But it didn't end there?'

The Aclytese woman sighed and stirred. &€ce0f course not. Y ou cannot imagine what it waslike. There
was nothing left of the sweet little boy that Y ozerf had been. Nothing. My child had been replaced by a
stranger who blamed me for what had happened.

"Of course | could not think of leaving again. But we till needed to eat. In the course of my vengeance, |
had discovered something about myselfa&€’ that | am very good at killing in sllence, in darkness, and
without leaving atrace behind. So | became an assassin, and | killed again and again and again. | became
so good that they began to cdl me the Crow Queen, because the carrion birds of Segg had surely grown
fat ondl the corpses| left in my wake.&€» Londah smiled, but it was bitter and without humor.
&EceNone of it did me any good. | tried very hard to make Y ozerf happy, but it was beyond my means.
As he grew older, we began to fight more often. Findly, when he was sixteen, he left and rented a space
on thefloor of another tenement. We did stay in contact, but | did not always know what he was doing,
athough | guessed that when times were desperate he had resorted to selling himsdlf once again. | killed
anyone | could find who had used him, but as you know, | could not discover them dl."

"You did as best as you could,&€+ Suchen said again, when it became clear that Londah's narrative was
over. &od'm sorry for what | said to you. | was angry, and | wanted someone to take it out on."

L ondah shrugged off the apology; no doubt, as she had said before, anyone else's accusations were
meaningless beside her own. &€ods Y ozerf in the crypt?!



"No.&€» Suchen bit her lip, feding miserable. &odHe ran off. Buudi and | tried to restrain him, but he
got away from us. | don't know where he went."

Londah's mouth tightened dightly. &€ceThe mind fearsto consider. Hopefully, hewill return soon, but if
not then I will ook for him. In the meantime, though, | have business el sewhere.&€» She started
purposefully towards the gate leading into the graveyard, and Suchen realized what she meant.

"Wait!&€» she cdled. &€ceY ou can't kill the smuggler!”
L ondah stopped but did not turn around. &od can and | will."

Suchen took in adeep bregth, trying to calm hersaf and think clearly. &€ceAnd | want you to. Hel, | want
to help you. But Y ozerf risked himsdlf so that we can get out of the city tomorrow. If you kill Cleistus
tonight, | serioudy doubt that his ship will be disposed to aid us. At the least, we would probably haveto
work out another agreement. Don't throw away Y ozexf's sacrifice when one day more or lesswon't
make any difference.”

"I had thought to come with you,&€» Londah said unexpectedly. A faint, wry smile touched her lips.
aEcaA fter dll, you lot do seem to need somelooking after. But you are right, my daughter.”

The bregth caught painfully in Suchen'sthroat at that. Her own mother had not had much interest in her
after she had proved utterly inadequate at al the things considered proper for ayoung woman of her
class needlework, dancing, and generdly cultivating the appearance of being beautiful and usdess.

"Thank you,&€ Suchen said uncertainly. But she spoke to the wind; the Crow Queen had vanished into
the shadows, asif she had never been there at all.

* k% k %

Y ozerf took a deep, sobbing breath and tried to cdm hisracing pulse. He had run and run, until he had
no running left in him, until his sde ached and hislungs burned. But when hefindly staggered to ahdtin
some nameless dley near the docks, he knew that he had not run far enough. After al, he could never
outrun himsdif.

Shame flared in him, made him double over with itsintensity. Gods, Suchen had been there, she had seen
everything, heard everything. Hislimbs trembled so violently that he had to drop to a crouch. Memories
flooded his mind: the taste of Cleistusd€™ mouth, the faint pain of a hand knotted in hishair, the scent of
sweet and lugt.

Y ozerf took adeep breath, smelled it on hisskin, ill. He had to get to a bathhouse, he thought dimly,
had to get it off of him, even though he suspected he would till smell it even if he scrubbed hisflesh to
the bone.

"Why do you let them do these things to you?" Telmonra demanded.

Y ozexf flinched. But there was no outrunning her, either. | had to. | had to get them out of the city.
Away fromthe lords.

"Why do you want to flee this city, when you could burn it to the ground instead?"
| can't do that.

"Because you are weak. Because you are a victim. If that is so, then perhaps you deserve
everything that has happened to you."



He shivered violently, afraid that she wasright. Her hiss of disgust dragged across hisnerveslikethe
edge of aknife.

"You do not need to suffer this. Go back and burn Cleistus. Watch him scream. Have your
revenge. And then find the others&€” the wealthy, the noble, the bourgeoisiea€” and add their
bodiesto the pyre. | see your mind&€” you are afraid to go back because your so-called friends
know what you are. But you don't have to be afraid. Wipe away all the shame, all the pain. You
can do it. You can take it away forever."

He wanted to. Gods, he wanted to never fed thisway again, not ever. Memories beat at him with
rdentlessfigs: hisown, hers. The destruction of Caden, and the destruction of Y ozerf. At least with
Caden things had come to an end, not dragged on and on, years of Sow decay.

"The human woman does not under stand why everyone is so surprised to see you still alive. They
cannot under stand why anyone who hates himself so much would struggle to continue so
fiercely."

It was true. He was defiled, unclean, dirty. Undeserving. He closed his eyes and rocked back and forth
on hished's, moaning softly.

"You don't have to feel thisway. Never again. | offered you vengeance, and you took my hand.
Don't refuse my offer now, my darling. The humans are stronga€” they have trampled you into the
dust. But you are stronger, because you survived. Because now they are the ones who will be
trampled. You can do it, Yozerf. You can. Remember the power in you and take it."

Hetook a deep breath and closed his eyes. His head ached and his thoughts scattered wildly. For a
moment, he pictured it, imagined Cleistusd€™ warehouse going up in flames. Then the flames swept over
the city and everything in ita€” no, over dl of Jend, wiping out this abominable kingdom of humans.

No. Hiseyesflicked open. No. | do not have a quarrel with the entire kingdom.

"Of course you do. How can you not see it? It was Jenel that brought down Caden, after all. If not
for the Jenelese and their treachery, you would have grown up safe and cherished in Cade Kwii.
You would have had food, pleasure, riches. You would have been a prince and a sorcerer, and the
world would have trembled in fear at your slightest displeasure.”

That may be. Sowly, like an old man, Y ozerf forced himself to hisfeet. But nothing can undo the past

"But we can change the future.”
"No,&€° he said aloud. &€oeThe best we can do is hopeto surviveit."

Tdmonrafel slent, dthough he could till fed her watching him. Still shaking, he sumbled away from the
aley and went in search of something to make him fedl clean again.

* k% k %

Therest of the night passed in uneasy sllencein the crypt. Buudi had told Auglar that the ded with
Cleistus had been completed, but had been vague about the details of what had actudly passed with the
smuggler. It was not, Suchen supposed, anyone e se's business, redly, and telling Y ozerf's secretsto all
would not be to anyone's advantage. Fellrant said nothing at al, except to confirm that he had given away
his last valuable possession to sedl the agreement. But al night, he sat and watched Suchen, adight smile
on hislipsand hiseyesfull of secret thoughts.



Angry and unnerved by his gaze, Suchen had to suppressthe desire to walk across the room and
pumme him senseless. But he had helped them, she reminded hersdlf, when he had no clear advantagein
doing s0.

Or did he?

She remembered the unfeigned passion with which he had kissed Y ozerf and felt jealousy like acid in her
veins. It wasfoolish, shetold hersdf angrily&€” even if the young lord was attracted to Y ozerf, there was
nothing mutua about it. Y ozerf loved her. Onekiss, especialy when it was contrived to extract Y ozerf
from afar worse Situation, was nothing to be envious of.

That might have been easier to accept, of course, if Y ozerf hadn't been planning on deeping with Cleistus
to get them away from Segg. And she didn't know what to fedl about that. On the one hand, she could
understand his reasoning. He was so certain that he would somehow fail and get them all killed, ashe
believed he had done with Ginny, that he was ready to do any mad thing to keep that from happening.
And she grieved for him, that he felt that way, that he believed he had been pushed into such an untenable
position.

But I'm hislover, damn him! How can he say he loves me, then decide to sleep with someone else?

Even if he didn't want to do it, even if he thought it would keep me safe, surely | still had some say
in the matter. But instead, he lied to mea€” said that it was none of my concern.

How could he do that? How could he say that?

He had known that she would be furiousif she found out, had said as much before running off and
avoiding any confrontation. But that hadn't stopped him&€E” no doubt he had told himsdlf that he would
rather have her angry than dead.

The blanknessin his eyesreturned to her, and she shivered, grief changing placeswith anger yet again. If
she had not seen that, it might have been hard to believe the things that Adrylin had said about him. It was
hard to reconcile the image of Frost with the Y ozerf she had known, who had always been so open, so
generous, in bed. The Y ozerf who laughed when shetickled him, joined her in pillow fights, whispered
her name in moments of passion.

Maybe Londah's sweet child hadn't died after all.
Gods. Suchen closed her eyes against sudden tears. He must truly love me.

The object of her inner turmoail did not return that night, however. Asthe day wore on, Suchen began to
grow more and more nervous. What if something had happened to him? What if someone had taken
advantage of his distracted state and hurt him&€” or what if he had hurt himsalf? What if the soldiers had
recognized him, taken him back to Nava Nar, and were even now torturing him to learn Auglar's
location?

Londah did not come back either, dthough Suchen couldn't say what that Sgnified. In away shewas
glad, for the more she thought about their conversation of the previous night, the more it disturbed her.

Y ozerf's mother, the woman who had taught Suchen thefirst rudiments of swordplay, the woman whom
Ax had asked to protect Auglar ... wasahired killer.

What was she doing in Iddi all those years ago? Suchen wondered uneasily. Hadn't one of the
neighborstaken ill and died suddenly around the sametime? Coincidence ... or poison?

By the time the sun began to set, Suchen was growing serioudy worried, as was everyone dse. But just



as she was beginning to consider suggesting the rest take the two lords to the docks while she remained
behind and looked for Y ozerf, the door opened. Y ozerf stood on the other side, his eyes reflecting the
candlelight likeapair of green cods. He had changed back into his norma clothing, the paint was gone
from hisface, and his hair had resumed its norma straggling appearance. Weariness and stress had | eft
dark circlesunder both eyes, giving him ahaggard look. But when he spoke, his voice was cadm and
cold.

"It'stime,&€* he said.



Chapter Twelve

Y ozerf led his human pack through the dums down towards the docks, his every nerve on edge.
Although it should have felt good to have hissword at hisSde once again, tonight it gave him little
comfort againgt the thoughts plaguing his mind. Returning to the crypt to face his friends had not been
easy, and it had taken dl his courage to even look at them again. Shame burned like firein his blood, and
he redlized that he feared to see the expression on Suchen'sface. So he had lingered until the last
possible moment before going back, so that there would be no time for any condemning wordsto be
exchanged. Still, he knew in his heart that it would make no difference. Soon they would be aboard ship,
in close quarters, and there would be no escape. What if Suchen despised him for what he had done, or
amost done? What if everyone dse knew aswell?

The moon had waned to a narrow diver, so the streets were stegped in shadow in between the isolated
pools of torchlight. Most of the taverns and brothels were back from the docks by afew streets, so the
night felt unnaturaly quiet asthey drew closer to their god. For the most part, the humans smelled of

nervousness and fear, with the sole exception of Cybelen, who seemed amost preternaturally calm and
accepting of her fate. Peddock had taken her hand, ostensibly to help her through the darkened streets,
athough in truth she seemed more sure-footed in the gloom than anyone savefor Y ozerf and Brenwullf.

Londah was waiting for them near the docks. Y ozerf caught her scent long before he saw her, for evento
his eyes she was nothing more than a shadow in ashadow. Mogt of the humans jumped when she
appeared, and Buudi and Peddock drew their swords before redlizing who it was. Londah gavethem a
chill amile, thenfel in beside Y ozerf.

They went dowly, carefully, al their senses searching for any hint of guards or soldiers. The docks
remained quiet, without even awandering whore to bregk the silence. The ships creaked at their
moorings, and rats chittered softly as they ran about on the stout lines. The smells of pitch, rotting fish,
and brinefilled every bregth of air.

At lagt, they cameto the berth of The Wayward, a Jenelese ship owned by Cleistus that supposedly
carried ahull full of raw wool, but in actuaity carried far more profitable cargo from Undah: spices,
coffee, incense, and exotic perfumes. Even on the docks, Y ozerf could scent the contents of the hull, and
he wondered how he would endure severd daysé€™ confinement below decks with such amix. Behind
him, Brenwulf sneezed explosively.

A gang of surly-looking sailorsran the plank down when Y ozerf called out the password that Cleistus
had given him. He went up firg, giving the sailors hard looks and making certain that they got aglimpse of
his sword. When deding with smugglers, there was dways the possibility that they would decide smply
to cut the throats of any passengers and dump the bodies overboard. Given that their party waslarge and
well-armed, Y ozerf doubted that they would have such troubles, but it never hurt to make sure.

Everyone dsefollowed, with Peddock solicitoudy helping Cybelen up the swaying plank. Auglar looked
green at the dight movement of the ship at dock, and Y ozerf guessed that he would be truly miserable
once they put out to sea. The captain, ashort, grizzled man with aface tanned to leather by wind and
sun, awaited them on deck. Asthey approached, heidly leaned over and spat into the bay with great
accurecy.

"Youll be staying below decks,&€» he said gruffly, gesturing towards a hatch.
"Thank you,&€+ Auglar said gracioudly.
The captain grinned, exposing agap in hisfront teeth. &€odNo need to thank me. Y our coinisdoing



enough of that."

The Sworn made their way over to the hatch, no doubt intending to check the hold before calling Auglar
down. But even as Buudi reached to pull it open, the hatch was flung violently back from within. Soldiers
dressed in Igen'slivery and that of the city watch surged out, their swords drawn and at the ready.

Buudi yelled awarning and fell back, barely drawing hisblade in timeto block aheavy-handed strike
from the lead guard. Brenwulf charged into the fray, while Peddock fell back, nearly tripping over acoil
of rope.

Rage snapped through Y ozerf. Cleistus had taken their coin&€” would have taken more&€” and then
betrayed them. Letting out ahowl of fury, he legpt onto an unsecured crate and ran one soldier through
from behind, then dashed the throat of another who rushed to his comrade's aid. More soldiers were
coming up from below; Y ozerf sprang from the crate to come down on the hatch, knocking it closed on
them. Someone screamed, and he guessed that he had probably crushed fingers and knocked at least
one man off the ladder.

A sword swished by too close for comfort. Y ozerf jumped back, sheathed his sword, and legpt as high
ashe could into the air. His hands closed around aweb of rigging and he swung, kicking his attacker full
in the face with both booted feet.

A guard with along pike spotted him and rushed over. Y ozerf swung again, thistime far enough o that
he could loop his feet through the rigging higher up. Letting go with his hands, he swung free, the pike
passing just underneath him. He yanked it free from the guard's grip, and bashed him in the head withiit.

The Sworn and Suchen had fallen back to make asmdll circle around Auglar, Fellrant, and Cybelen.
Londah had a so taken to the rigging, and bodies were rapidly accumulating around her. Even so, there
were too many enemies for them to have any rea hope of winning.

"Run!" Y ozerf shouted, dropping free of the rigging and heading towards the plank himself. One of the
sallorsran to removeit, and was rewarded for his efforts by akick to the head that sent him flying
overboard. Y ozerf stood by the plank, guarding it fiercely while the humans fought their way closer. As
soon asthey were within distance, they al broke and ran, boots thudding wildly on the board and making
it jump. A moment later, Londah joined him, and they both aso ran down the plank. Y ozerf paused long
enough to kick it aside, even though the dock was within easy jumping distance of the ship, and his
gesture wouldn't stop their pursuers for more than afew moments.

"We should split up,&€e Y ozerf panted as they ran. &€ceConfuse the trail.”

Auglar managed anod, despite the fact that he was aready winded. &€osAgreed. We'll meet back at the
crypt.”

Arrows clattered into their midst, and they swerved wildly to avoid them. Peddock grabbed Cybden's
hand and sprinted off down an dleyway with her, while Buudi and Auglar went in another direction.
Fdlrant and Brenwulf headed away at the next intersection.

Suchen ran to one side of Y ozerf and Londah to the other. He risked alook back and saw to his dismay
that the soldiers were gaining on them rapidly. &€odProtect her!&€» he shouted, shoving Suchenin
Londah's direction. &€od'll act asbait!"

"No!&€e Suchen protested.

"As soon asthey lose sight of me, I'll becomethewolf. I'll hide; and even if they do find me, they'll think



I'm just adog. | have abetter chance of losing them than any of the rest of you. Now go!”

Certain that Londah would protect Suchen, Y ozerf didn't watch them go. Instead, he spun on hisheglsto
face his pursuers for amoment, shouting a stream of Aclyteseinvective a them. Even though they didn't
know what the words meant, his tone must have made their intent clear enough, for the guards charged at
him en masewith ayell.

Now | only have to lose them for a moment, Y ozerf thought. Easier said than done when you were
exhausted from too little deep and too much stress. Perhaps this wasn't such a good idea.

He pounded around a corner and into an alley between two warehouses, intending to take a short cut to
another side street. But for once, his memories of Segg failed him. At some point in thelast fifteen years,
someone had decided to build high wooden wall in between the two buildings, perhaps to discourage
thieves. Y ozerf sumbled to ahat and found himself staring up at it in despair.

| stopped my fall from the roof, he thought desperately. Perhaps | can use my powersto leap over
the wall?

"Surrender yoursalf! &€ shouted a guard behind him.

Out of options, Y ozerf spun and put his back to the wall. The clot of human guards seemed tofill the
entire aley before him, and he felt his heart beginning to race with fear.

"Yes, fear," said Telmonra. Her presence rosein hismind, until it was as though she stood beside him.
"Because that isall you know, isn't it? You let them make you a victim. Instead of taking what you
need, you crawl to Cleistus on your belly, all but beg him to abuse you, just so that he can hand
you over to your enemies without a second thought. Maybe you should do the same thing

nowa€” put down your sword and lick the soldiers&€™ boots, ask them to take you back to their
dungeons so they can rape and torture you."

Hisanger over CleistusdE™ betraya came back stronger than before. No.

"Why not? You're not a predator, you're prey. You're a victima€” you always have been, ever since
you were a child. Nothing has changed."

"No,&€» he said out loud. His hand tightened on his sword hilt until his knuckles showed white.

"Doas| say or dsethingswill go even worsefor you,&€e the guard warned, mistakenly believing that
Y ozerf had answered him. &€odDo it! Now!"

Very dowly, Yozef sraghtened. He felt the power risein him like heady wine. Telmonrawas

righta€” had always been right. He had been behaving asif he was still aweak, powerless child instead of
what he truly was. the descendant of kings whose blood magic had shaken the Northern world for
three-thousand years.

No more. No more!
A baeful smile spread over Y ozerf'sface. &€0aN0,&€» he said firmly, clearly.

The lead soldier started forward, no doubt intending to force Y ozerf into submission. With anegligent
gesture, Y ozerf pulled firefrom the air and sent it streaming forward, igniting clothing and hair in an
ingtant. The soldier screamed in unbelievable agony, flailing madly in his pain and sumbling into his
cohorts. They shrieked and fell back in confusion.



"Surely you aren't giving up that easily?a€e Y ozerf asked. Heflung out hisarm, and awall of fire burst
forth, roagting half the contingent even asthey stood.

Again and again hetore fire from the core of hisbeing, until the night air shimmered and the cobblestones
cracked from the hegt. A blast of hot air filled the dley, blowing his hair back from hisface, and he heard
himsdf laughing.

"Yes! Kill them!" Tdmonracried jubilantly, and he felt her euphoriaasif it washisown.

The screams of the soldiersdidn't last long. Y ozerf dlowed the flamesto die away. Pools of molten meta
that must have once been swords glowed hotly amidst the darkness of charred bone and ash. A sense of
his own power flooded through him. He felt unstoppabled€” invincible.

"Vengeance," whispered Temonra.
Y es. These soldiers had only been an annoyance. Next he woul d&€”

A scream broke the stillness of the night. Startled, Y ozerf spun about and stared up at the warehouse
roof above him. The dim moonlight outlined two figures. One was a soldier, abow dangling loosdy from
his hand, and with achill Y ozerf realized how close he had cometo being killed through his own
ingttention.

And the other figure ... was nothing human.

Humans called them Red Guard for their dull, ruddy skin and crimson eyes; in his own language they
were KK'ithii'kk. Shape-changers with the ability to take on human form, they were the minions of
Jahcgroth, Emperor of Argannon.

Bat wings rose up againg the night sky, and a gargoyle-like head armed with rows of wicked teeth
swung about to consider him. From one clawed hand dangled the archer, who still struggled feebly. With
acasua gesture, the Red Guard curved its head around and bit out histhroat.

Hatred dammed through Y ozerf, and he heard Telmonra howling with agreement. Almost without
thought, he summoned the wind, launching himsalf upward in agentle arc so that his boots came down on
the warehouse roof.

The Red Guard narrowed crimson eyes. &€0s50. Y ou gain more control of your power with every day
that passes,&€- it said in alow, grating voice.

Y ozerf snarled. Pain bloomed in hisface as hisjaws and teeth el ongated and his eyes shifted to the wolf's
golden orbs. Hewould kill this mongtrosity, would rend it to pieces...

"I am not your enemy,&€» the Red Guard said, breath hissing between its razor fangs. It shook the
guard'slimp body in hisdirection. &€oer his one would have dain you had | not interceded. The Emperor
does not want you dead.”

Y ozerf lunged, growling furioudy. With asnarl of its own, the Red Guard flung away the archer's body
and legpt into the air. Leathery wings sngpped open as the hot wind from the dley caught them, sending
the cresture skimming rapidly away over the city. Snarling, Y ozerf reached for the wind, intending to
smash the creature back to earth. But there was a blankness insde him where the magic had been, and
not so much as azephyr responded to hiscall.

Shocked, he drew in asharp breath, automatically shifting back to fully-Aclytese form. The wind rose
ingtantly, and he felt the power come flooding back, but by that time the Red Guard was out of reach.



What happened?

Tdmonrahissed impeatiently. "It is your mixed blood. The wolf isinimical to the magic. Do not
shape-shift again."

Y ozerf swore softly and scanned the night sky, asif the Red Guard might come back. He had fought Red
Guard thrice before, and each time they had done their best to kill him. But this one ... this one wanted to
savehim?

It made no sense.

"Jahcgroth is our enemy, asare all hisminions,” Temonrareminded him. "He was of our clan, yet
he betrayed us and destroyed the dragons, leaving us vulnerable to Jenel's army. What does it
matter if this one spared your life? We will make it regret the act.”

"Yes&Ee Y ozerf murmured out loud, but even he could hear the lack of conviction in the word.

* * * %

Y ozexf hurried through the shadowy graveyard, anxiety for hisfriendsfilling him. He wrenched open the
door to the crypt, only to have Suchen throw her arms around him before he could step inside.

"You'redl right!&€e she cried, clutching him tightly.

Feeling abit weak with relief, Y ozerf returned the embrace. &€od told you | would be,&€e he said, asif
there had never been any doult.

Peddock’s pal e face appeared over Suchen's shoulder, his eyeswild. &odHave you seen Cybelen?’

"| thought she went with you,&€+ Y ozerf said as Suchen disengaged and stepped back. A quick glance
around the crypt revedled that everyone else had made it back. Buudi had arag wrapped around his
head to staunch the bleeding from a cut above his eye, and Auglar'swrist was tightly bound, asif he had
gprained it, but for the most part they looked to be unharmed.

"She wasl &€ Peddock replied, asif Y ozerf had accused him of murdering her in an dley. &€aeBut we
were separated in the dark! | only let go of her for amoment, but when | turned around, she was gone. |
couldn't find her anywhere, so | came here, hoping that she had found her way back."

Y ozerf frowned as he considered dl of the thingsthat could befal abeautiful, unarmed woman such as
Cybelen. Shewould be as a sheep set before the wolves. &ad'll go out and ook for her. She might still
be feifé€’™

At that moment, footsteps sounded outside. Drawing his sword, Y ozerf dropped into a crouch, until a
dender figure emerged in the doorway.

"Cybelen! &€« Peddock shouted in relief. He pushed Y ozerf roughly aside, ran to her, and swept the
young noblewoman into atight embrace. &€oeThanksthe gods! | thought | had lost you!™

She amiled up a him. Although her long hair had come haf-undone from its pins, and her dresshad a
torn deeve, shelooked unharmed. No, more, Y ozerf thought. She looked radiant.

"I'm not that easy to lose, &€ she said, touching Peddock's face gently with her fingers. For amoment
Y ozerf thought they would forget themsdlves utterly and kissin front of everyone. But instead Cybelen
dropped her hand and took a step back, breaking the moment. &€od'm fine, redly. | got confused for a
while, but oncel had my sense of direction back | didn't have any problemsfinding the cemetery.”



Y ozexf ran his hand through his hair, feding vaguely annoyed. &€ceY ou're fortunate you didn't find any
trouble, &€+ he said harshly. &aodf humans don't frighten you enough, there are Red Guard about.”

Severd people gasped, and Brenwulf cameto his feet with agrowl. &€caVhat?"

"You heard me.&€+ Y ozerf sheathed his sword and looked grimly at his pack. &€osAfter | lost the
guards, | encountered aRed Guard. | would have fought it, but for some reason it left.”

Cybeen frowned, clearly perplexed. &€cdVhat isa Red Guard?'

"They are unholy servants of Jahcgroth,a€ Peddock said, alook of disgust on hisface. &odDemons.
They killed Uzco&€” he was another of Auglar's Sworn. They would havekilled usal, given haf the
chance.”

There was more bravado than truth in the last statement, but Y ozerf let it pass. &€odf Jahcgroth's spies
arein Segg, then he may have other dlieshere

"Lord Igen?a€+ Auglar suggested. &€adt might explain why he wanted to kill Fellrant and me."

Somehow, the reasoning didn't sound quite right to Y ozerf, although why he couldn't say.
&EoPerhaps,&€- he agreed neutrally.

Suchen sighed. Shelooked tired in the soft light of the tallow candle, but also very beautiful. Her golden
hair hung loose about her face; she had pulled off the headcloth he had given her. A smear of dirt marked
one cheek, and her sapphire eyes were troubled. 4050 ... what now?&€e she asked softly. &€oaVhat
more can we do? If Red Guard are hunting us aswell as human soldiers, we can't stay here. But where
will wego?'

The defeated sound of her voice cut straight to Y ozerf's heart. Hisanger at Clestus returned, burning like
thefirehe had loosed in the dley. If the smuggler had kept hisword, they would al be safely away from
Segg by now, instead of Sitting here trapped, afraid of Red Guard and human soldiers dike. Had Cleistus
goneto the rebd lords, or had they cometo him? And how much had they paid the smuggler for the lives
of Y ozerf's pack?

Suchen'simage seemed to amost blaze before his eyes. How chegply had Cleistus sold her life?

"He betrayed you," Telmonrahissed, latching onto hisrage like aparasite. "He would hand you over
to those who would kill you and despoil your mate." A pictureformed in hismind, though whether it
camefrom her or from him he didn't know: Suchen weeping, her face bruised, struggling to cover her
abused body with her torn clothing while the guards laughed aloud.

A blind wall of fury rose up in him, blanking thought. With asnarl of rage, he turned back and started out
the door.

"Where are you going?a€s Suchen called after him in surprise.

"To find some answers for you,&€+ he replied, and then broke into arun.



Chapter Thirteen

Y ozerf could fed thefire growing within him at every step as he paced dong Sinker Lane. Unlikethe
night before, when he had approached sheathed in ice, he no longer felt afraid and powerless. He was
donewith being made avictim, hetold himsdf. Tonight, others would cower & his approach.

"Yes," Telmonrawhispered, a continuous murmur beneeth his own thoughts. " Vengeance. Destroy
them. They would kill you, they would kill your mate, they would kill these humans you call your
friends. Finally, finally, you see the truth of my words."

Asusud, the street wasfilled with carousing sailors and dock workers, but even the most drunken of
them took one look at Y ozerf's face and moved aside. Their fear brought asmileto hisfaced€’ after so
many years of keeping his head down, afraid to draw too much of the wrong sort of attention to himself,
it felt good to watch others move out of his way.

Y ozerf didn't bother to knock on the door to Cleistusa€™ lair; he smply hit it as hard as he could with
the wind, blasting it back off its hinges and shattering it to kindling. The blow caught the unlucky door
guard aswell, damming him into the wall so that he collgpsed into abloody hesp. Whether hewas dive
or dead Y ozerf didn't know or care.

The carpetsin the hal smoldered dangeroudly under hisfeet, but he held the magic back, not yet ready to
giveit freerein. The sound of running feet derted him to another's presence, accompanied amoment later
by awhiff of perfume. Then Adrylin appeared in the hal before him, acrossbow in his hands.

Adrylin's paetopaz eyes widened dightly at the Sight of Y ozerf and the shattered door. &€ca/NVhat's going
on here?a€» he demanded, pointing the crossbow at Y ozerf's heart.

Y ozerf smiled and had the satisfaction of seeing the other Aclyte pae even further. &€oeSurprised to see
me, Adrylin? | suppose that your master told you | would be dead by thistime.”

The hands holding the crossbow shook just alittle. &od don't know what you're talking about.”

"Liar.&€ Y ozerf dapped the crossbow aside with the wind, sending the bolt flying free into the nearest
wall. Adrylin cried out in shock and fear, and tried to scramble back, although what sort of safety he
thought it would buy him Y ozerf didn't know. &€ceTdll mewhere Cleigusis.”

Adrylin shook his head dumbly, blindly groping behind him for adoor. Y ozerf clicked histongue
reprovingly. &oaA shame. I'll haveto find him mysdlf, then.”

Heleft Adrylin'slifeless body on thefloor behind him. A quick check of the sumptuous room where
Cleistus conducted his meetings showed it to be empty. That left only one obvious place to look for the
smuggler.

Cleistus had moved hislair over the years, perhaps for security, so the bedroom was not the same asthe
onewhere hed had Y ozerf. Nonethdless, the Aclyte felt a chill descending on him as the approached the
closed door. The smell of sex wafted from within, and his sharp ears could hear the muffled groans
through the thin door. He stopped for amoment, unable to take another step, his heart beating hard.

"Weakling," Telmonra hissed, and suddenly she had crossed the empty space between them. Confused
memories smote him, some hers, some his.

...Humans rampaged through the streets of Cade Kwii, killing men and babies, raping women and
children, destroying everything that she had ever loved...



...Cleistusa€™ meaty fingerstwined in his hair, pulling his head closer, filling his mouth...

...Another man dapped him hard across the face, then shoved him back across the bed. &€od_ook at
me! &€ he screamed, and then when Y ozerf did so, &€cd_ook at me asif I'm herel”...

...Theflieshad dready come, crawling in and out of Ginny's dead lips and across her open eyes. Her
expression was one of terror and pain, but to him it was also one of accusation, asif her ghost screamed
&EceHow could you have et this happen to me?'...

.."l love you, Telmonra,a€+ Jahcgroth whispered huskily, sliding into her, and she screamed in
passion and ecstasy...

..."You can stay here, if you want,&€+ Daryn said, his fingerstracing Yozerf's young cheek and
mouth. &EaBut if you do, you have to do some things for me.&€+ And Yozerf nodded, pathetically
grateful, because it was so cold outside, and he knew with a dreadful certainty that he would die if
he had to go back out there&€” that he had in fact been dying when Daryn found him, two weeks
after the apartment fire. He had already been raped twice in alleys by strangers at that point, and
even though he suspected what Daryn had in mind, he could survive it, he knew that he could...

Y ozerf and Teimonra both screamed in rage and pain. The door disintegrated, fiery debrisflying
outwardsin awhirlwind that rained ash and burning coa's down on everything indgde. Cleistuslet out a
shriek of surprise and scrambled back across the bed, his hand going under the mattress for whatever
weapon he kept concealed there. The Aclytese youth who had been servicing him frozein place, likea
rabbit in athicket, hishuge, terrified eyes staring at the death that had come so unexpectedly through the
door.

Y ozerf stared at the youth, but saw only his own face looking back. &€oeGet out of here, &€« he snarled.

Few whores lived long without acquiring some sense of sdlf-preservation, and this youth was no
exception. Without questioning, he snatched up his clothes and bolted from the room, the soft sound of
his bare feet on the carpets quickly receding. Satisfied, Y ozerf turned back to Cleistus, who now
crouched naked on the bed, a sword in his hand.

A feding of revulsion rose up in Y ozerf, and for an instant he was sixteen again, sprawled out on that
same bed with Cleistus on top of him, distancing the pain and the humiliation with ashield of ice.

"But you aren't, are you?" Telmonraasked.
"No,&€* hereplied aloud. &od'm not. | have the upper hand here.”

Cleistus stared at him asthough afraid Y ozerf had taken leave of his sanity. &oaMly b-boy,&€ he said
with apasty smile. &0aNVhat are you doing here? | thought you were going to take ship tonight."”

"Y ou thought | would be dead or in chains,&€ Y ozexf corrected coldly. &€oBut clearly, | am not. Now
you will tell mewhich lord paid for your betrayd.”

Cleistus swallowed thickly. Fear-sweat ran over his naked body, and it occurred to Y ozerf that the
smuggler had never thought that his old catamite was dangerous in even the smalest way. A dow,
malevolent smile twitched Y ozerf'slips. Cleistus had forgotten the first law of Segg, which was never to
trust, never to let your guard down, and to treat everyone as a potential enemy.

And now he was going to pay the price.

"I don't know,&€ Cleistus said, voice quavering.



"How unoriginal. Do you know how many people have said that to me lately? Adrylin tried to same sad
excuse, right before | killed him."

"No,&€» Cleistus gasped, asif he might have actually had fedings for his assistant. But of course that
was impossibleg€’ humans such ashim had no fedingsat al.

"None of them do, pretty boy, none of them.”
"Y ou have one last chance, &€ Y ozerf said, taking a threatening step closer to the bed.

With agrunt of effort, Cleistus lunged at him with the sword. Y ozerf had seen the blow coming, however,
and used the wind to wrench the blade away. The smuggler screamed in pain, curling up over his hand,
and Y ozerf guessed that he had inadvertently broken severd fingers when disarming the man.

"Fool, heisafool to try you, make him pay, make them all pay, yes..."
Y ozerf fdt his mouth twitch into a smile. &oaNrong choice &€ he said softly.

"No! Wait!&€» Cleistus screamed, his eyes going round in fear. &€adt was Gevannin's doing! He was
the one in contact with the palace, not me! He was suspicious that your sudden regppearance coincided
with the disappearance of two lords, especially when you said that you wanted passage out of Segg! He
made afew discreet inquiries, found out that a man matching your description had been seenin Lord
Auglar'sretinue! He set it up so that we would get paid by you for passage, plus by someonein the
paacefor finding Auglar! But | don't know who it wad"

Y ozerf lowered hishand and stepped back. &€ad believe you.”

Cleistusclosed hiseyesin rdief. &€celThank you. | swear, | will make this up to you, just give methe
chance."

Y ozerf nodded and turned away, walking back towards the door. &oeShall we?" Telmonraasked with
anevil laugh.

"Yes,a€e Yozerf said aloud.

The power rosein him, like ahot wind in his soul. Behind him, the bed erupted into flames, and
Cleistusd€™ sobs of rdief turned into shrieks of agony. Without looking back, Y ozerf |eft the building
and its dead inhabitants behind. Mogt likely the fire would spread and destroy everything in the
warehouse, but he did not particularly care so long asit obliterated the bed and the man init.

The humid night air felt cool againgt his heated skin. He paused for amoment, smelling the scent of the
ocean and the estuaries. An ache had started in his head, behind his eyes, and he rubbed absently at his
temples.

Gevannin.
Somehow, he had not expected to be betrayed by an Aclyte.

"But heisno longer one of us,” Temonrahissed. &oeJust as Jahcgroth betrayed Caden, so has
Gevannin betrayed you. He is a lap dog of the humans, without honor, willing to betray his own
kind to his human masters, when he should be bowing to you as his king. Adrylin was of the same
ilk&€” and you had no question what to do with him."

"Yes, &€ Y ozerf whispered, feding her absolute certainty within him. Suddenly, everything had become



50 clear, and he marveled that he had not seen it al before. With a soft, fell laugh he moved out into the
street, watching those around him shrink back in fear. It wastime to settle his score with Gevannin.

* * * %

The doorkeeper a the blood pit didn't seem terribly surprised to see him, clearly not redlizing that Y ozerf
was supposed to be in chains somewhere. Which suited him well enough; fighting hisway in would have
been awaste of time and effort. Asthe doorkeeper led him back through the fighters&€™ room, Y ozerf
paused for amoment, running his eyes over the hard-bitten, scarred men. Some of them were here
because they enjoyed fighting and killing, but others were gambling their lives because they were
desperate for the coin that winning would bring.

"I would advise al of you to leave here now,&€» he said.

Severd of the men, including his escort, gave him strange looks. He smply shrugged and went on;
whether they listened to him or not was their choice. Would | have done so, in their place? he
wondered. He believed that he would have; abizarre stranger with an ominous warning would have been
enough to make him put off the fighting until ancther day.

Maybe.
"Hello, Gevannin,&€+ Y ozerf said as he stepped into the room.

Gevannin froze by the window overlooking the blood pit, hisface going white. The familiar goblet of wine
dipped from hisfingers, falling to spill on thefloor. For an ingtant, uncertainty flashed in the depths of his
jade eyes, and Y ozexf could al but see the questions forming: what had gone wrong, did Y ozerf know
about hisbetrayd ... and if he did, what was he going to do about it?

"Kill him,&€» Gevannin ordered sharply.

The ever-present bodyguards svarmed up from their table. Y ozerf blew two of them into the wall, then
transformed the third into aliving torch. The last two bodyguards broke and fled, terror in their eyes.

Gevannin backed up to the wall, his expression one of horror and fear. A wet stain spread across the
front of hisbreeks, and now the ammonia scent of urine underlay the smell of cooked flesh.

&€ceY -Y ozerf, w-wait, &€ he ssammered franticaly, one hand flung out asif he could ward off the next
attack. &€cd'll do whatever you wanté€” anything, just nameit, pleasal”

"Traitor," Telmonrasaid, and Y ozerf felt his mouth echo her words. &€ceCleistus aready told me that
you were the one who sold usto the lords. Wasit Igen, Gevannin?a€s Y ozerf raised ahand wreathed in
fire. &€0d hope he paid you well."

"It was |gen,&€+ Gevannin whimpered, huddling back against the wall. &od'm sorry, Y ozerf! We can
work something outé€” just tell me what you want!"

Y ozerf smiled. &ad want you to die, Gevannin.”

His hand swept in asemi-circle, and flames bloomed everywherein thelittle room, transforming it
ingtantly into an inferno. Gevannin bardly had time to scream before his body vanished into ash and
charred bone.

Y ozexf went back down the hall, firetrailing him like acloak, igniting the old, wooden walls. By thetime
he reached the main room, panic had dready arrived before him, like aherad. The humanswho had
come to watch othersdie for their pleasure were now stampeding over one another, struggling to escape
as smoke and fire surrounded them. Y ozerf watched for amoment in disgust, and he heard Telmonra



whigpering to him: " See? They are nothing, lower than animals, creatures that will crawl over the
fallen bodies of their fellows to save their own pathetic lives. But, oh, they were so eager to see
othersdie for them, were they not?"

Y ozerf pulled fire from hismind and sent it streaming away from him on the wind, blasting the room and
everything init. Then he turned and walked back to the alley door, hurling aside anyone who crossed his
path. As he left the burning building behind, the smell of smoke heavy in hishair and clothes, he heard the
screams behind him. Someone had tried to start awater brigade, in an attempt to save the buildings
around the blood pit, but even now the ancient wooden structures were going up dong with it.

The euphoriathat came with use of the magic gripped Y ozerf ill, making him fed asthough hisfeet
barely touched the ground as he walked. It sustained him until he was severa blocks from the site of the
fire. Then, gradudly, the sensation of invincibility, of infdlibility, began to dip away, leaving initswake a
terrible weariness. He sumbled against an uneven cobblestone, and the world swayed dangeroudy
around him. Shivering took hold of hisbody, asif al the heat had been drained from him, and he
staggered into an empty doorway and sank to the ground.

What's happening to me? Y ozerf wondered, but the thought had no urgency against the overwhelming
desireto collagpseinto oblivion.

"All magic has a priceto pay,” Temonrasaid, and he thought he caught aglimpse of gray eyesand a
cruel face beforerealizing that she existed only in hisown mind. "You have started down the path of
vengeance this night, but it has taken itstoll. Givein to sleepa€” it is the only thing that can
restore your strength.”

Y ozerf struggled to regain hisfeet, but hisbody felt like lead. &€ceNot safe ... too exposed...&€¢ he
mumbled through lips gone numb. Then the rough wood of the doorway was pressed against his cheek,
and darknesstook him.

* k% k %

"The city burns,&€» Londah said. She sat perched in the great oak, her legs dangling to either side of the
enormous limb she straddled. On the horizon, she could see an angry red glow that silhouetted the taller
buildings

The humans had ventured outside of the crypt, perhaps needing the free air of the night and the fedling
that at least they could diein the open instead of trapped insde. They clustered beneath her tree, talking
in soft voices, and she could al but hear their despair. Things had not gonewell for them, not at dl, and
she wondered at the betrayal s that seemed to dog their steps.

"What do you think is happening?a€s asked Auglar worriedly.

Good questions, human lord. She narrowed her eyes and scanned the horizon. A huge column of
smoke was making itsway into the air, reflecting the flames below it.

"He called down fire," the human traitor had said.

There was no particular reason to think this blaze had anything to do with Y ozerf. Most tenements were
lit with candles or fish oil lamps, and fireswere hardly unheard of. But Londah remembered his anger
before he had rushed out. It was afamiliar anger, arage against the world that had burned in him far
longer than any fire he now possessed. And knowing that, it seemed too great a coincidenceto believe
this blaze had nothing to do with him.

Not that she would say as much. &od do not know, &€« she replied, haf truthfully. &€od_et us hope that



the fire does not spread far.”

They dl gathered silently near the eastern wall, watching the glow intensify. But as dawn approached,
thunder began to rumble and rain moved in, spreading a gentle blanket acrossthe city. The glow beganto
dieaway.

"Well, at least there's one piece of good luck,&€» Peddock said from where he stood with one arm
about Cybelen's shoulders. The pendant around her neck gleamed faintly in what little light struggled
through the heavy cloud cover.

"Perhaps,&€+ said Londah softly.
Suchen frowned. &cd/Vhat do you mean?’

Londah shook her head, only half certain hersdf. &€oeOnly that | saw no sign of rain coming last night. |
don't know. Perhaps | was mistaken.”

"What other explanation isthere?a€s Auglar asked uneadily.

"l don't know.&€» But, like thefire, therain felt wrong to her. There were wizardsinvolved in this
disaster, Ax foremost, and she would not take anything for granted until she knew more.

And sitting here speculating will get me nothing.

She legpt down from the tree, landing lightly on the soggy ground beneath. &€caVait here. | want to see
what burned.”

And find out if Yozerf had anything to do with it.

* * % %

After Londah l€ft, the light increased dowly, athough the rain did not dacken. Suchen climbed into the
lower branches of the tree herself and stared in the direction of the cemetery gates, desperate for the
familiar flash of red hair. Y ozerf had been gone for many hours now, and athough she knew that he was
the best able of dl of them, savefor Londah, to take care of himsdlf in thiscity, she could not suppress
her worry. The look in his eyeswhen he left had been more than half-crazed, asif he wasin the grips of
some powerful rage or sorrow.

They weredl upset, of course. Glancing down at the small gathering outside the crypt, Suchen saw that
for the most part her friends waited aone, their heads bowed in despair. Only Peddock and Cybelen sat
besi de one another, Cybelen talking softly to him, asif to cheer him up. Even Fellrant looked tired, his
careful composure ragged at the edges.

What are we going to do? Suchen wondered. There seemed no hope of escape from Segg, and she
remembered the words Y ozerf had spoken in Kellgard, before they had ever |eft. He had been so
certain that the city would devour them, like some sort of sentient thing dways hungry for new souls. At
the time she had thought it groundless paranoia, but perhaps he had been right after al. Perhapsthey had
walked into the jaws of abeast that would never let them go.

Sop that, shetold hersdlf firmly. One hand wrapped around her sword hilt, drawing strength from its
solidity. Last night may have been a disaster, but it wasn't our final chance. Londah and Yozerf
will find a way to get us out of here. Yozerf isworking on it now. Don't despair over one setback,
no matter how great it seems.

Good advice, but hard to practice, particularly as the day wore on with no sign of either of the Aclytes.



Finaly, Peddock stood up and started off.
"Where are you going?a€s Auglar asked sharply.

"To find out what's happening,&€s Peddock said. He turned around, and his face was flushed with anger
and tenson. &caVe can't just St here and walit for the soldiersto find us, damnit!”

Buudi roseto hisfeet, locking his gaze with Peddock’s. &€odt's too risky. Y ou might be recognized.”

"No more risky than the Aclytes leaving! For the godsd€™ sakes, who is going to forget either one of
them?'

"And maybe that's what happened, Peddock. Maybe Y ozerf and Londah haven't come back because
the soldiersfound them.”

"Then all the more reason to know for certain, before Lord Igen's men show up hereto arrest ugl”

Buudi shook his shaggy-haired head. &od know what you'refedling. | know, because we are dl
enduring it right now. Fear. Uncertainty. Wondering how well ever get out of thiscity, or if well get out.
But charging off on your own won't help anything. Sit down.&€ When Peddock made no moveto
obey, Buudi's eyes narrowed dightly. &oeThat is an order, Sworn.”

Peddock’s lips pressed together, and there was awild light in his eyes. For an ingtant, he glanced at
Cybelen, asif he wanted to say something to her. But instead, he spun abruptly on hisheel and ran.

"Peddock! Come back herel &€+ Buudi shouted, rushing after him. Suchen jumped down from the tree,
intending to join in the chase, but Peddock's form disappeared amidst the rows of tombstones too fast
for ether of them. A few momentslater, they dl heard the clang of the cemetery gate damming shit.

Felrant looked up, athin smile on his pasty face. &€aaVel, well, Auglar,&€« he said softly, &€oat looks
asif your little group isfragmenting.”

"Shut up! &€+ Brenwulf snarled threateningly.

Auglar met Fdllrant's gaze squarely. &€ceAt least they're il alive, which ismorethan | can say for your
Sworn."

Anger flashed in the depths of Fellrant's eyes, and Suchen redlized uneasily how closeto the edge he
must be to let such emotion show. &odMy Sworn died to protect me, whereas yours are deserting you.
If not for me, your little circle would have dready fdlen to pieces.”

"What are you talking about?a€+ Auglar demanded coldly, blue eyesflashing in the shadow of his black
hair.

"If not for me, your Aclytese whore would have been gone days ago.”
Auglar put his hand to the dagger a hisbelt. &od will hear no insultsfrom you."

"Then hear the truth, Auglar. Y ou would have traded your safety for Y ozerf's body, and don't think that
hewill not remember it."

Auglar'sface waswhite. &od don't know what you're talking about."

"Y ou don't want to know, Auglar. You'reafoal. If one of my men wasfdling apart in front of me, you
had best believe that | would find out why, because that sort of pain iswhat leads to aknife in the back.



But you don't care. Y ou can't seewhat'sin front of your own face. Y ou can't even see that your steward
has him, but your first wantshim."

Buudi pressed hislipstogether inagrim line, asif he wanted to attack Fellrant physically. &€oRidiculous.
Y ou're only saying this because you know my history."

"Oh, I know your past indeed. But | also know your present, first among the Sworn. | saw what wasin
your eyesthat night at Cleistusd€™ warehouse. Y ou want the Aclyte, and your jealousy burnsyour heart
every timeyou see him with the seward.”

"Liar! Y ou're the onewho wants him!"

Fdlrant smiled maevolently. &adJnlike you, | see no point in denying it. Maybeit is because he wants
me, too."

Suchen snatched her sword out and held it point-first at the diminutive lord. &€oeThat isn't true.”
Fdllrant met her eyes, ignoring the length of sted pointed at his heart. &cAre you o sure?"

"Put your sword down, Suchen,&€» Auglar ordered harshly. When she hesitated, he took a step
towards her. &ad will have no blood shed in some petty quarrdl, especialy oneingtigated by a
treacherousliar.”

"l have not said anything save the truth,&€ Fellrant argued. &€odf your retainersdidikeit, that istheir
problem, not mine."

Auglar rounded on him, and something in his expresson made Fdllrant falter. &€oBe slent, &€ Auglar
sad levelly, &osor by the gods | will have you gagged and bound. | saved your worthless skin during the
coup because | believed that it was the right thing to do. | see now that | was nothing but afool.”

Fdlrant fell slent, but hisblue-violet eyes burned with anger. Glaring acid at him, Suchen reluctantly
sheathed her sword. How dare he drag Y ozerf's private pain into the light? How dare he suggest that
Y ozerf could fed anything for him?

He'sjust trying to provoke us, Suchentold hersdf harshly. You're only giving him what he wants.
Auglar may have hoped that having mutual enemies made Fellrant a friend, but he was wrong.

Shaking and angry, she dropped into a crouch, wrapping her arms around her knees. To Hel with
Fdlrant. And to Hel with Peddock. And to Hel with this entire damned city.

Ah, Yozerf, my love, where are you?

* * % %

When Y ozef findly awoke, the light was thet of late afternoon. Alarmed, he sat up gingerly, wincing asa
fierce headache smote him. His entire body hurt, but a careful check reveaed that no one had disturbed
him while he lay unconscious, which wasinitself dmost amiracle. Perhaps everyone had been too busy
looting in the wake of the firesto worry about one scraggly Aclyte.

Rain poured down only afew inches away from where helay, acontinual stream of cold gray water from
acold gray sky. Pulling up hishood, Y ozerf made hisway wearily into the street. He would have to
invent agood explanation for his prolonged absence, he thought.

"Why?" Tedmonraasked. "Why should you explain anything to them?"



They will expect it of me.

"S0? They are humans. They are Jenelese. Their kind destroyed our kingdom and nearly
obliterated our line. They made slaves of us, and when that was not enough they did their best to
grind us into submission through poverty and despair. You owe them nothing, but they owe you
much."

Hatred scalded him, and he gtilled, shocked at the intensity of the emotion. An old man bumped into him
with acurse, and with asnarl of rage Y ozerf turned, hand uplifted to strike. The man'sface paed and he
flung down the smoke-stained bundle he carried, hobbling off into the crowd asfast as he could.

No. Y ozerf forced himsdf to cam, drawing upon memories of Suchen and the Sworn. They were not his
enemies. They loved him.

"They love you so much that you must hide your power from them, lest they turn on you."

"Bedlent!&€- Y ozerf snapped. A few passers-by gave him adarmed looks, no doubt thinking that he
was one of the mad who occasionaly wandered the streets, talking only to the air.

He could still fed Telmonra's presence close to the surface, but when she said nothing further, Y ozerf
decided that she had chosen to obey. Shaking off histrepidation, he started back down the street,
headed for the cemetery.

Severd large buildings had burned around the blood pit, and ash till hung heavy intheair, but it seemed
that the rain had kept the destruction from spreading. Y ozerf walked past his handiwork quickly,
shoulders hunched and hood drawn up. Faint memories of the fire that had destroyed the tenement where
he had lived as a child sparked in the back of his mind, but were quickly smothered.

"Areyou sure?a€e asked afamiliar voice amidst the babble of the onlookers and looters who crowded
the street and picked among the ruins.

Y ozerf's step faltered, and he cast about in darm. There, off to one sde, stood Peddock's familiar figure.
His back wasturned to Y ozerf, but there was no mistaking his scent. He appeared to be talking to a
one-legged beggar who sat on alow stool in front of awine shop.

"Oh, aye, my lord,&€- the beggar said, nodding his head wisaly. Most of histeeth were missing, and the
skin of hisface was red with some namelessrash. &€od st here most nights, including the last one. Well, |
smelled smoke and saw some flames, so | shouted for abucket brigade to get started. While thewhole
lads werelining up and trying to douse the flames, | saw him walking down the middle of the sireet, bold
asyou please. An Aclyte, he was, with hair like the blood on me ssump. Terrifying, he looked, with his
white skin and al those black clothes, his cloak blowing in thewind. Then awhilelater, after he had
gone, afdlow stumbled past me. Hewas all burned up on hisface. | asked him what had happened, and
he started babbling about some Aclyte with fire shooting out of hishands! | asked himif it'd been the one
| had seen earlier, but | couldn't get no more sense out of him."

"Thank you,&€+ Peddock said, passing ajentarrii to the old beggar. The tone of his voice was one of
smug satisfaction. Then he turned and began to walk rapidly away, back in the direction of the cemetery.

Y ozerf stood asif the sudden chill that gripped him had frozen hisfeet to the street. Peddock knew, or at
least guessed. Peddock, who had never liked him, who had aways disapproved of hisrelationship with
Suchen. Peddock, who probably saw himself asbeing vindicated at last in al his prgjudices and didikes.

"You can't let himreach them," Temonrawhispered urgently. "He hates youa€” he always hated



you. He will tell them lies about you, turn them against you! Stop him!™

It took Y ozerf severa minutesto catch up with the Sworn, but when at last he did, satisfaction thrummed
in him. Therewas no one €lse on the Street, and they were not yet within Sght of the cemetery.
"Perfect.”

"Peddock,&€» Y ozerf called in adeceptively mild voice.

Peddock started and spun about, hisface going pae. His sword wasin his hand in amoment, but Y ozerf
noted with detached amusement that itstip wavered wildly.

"Why, Peddock, whatever iswrong?a€e he asked, cocking his head to one side. &€ceY ou seem afraid.”

"I know about you,&€+ Peddock spat through clenched teeth. &€od don't know what you are, but |
know that you've been lying to us. Cleistusa€™ warehouse and the blood pit were both destroyed by
firelast night. | wasn't surprised when | heard that you'd been seen near both placesjust asthefires
gtarted. But when | heard the first person say that you had started thefirein the blood pit by sorcery, |
didn't believeit. | thought he was confused. But funny thing is, he wasn't the only one with such atae.”

Y ozerf's heart pounded wildly. Damn Peddock!

He forced his demeanor to remain cam as he approached, even though he was not yet certain what he
could do to salvage the situation. &aeDon't be foolish, Peddock. If | had these powers, why wouldn't |
have used them before? Why wouldn't | have stopped Staafon with them instead of letting mysdlf be
tortured and dmogst killed, en? Why wouldn't I have used them to kill the Council and save Rozah?"

Peddock backed away dowly, clearly not willing to take his eyes off Y ozerf for even an instant. &€cd
don't know,&€+ he admitted. &€odJnless you murdered Rozah yoursdlf. Y ou were the only one
there&€”you were the only survivor! Explain to me how you cameto live when everyone dsein that room
died”

No. It was Y ozerf'sworst fears become terrible reality. He forced a smile onto hisface. Peddock paled
sharply, and he redlized how ghastly his expression must look. &€odPeddock. We can talk of this
rationally,&€e he said, deliberately moving closer to his adversary. &€oalust put your sword away and
comewith meé€’™

At that moment, Peddock, who had continued to blindly back away, caught hishedl on an uneven
cobblestone. With acry, hefdl into apuddlefull of dime. Tdmonralet out atriumphant howl, and
Y ozerf found himsdlf lunging forwards, hand upraised asif tofling fire.

Something heavy struck him from the side, sending him spinning to the ground and knocking the bregth
from hislungs. Herolled wildly and found himsdlf staring up at the hulking figure of the Red Guard he had
fought before. The creature let out athunderous bellow that must have been heard by half the city, and
then sngpped amouthful of fangsjust inchesfrom Y ozerf'sface.

Y ozerf scrambled back. Peripherally, he was aware that Peddock had regained hisfeet and fled.
aEcCurse you! &€ he shouted at the mongter, even as Telmonraraged insde of him, demanding that he
kill.

His hand shot out, fingers closing around the Red Guard's thick wrigt, histouch burning its skin like hot
coals. The monster roared, jerking its arm back so that Y ozerf was hurled hafway acrosstheroad. The
wind cushioned Y ozerf'sfal, though, and he sprang to hisfeet, ready to kill.

Clawsraked at hiseyes, making him jerk back ingtinctively. Then the creature launched into the sky,



wingstearing frenziedly at the air. Temonra screamed in frustrated rage, the cry emerging from Y ozerf's
throat.

They crouched inthe dley, mutual rage flowing together, back and forth. Some memoriesrose, such as
the sack of Caden, while others, ones of love and tenderness, sank into darkness. " The creature
protected him. Peddock must be one of Jahcgroth's allies, just like Dara-Don. He's going to tell

everyone el se about you. You have to kill him before he can do that. You have to kill him before he
can betray Suchen. You have to kill him."

"Yes &€ Y ozarf snarled, then burst out of his crouch and into an al-out run on Peddock's hedls.



Chapter Fourteen
"Here comes Peddock,&€» Buudi said sharply. &ceAnd he's running.”

The first among the Sworn had taken up the watch position high in the oak tree; now, he scrambled
down fast enough to put his neck in jeopardy. Hardly had hisfeet touched the ground but he drew his
sword and fell in beside Auglar, who had been stting on alow monument.

Suchen and Brenwulf hurriedly followed suit. Even Fdllrant stirred, looking asif he wished he had
someoneto wait by him. Casting about for Cybelen, Suchen remembered that the young noblewoman
had dipped into the deeper recesses of the cemetery to visit the secluded spot they had designated a
privy, and she cursed mentally at the poor timing.

The gate clanged as Peddock flung it open, and within seconds he cameinto view, dodging wildly around
stone benches, statues, and monuments. Sweet plastered hishair to hishead, and his face was deathly
pae. His naked sword was clutched in one shaking hand.

"It's Y ozerf! &€« Peddock gasped between breaths. &oaHe's trying to kill me!™
Of dl the things Suchen had expected him to say, that was not one of them. &€oaNVhat?'

"It'struel &€+ Peddock's eyes darted frantically from one face to the next, begging them to believe him.
&€ceT hosefireslast night&€” they were at Cleistusd€E™ warehouse and the blood pit. He went there for
revenge on them for turning us over to the lords and burned their buildings down. But that's not the whole
of it&€” some people escaped the blood pit dive. It wasn't just arson. They said that he used sorcery to
doit."

Suchen shook her head, bewildered. &€oedPeddock, that's ridiculous. Y ou know it is. Whatever people
thought they saw, it wasn't Y ozext."

"It wasl &€+ Peddock insisted, hysteria edging his voice. &odGods, Suchen, you haveto listen to me! He
found me somehow, just before | came back here! Hetried to deny what | said, but he waslying! | think
he meant to kill me, but before he could, a Red Guard appeared and distracted him! It must have been
hisdly!"

It was ridiculous, insane. Suchen sheathed her sword with an annoyed sigh. Buudi followed suit, then
fixed Peddock with ahard glare. &€od know that you've never liked Y ozerf &€ he said coldly, &Easbut
thisis beneath you. First you leave here againgt adirect order, but then you return with awild tale like
this? | wants some explanations from you, Peddock."

"No, I'm not lying! Y ou haveto believe me! 1&€” &€+ Peddock froze, his face going white as the sound
of the gate swinging open sounded through the cemetery. &os0h, gods, he's herel™

Peddock dashed away from the crypt in adesperate bid to seek shelter somewhere else. Despite her
own certainties, hisvery red terror made Suchen's somach uneasy.

Like a shadow detached from the night, Y ozerf came into view around the tall vaults. Hiswhite face was
an expressionless mask, but hisgray eyes seemed to burn from within. A wind that somehow failed to
touch Suchen blew his hair back from hisface and rippled his cloak wildly.

Auglar stepped into Y ozerf's path. &€0eY ozerf, &€+ he said, &€od think you should stop where you are.
Peddock has said thaté€™"



Y ozerf didn't even bother to look at Auglar, only made anegligent gesture with hishand. Aninvishble
force punched into the lord's chest, flinging him backward into Buudi and knocking them both to the
ground.

All of the warmth seemed to drain out of Suchen, replaced by a deep cold that turned her body toice.
She could not have seen what she had seen. It was not possible. Y ozerf was no sorcereré€” he would
havetold her.

Heloved her. Hewould have told her.
Heloved her.
"What's happening?a€s she demanded in atrembling voice.

Y ozerf ignored heré€’ it was asif he could neither hear nor see her. Pausing by the crypt, hetilted his
head, asif listening for something. Then with aheartless smile, he turned in the direction that Peddock
hed fled&€” and literdly flew over the monumentsin hisway.

Oh, gods...

"Stop him! &€ cried Auglar, breaking them from their paralysis. Brenwulf rushed after Y ozerf, followed
by Buudi. Shaking off her shock, Suchen ran on their hedls.

* * * %

Y ozerf landed near the back of the cemetery. Frogs and other creatures called from the depths of the
swamp that lay just beyond the low wall, and ahumid, decayed smdll filled the air. Therain had died
away, but the rumble of thunder in the distance promised more. The heet of his body made wetness
steam off of hisclothesand hair, wreathing himin migt.

Peddock had run to the wall, but now he turned and put his back to it, an expression of defiance and
despair on hisface. &oaCome on, then, you demon! &€» he shouted, shaking his sword wildly in

Y ozerf's direction. &caCome and kill me, if that'swhat you want! Murder mein front of Suchen, in front
of everyone!"

For an ingtant, the mention of Suchen's name made him hesitate. But then Telmonrarosein him, blotting
out dl other thoughtswith her rage and pain. "He wants you weaka€” they all want you weak. But he
isatraitor&€” you must destroy him!*"

Of course. His confidence restored, Y ozerf funneled the wind, using it to dap the sword out of
Peddock's hand. Peddock fell into a crouch, hislips pulled back from histeeth in asnarl worthy of a
Wolfkin, and Y ozexf took a step forwards to tower over him.

"Stop! What are you doing? Have you gone mad!™

Y ozerf didn't spare aglance at Brenwulf. &€ceHe isatraitor,&€ Y ozerf said calmly. &€celThe Red Guard
protected him. Heisin league with Jahcgroth.”

"That'sridiculoud"
"Isit? Y ou would have said the same thing about Dara-Don, wouldn't you?”

Peddock glared up, hate bright in his eyes. &€ceY ou bastard. You're thetraitor! The Red Guard isyour
aly! You killed Rozah, didn't you, sorcerer?"



"Besdlent,&€e Y ozerf said, trembling with rage. &€od am sick of your liesand your spite.&€» He drew
himsdf up, an auraof flame bursting into being around him. &€od am the dragon's son. | am the lord of
wind and fire. | am the wolf in the woods. L ook upon me and despair.”

"No!" Suddenly there was a body between him and his quarry. A woman, dirty and dressed in ragged
clothes, her stringy air hanging down around her face, and it seemed to him for amoment that he should
know her.

"A human, nothing more,” Telmonrasnarled. "They are all against you, don't you see?" Images of
Caden's destruction poured through his head, fanning the flames around him higher, until he shonelikea
beacon of terror. "They have all plotted against you, all of them. They would have given you to
Cleistus, because he is one of them, after all. They let you be taken and tortured last winter. They
have beaten you down for your entire life, and yet you crawl back to them, let themdo it all to
you again. No more! NO MORE! KILL THEM AND BE DONE WITH IT!"

Gloriousimagesfilled hismind: the palacein flames, the streetslittered with dead humans and rejoicing
Aclytes. Once they saw what he had done, his people would fal behind him, and he would march at the
head of an army of free Aclytes, laying waste to Jend, burning and destroying anything that humans had
raised. And then, once that was done, Jahcgroth would be next, and Y ozerf would sit on histhrone, and
al thefear and al the pain would be gone forever. Vengeanced€’ no, justiced€’would findly have been
served. And dl he had to do to make it come true was to take thisfirst step, to obliterate these cowering
humans and free himsdf from al the deadly ties he had forged with them.

Helifted his hand, intending to incinerate them.

A dark, snarling shape cannoned into him, flinging him from hisfeet. Raolling, helocked his hands around
itsthroat, trying to keep it away from him. His attacker was a black wolf, he saw, and asnarl of fury
erupted out of him. Ingtinct that could not be denied surged to the fore&€” this male, with whom he had
never had more than an uneasy peace, was depriving him of hiskill.

Snarling, Y ozerf let the wolf within take him, fet hisface burn as his eyes turned golden and histeeth
became fangs. He would show this other male that he was no easy target, he would...

..hewould....
What am | doing?

With a convulsive move, he flung the black wolf from him and staggered to hisfeet, hisbody screaming in
pain asit hung in ahybrid state, neither man nor wolf but something not meant to exist for long. He
ignored the pain, forcing himself to look, to see without Temonraclouding hisvison.

Peddock till huddled against the wall. But the woman who protected him&E” whom Y ozerf had been
going to kill&€" no longer seemed a stranger.

"Suchen,&€» he whispered, horror blooming in him.

Thewolf howled, outraged. Violated instinct, not to harm his own pack, not to harm his own mate, tore
at him, and with sudden, cold certainty he saw what had happened and what Telmonrahad amost led
himto do.

She had found the cracks in hisarmor, had found al the wounded placesin his soul, and she had
exploited them until he had begun to agree with her way of thinking&€” until he had given her just what she
needed to findly take over hismind dtogether. Only Brenwulf's attack and the waking of the wolf had



suppressed her enough for him to think clearly once again.

But he had dready falen under her influence onced€’ if he resumed Aclytese form fully, what wasto stop
him from doing so again?

Thewolf in him knew only oneway to prevent that. And so in hismind he dove deegp, moving through the
blank space where Telmonra had lived, reaching farther than he had ever reached, faling deep into
himsdlf.

In the graveyard, his body collgpsed into alimp heap.

* * * %

Thewolf found himsdlf in acold, cold place. The sky was black, and afreezing wind tore across aglacia
plain where nothing would ever grow. Histhick fur kept out most of the cold, but even it would not
protect him for long.

Temonra hung on thewind, her toes bardly scraping the ice beneath her. Brown hair swirled in astorm
around her narrow, pixie-like face. Gray eyeslike dirty ice watched him, and a sneer of contempt
distorted her beautiful mouth.

"Y ou cannot rid yourself of me, &€ she said disdainfully.
The wolf growled. &aod invited you in,&€ he pointed out.

"Y ou are nothing&€” a powerless haf-breed. The woman who gave birth to such an abomination must be
truly perverted indeed.”

He tensed, muscles coiling under him, then sprang. She cried out and struck back at him, flinging him
onto the frozen ground. Pain shocked through him, but he staggered to hisfeset, the taste of his own blood
and hers both filling his mouth. His teeth had made aragged gash in her cheek, but the blood froze solid
beforeit could spill out onto her skin.

Seemingly obliviousto theinsgnificant wound, shelet out ahateful laugh. &€oeY ou cannot hurt me, beast.
| am aready dead."

"Then why protest so much?&€s he asked, and legpt again. She tried to spin away, but hisjaws closed
over her am, dragging her down. She hit him again, breaking his hold, but thistime they both fell.

"It sckensmethat our line, the line of kings, should come to this, &€ Telmonra snarled as she pushed
hersaf up on her elbows. &€08A dterile half-breed. A beastly abomination. A whore with no love for
himself, and whom no one else could ever love. Y ou are nothing without me."

Movement hurt, but somehow he levered himsalf up until he stood on shaky paws. The cold had worked
itsway through hisfur and was beginning to chill him now, adow deadening of the sensesthat leeched
feding from his paws and smell from hisnose. &cd may be nothing without you,&€ he said, &€odbut at
least | have only mysdlf to blame for that. At least my mistakes are mine aone, without your voice
clouding my mind."

She drew back in fear as he stalked towards her. &oaNVithout me, you have no power. Y ou will lose
everything. Remember what it fdlt like, Y ozerf. Remember whét it was to be strong, to wield fireand
wind like adragon.”

Memories and fedings dien to the walf intruded, amost dragging him back into Aclytese form. Euphoria,
bliss, asense of hisown power that he had never had before. All hislife others had taken advantage of



him, had dragged him down because he was too wesk to fight them. For the firgt time, the tables had
been turned. How could he bear to give that up?

The memory of Suchen came back forcefully. He had amost killed her. Almost obliterated the most
preciousthing in hislife. On somelevd, heredized that, had he gone through with it, the guilt and
remorse when he findly came to his senseswould have devoured him from within, annihilating al that he
was until only Telmonrawould remain. No wonder she had been so eager, so recklessin blinding his
eyesand mind to what he wasredlly doing.

"So beit, &€« he said, and lunged.

Powerful jaws closed around Telmonra's white throat. She screamed, her handsflailing against him, and
he ft fire burn through his fur where she touched. Closing his eyes againgt the overwhelming agony, he

clung to her throat, refusing to let go, until at last the fire consumed them both, and only ash remained on
the cold plain, blown away by the wind.

* * * %

Suchen scrambled to her feet when Y ozerf collapsed, her heart pounding in terror, although for hersdlf or
for Y ozerf she didn't know. Cybelen appeared from somewhere and flung herself against Peddock,
sobbing and kissing hisface wildly. On the other sde of Y ozerf, the black wolf gathered itself back up,
golden eyes hot with rage.

"No, Brenwulf! &€+ Suchen shouted, holding up her hands. A part of her mind was still struggling to
assmilate what she had seen: Brenwulf, shucking his clothesin ablur and taking on the shape of the black
wolf. The same black wolf, she thought, who had protected her at Nava Y ek |last winter, when she had
escaped the trap that had resulted in Uzco's and Rozah's deaths. At the moment, the implications were
nothing she could even think about.

Thewolf growled awarning at her, but sheignored it, instead crawling to Y ozerf'sside. Helay very till,
his body completely that of aman once again. Hesitantly, she reached out and touched hisface, feding
how cold his skin was. Then, asudden, frightened redlization went through her. &0e0h, gods&€” he's not
bregthing!"

She grabbed him helplesdy by the shoulders, rolling him onto hisback. To her intense rdlief, he suddenly
took adeep gasp of air, then another. His eyes fluttered open and he stared at her. But, unlike the
dreadful look he had given her moments before, she now saw recognition in their depths.

He sat up dowly and stared about him, like aman waking from adream. Brenwulf took a step forward,
then stopped and growled, al his hackles on end. Buudi approached from the other side, his sword
drawn and ready.

Y ozerf winced and looked away. &08Y ou can put away your weapon,&€s he said quietly. &€od am no
more thregt to you.”

Neither of the Sworn moved. Auglar, however drew closer, his blue eyes hard. &ad believethat you
owe us an explanation,&€ he said.

Y ozerf closed hiseyes, asif a some sharp pain. &€02Y es, &€ he said at last, so quiet and subdued that
Suchen's heart chilled with fear. &oeY'es, | do.”

* k k %

Hetold them everything, holding nothing back. What € se could he do, he asked himsdlf bitterly. There
was no hopefor it now, no web of haf-truths he could spin, which would set things aright. Not after what



he had done.

Silence fell when hefinaly finished his explanations. No one spoke; the only sounds were the moan of the
wind, the whisper of the leaves, and the distant rumble of thunder. Dimly, he wondered if they would all
just stand there forever, afrozen tableau of accusersthat would last until the world's ending. Then, very
dowly, Suchen roseto her feet. Swalowing hisfear, Y ozerf forced himself to look at her, but she had
already turned her back on him. Her head was bowed, and her arms crossed defensively over her chest.

"Leave us,&€+ she said, her voice husky with some powerful emotion.

A littleto Y ozerf's surprise, the others did as she asked. Neither Brenwulf, Buudi, or Auglar would look
graight a him. Fellrant met hiseyes briefly, but Y ozerf could not read the young lord's expression.
Peddock shot him aglarefilled with hate and contempt. But, to his shock, Cybelen gave him alook of
sympathy, accompanied by asmadl, sad amile.

Once they were gone, silence again descended over the cemetery. Suchen turned and looked North, asiif
she could see past the city and over the milesback to Kdlgard. Y ozerf's heart pounded in his chest like
atrapped bird, and he found that his palms were dick with swest.

"I'm sorry,&€ he said at last, not knowing what other words might reach her.

She bowed her head alittle, golden hair faling even farther forwards, denying him any glimpse of her
face. &€0ahy didn't you say anything? Why did you hide this from me?"

"Because | was afraid, &€« he answered, spreading his hands apart helplessly even though she couldn't
see the gesture. &€oBecause | thought that ... | feared that if you knew there was something wrong with
me ... that | had something inside of methat | couldn't control ... you would leave me. And then, after
everything that happened at Nava Y ek, | thought that it was too late to tell you. That everyone would be
suspiciousa€’ why hadn't | said anything before? What realy happened to Rozah?1 just ... | just couldn't
riskit."

"| see.&€» Her voice waslevd, giving him no clues asto what she thought. &€0eS0 what you are redly
saying isthat you didn't trust me."
"No! No, that isn't what I'm saying at al."

"lan't it? Listen to yoursdlf, Y ozerf. Y ou didn't tell me as soon as you knew that something waswrong
because you didn't trust meto stay. Y ou didn't trust my love for you."

Her voice broke on the last words. Pain made a hollow place under his heart, and he took astep
forwards, wanting to hold her. &€oeSuchen, 1&6€""

"No. I'm not done yet.&€+ She took a deep breath and wiped tears from her eyes. &€0eY ou said that
Temonras ghost came back with you that night when you fell and has been with you ever snce. Every
time we made love, every time | told you something about myself that I've never told anyone e se, she
was dways there, watching and listening without my knowledge.

"And yet you have the gdl not to trust me."

He stood very 4till, hearing the enormity of rage and betrayd in her words. She was right, he thought with
despair&€” he had violated her trust, asthough it was athing of no consequence. &od am sorry, &€ he
said, at aloss asto what ese he could possibly say.

"Get out.”



Thewords made no sense for amoment. &£o0aVhat?"
"l said get out."

He stared at her, thinking that he had to have misunderstood. But she did not return his stare, only stood
looking away from him, asmal, straight figure against the coming night, and in that moment he knew that
he had comprehended only too well.

Moving like an old man, he made hisway dowly to the crypt where they had hidden. Everyone e sewas
standing near it, but they moved aside as he came through and did nothing to stop him as he walked past.
At theiron gate that divided the world of the dead from the world of theliving, he hesitated, perhaps
clinging to some desperate hope that Suchen&€” that anyoned€” would cdl out to him and tell him that it
wasn't true, that he wasn't being cast out forever.

But of course no onedid.

Feding like aman with amortal wound, Y ozerf gently shut the gate behind him.



Chapter Fifteen

Suchen wept silently for a space of time that she couldn't track. Her sense of betraya was so keen that it
felt like broken glassinsde of her, tearing her flesh to ribbons. How could Y ozerf, the one person she
had trusted above al others, have done thisto her? What had he been thinking? How could he have so
cardesdy damaged ther relationship?

He never loved me at all, shethought miserably.

But no, even in her despair, she knew that wasn't true. That in fact Y ozerf loved her deeply, desperately.
It was himsdlf that he didn't love, himsdlf that he believed unworthy of any affection. That had been why
he had kept so many secrets from her&€” he had thought that revelation would have brought her to her
senses and shown him as something she could never want.

Damn you, Yozerf. Damn you, damn you, damn you.

At last her tears were spent, athough her anger remained. She didn't know what would come next, didn't
know how they could repair their relationship, and for amoment she wondered if she even wanted to do
0. But again, the thought was untrue. Despite her anger and her betrayd, she knew that she didn't want
tolosehim.

Heart heavy, she made her way back through the growing dark to the crypt. The patter of rain sounded
inthe leaves over her head; amoment later, it had become a cold downpour. By the time she reached the
vault, everyone e se was insde, looking out towardstherain.

Although she had hoped that Y ozerf would be waiting for her with the others, she was not entirely
surprised when she found him absent from the crypt that had become their prison. And perhapsit was
best if they both had alittle time gpart to think and to let emotions run their course.

The tableau in the little chamber was odd, although it took Suchen amoment to realize why. Auglar sat
atop one of the sarcophagi, Brenwulf close by hisside. Buudi was by himsdlf, sitting by the door but
gtaring at his own scarred hands rather than the scene outside. Peddock sat far separated from Auglar,
which perforce put him near Fdllrant. Cybelen hovered at his side, stroking his arm soothingly, and
Suchen saw that the young noblewoman had a bandage around one dender wrist.

Wanting nothing more than to deep, Suchen nevertheess knew from the tension in the air that none of
them would be relaxing anytime soon. She went to stand by Peddock and Cybelen, putting a hand to her
brother's shoulder in the only gesture of comfort she could think to make. Cybelen looked up, her large
eyes sad. &EcAre you al right?a€e she asked.

"No. But | will be.&€» Suchen sighed and tiredly pushed her hair out of her eyes. Outside, thunder
rumbled closer. &€ca/Vhat happened to your wrist?"

Cybden made awry face. &od dipped in the mud and skinned it against amonument. | didn't redize
what was happening, so | stopped to bind it.&€» Her hand tilled, then tightened around Peddock's arm.
a€adt frightens me to think what would have happened if not for Brenwullf."

"Yes,&€e sad Fdllrant, raising his voice so that the entire room could hear, &€odif not for Brenwulfé€™
indeed."

Auglar stiffened, then dowly did off the sarcophagus and turned to face the room. In the poor light of the
tallow candles, the dark circles under his eyes were more pronounced than ever. &€ceSay what you



mean, &€+ he said wearily.

Fdlrant roseto hisfeet, his bearing rega despite his obvious weariness. &€ceV ery well, then. Y ou have
not only consorted with Wolfkin, but one of them isthe brother of your wife. And yet, you do not seem
surprised at thisrevelation. If you had married ademon unknowing, but then cast her out once you
learned the truth, that would be understandable. But last | heard, sheisin Kdlgard pregnant with your
child"

"Y ou have heard correctly, &€+ Auglar replied levelly.

"And yet you decided to press your claim to the throne of Jenel,&€+ Fellrant mused, lowering hislids
over hissharp eyes. &€ad assume that, had you in fact been crowned king, you would have planned on
passing that crown on to achild of your wifesbody. A Wolfkin."

Auglar'slips pressed together hard. &€ca/Nhat do you expect meto do, Fellrant? Deny it?"

"Y esl &€ shouted Peddock unexpectedly. He looked up, wild-eyed. &€ador the godsé€™ sakes,
Auglar! How could you even consder betraying Jend like that?"

"I don't see how | have betrayed Jend &€+ Auglar responded levelly.

"Don't you? Y oué€” you married a Wolfkin, a shape-changer! And asif that wasn't bad enough, you
planned on passing off her demon offspring as human on an unsuspecting kingdom! By the time anyone
found out, it would betoo late!"

"We are not demons! &» Brenwulf snarled, dthough the way he curled hislip over fangsdid littleto help
hiscase.

"Of courseyou are,&€+ Peddock said shakily, climbing to his feet. &ogY ou're unnatural monsters.
Abominations. It was bad enough with Y ozerf, but at least he didn't have any designs on stedling the
throne of Jend fromitsrightful human heird"

"Y ou will take that back!&€» Brenwulf shouted, hand going to his sword hilt.

"No! &€ Peddock yelled back. &oaNo, | won't, damn you! The bond between Sworn and Lord is
supposed to go both ways, Auglar! You lied to us, you betrayed us! | wish to the gods that Suchen and |
had never set foot in Kellgard!™

So saying, he pulled away from Cybelen and stalked to one corner of the crypt, standing and staring
resolutely at thewadl in front of him asif hewould follow in Y ozerf's deps and set fireto it by will done.
Cybden stared after him, and Suchen saw tearswel up in her eyes.

"He'sfeding betrayed,&€» Suchen said quietly, putting a comforting hand to Cybelen's shoulder. &€cd
don't think he ever imagined Auglar would hide something likethis. Truthis, none of usdid.”

"I hope you're right,&€+ Cybelen said sadly. Then she pulled gently away and went to Peddock, resting
one hand on his back. Peddock turned towards her abruptly and they embraced. From the way his
shoulders shook, Suchen suspected that her brother was weeping.

Auglar bowed his head dightly, looking utterly defeated. Like a predator sensing whenits prey tires,
Fellrant moved in closer. &€ceY ou can never become King of Jendl now,&€ he said softly. &€odJnless
you kill dl of us. But that isn't your style, isit, Auglar? Y ou don't have that ruthless edge, do you?'

"What are you planning?a€s Auglar asked tiredly.



"If we escape here dive, you will drop your claim to the throne and back me.”
A hitter, humorless smile touched Auglar's mouth. &€cd_et's worry about getting away divefirg."

Fdlrant's eyes narrowed in displeasure, but he made no answer.

* k x %

Rain poured down, asif it would wash al of Segg away into the sea, cleansing the earth of the city'sstain
and returning the land to primeval swvamp. Gray torrents rushed down the guttersin the centers of the
streets, and pools spread and joined until most of the thoroughfaresin the Old Quarter were underwater.
The edges of roofs became waterfalls, and theriver rose restlesdy in its banks.

The downpour drove most to seek shelter, so that even the great market was closed. The crows that
normally would have bickered over the scraps of food stayed under cover aswell, so that only the empty
eyes of the hanged men on the gallows looked out over the square.

Y ozerf dogged through the otherwise-deserted streets, a pottery jug in one hand. Water splashed over
the tops of his boots, soaking hisfeet, but he did not care. Histhick hair hung plastered againgt his chilled
skin, the rain darkening its color to the shade of dried blood. His clothes had long ago been soaked
through, and it seemed that there was not an inch of skin on him that was not wet.

Not that it mattered. He took adeep pull from the jug, felt the dcohol within burn apath to hisbelly. It
had been many long years since he had alowed himsdlf to become intoxicated&€” since he had left Segg,
infacta€’ but at the moment it seemed the only thing he could think to do.

She doesn't love me anymore.

Many bridges crossed theriver. Some of them were little more than rude planks nailed together, while
others were granite monumentsto the ancient architects of the Empire of Kdlls. Y ozerf'saimless
wandering brought him upon one of the latter, and he sumbled out on to it to Stare at the water below.
After amoment, he tucked the pottery jug under hisarm and scrambled up on the stonerailing, balancing
rather precarioudy on the rain-dippery surface.

Sowhat if | fall in? hewondered morosely. No one was going to miss him, after all. Well, perhaps
Londah, he amended.

The last time he had stood on this bridge had been with Ginny. He could not remember what they had
sad to one another, or where they had been going, only that it had been a beautiful spring evening when
the setting sun had turned the very air to amagica shade of lavender. It could not have been very long
before shedied.

Andinal tha time snce, hedill had not gotten it right.

It seemed that he had spent hiswhole life searching for Suchen, for someone that he could love with an
open heart, and who could love him aswell. Why e se had he not stayed in wolf form forever after
leaving Segg? So many years had gone by, and in truth he had given up hope that his future would be any
less empty and hopeless than his past ... when he had so unexpectedly found her. Everything that he had
ever longed for.

Andthenhejudt ... threw it al away.

Hisfoot dipped, and he came down jarringly on the bridge, sending abolt of agony up hisleg. Wincing,
he staggered up and took another long pull on thejug.



I'm never going to see her again. The pain caught him again, unexpectedly, and he doubled over,
sobbing quietly to himself. Oh, gods, how can | live with this?

There was no answer. The future was ablank to him; he could not imagine living through the next
moment, let alone the next day or the next year.

How could | have done this? How could | have hurt her? How could | have thrown it all away so
fast?

He hated himsdlf, he thought as he took another generous swallow from the jug. And Suchen hated him,
S0 once again they werein agreement. True soul mates indeed.

Shivering with the cold despite the dcohol in hisblood, Y ozerf staggered aong the street until he spotted
adight overhang where he might be out of the rain. Once benesath it, he collapsed onto the dirt, pulled the
jug protectively to his chest, and let oblivion take him.

* * % %

Astherainy day passed into night and neither of the Aclytes returned, Suchen began to worry. She had
assumed that Y ozerf would come back eventually, but now she began to wonder if he had taken her
words aright. What if he didn't redlize that al she had wanted was alittle space in which to think? Or
worse, what if he was angry, or else decided that he couldn't face her ... and never returned?

He'll be back, shetold hersdf. He won't abandon us.
But Londah, who had been gone since that morning, did not return ether.

"We haveto leave, &€ Buudi said quietly. He had not spoken much since the revelations of earlier that
day, and Suchen guessed that he was a so deeply hurt by the secrets that had been kept, both by Auglar
and Y ozerf.

Fdlrant shifted restlessly, eyesfixed on Buudi, and Suchen wondered if he was congdering waysin
which to take advantage of Buudi's disaffection with hislord. &oa/NVhat do you propose?’

"Y ozerf and Londah are both gone, and we don't know if they're coming back,&€ Buudi replied, still
not looking up at anyone. &caNe have to get out of thiscity. We can't stay here any longer.”

"Agreed,&€- said Auglar.
Cybden frowned from where she sat once again by Peddock. &€odtisagreat risk.”

"No morerisky than sitting here and waiting for the lords to find us, &€+ Buudi replied, his voice sounding
numb. &ceNo more than sitting here until we tear one another into pieces.”

Auglar sighed, then straightened. &€ceY ou're right. WEII buy passage on aship, if we can. Weve lost
most of what little we had to Cleistus, but perhaps something can be arranged.”

"But what about Y ozerf and Londah?&€e Suchen protested. &€caVe can't just leave them here.”

"To Hel with them,&€» Peddock snapped. &ad can't believe you would even consider bringing either
one of them! Or have you forgotten that your precious Y ozerf tried to kill us both only afew hours ago?'

"I haven't forgotten,a€» she said levelly. &EoeBut there were extenuating circumstances.”

"If you believe what he said,&€+ Peddock argued stubbornly. &oa/Nhich, given his history, would be
foolih."



"Peddock'sright,&€+ Auglar put in, drawing surprised looks from them both. &€ceY ozerf lied to us. He
concealed adangerous power from us. We can't trust him."

Suchen hit her lip, torn. &€ceVery well &€ she said at last. &€od will go to the docks with you and see
you dl ssfeon aship. But I'm staying.”

"l won't leave himl&€s Suchen closed her eyes, striving to cam herself. &€od'm as angry and upset as
anyone. But | don't want to abandon him. Not here.”

"Theresno timeto argue, &€+ Buudi said grimly. &€od_et's go. Now."

They gathered what little they had in tense silence, then |eft the crypt to itsghosts and dust. Therain
continued to pour down, reducing the streets to blackened dots, unlit by the usud torches. They moved
dowly in the near-utter darkness, picking their way through eerie, deserted dleyways until at last the
ocean opened out before them.

The soft sound of boats creaking on their lines camein the night. Auglar stopped and looked around
uncertainly, clearly at aloss asto what to do next. The harbormaster could probably help them, Suchen
thought&€”if they dared to gpproach him.

"What now?&€s Peddock asked hitterly.

At that moment, alantern was suddenly unshielded from the dark night only afew feet away from them.
Thefaint light seemed brilliant after the long darkness, and Auglar held up his hand to shade his eyes,
squinting painfully againg the glare.

"Who goes there?a€« asked a gruff voice.

"Judt ... just people looking for passage,é€+ Auglar replied uncertainly. &oa/Nho are you? Can you help
l'S?I

Thelantern drew closer, its bearer invisible in the dimness behind it. &€aeThis them?a€» he asked
nonsengcaly.

"Y es,&€- replied afamiliar voice, and Suchen felt her heart freeze.
It was Dara-Don.

Buudi let out an oath and drew his sword, Peddock, Suchen, and Brenwulf quickly doing the same. But
even asthey did so, other lanterns were uncovered, reveaing adozen archers with drawn bows, the
arrows pointed directly at their small group.

Dara-Don stepped into the light. His cloak hood was up to keep therain off, but Suchen could see his
broad, familiar features beneath it. There was atormented ook in his brown eyes, but he did not hesitate
when he spoke. &€od_ay down your wespons. They'll kill you if you don't.”

Auglar visbly hestated, then nodded. &€ceDo as he says.”

Fedling helpless, Suchen lay her sword down in front of her, only to have aguard quickly kick it avay.
Rough hands grabbed her wrigts, forcing her arms behind her back, and she heard the click of iron
manacles. Buudi tried to struggle, but one of the guards struck him hard across the head, sending him to
his knees on the wet dock.



Dara-Don waked over to where Auglar was held securdly between two soldiers. He looked miserable,
Suchen thought. &€0d'm sorry, Auglar.&€s He frowned, then, and worry started to replace misery on his
broad face. &€caNhere are Y ozerf and Lord Fellrant?”

Startled, Suchen looked around. Indeed, the diminutive lord was no where to be seen.

"Y ozerf betrayed us, &€+ Auglar said in aleve voice. &o0sAnd | do not know where Fellrant is.”

He must have slipped away in the dark, Suchenredized. | guess he didn't think much of our plan.
Dara-Don shook his head. &€odDon't lie, &€+ he pleaded. &€adt will only go harder onyou al.”

"Asif you care, traitor! &€ Peddock shouted, straining vainly against the manacles that bound him.

Grief bloomed briefly in Dara-Don's expression, but then he turned away. &€oeBring them,&€» he
ordered the other soldiers. &€od_ord Igen wishesto see them immediately.”



Chapter Sixteen
"Sometimes it seems like nothing ever changes, doesn't it?a€ asked Ginny.

She was standing on the docks, looking out over the sea. No clouds masked the sky, and the stars shone
out in their multitudes. The docks were oddly empty, utterly lacking in ships of any sort, and the only
sound was the gentle lap of the water againgt pylons.

I'mdreaming, Y ozerf thought as he joined her. It saddened him, that even in his deep he could not
escape the inevitable fact of her death.

"Sometimes, &€+ he agreed, looking down at her. Her curly black hair fell loose to brush the backs of her
elbows, and she wore a blue dress that he recalled had been her favorite. There was alook of peacein
her brown eyesthat he had never seenin life. &a20h, Ginny, | have truly made amess of things.”

Shetook his hand, her brown skin looking even darker againgt his pallor. &o8Y ou have to make a
choice, Y ozerf. Y ou have to either open yourself completely and let othersin, or you have to keep
everything to yourself. The haf-measure you tried to give Suchen won't work."

He sighed unhappily. &€ad know. But | was so afraid.”

Ginny gently turned him to face her. One hand touched his cheek tenderly. &aod know, my angel &€
shesaid with alittle smile. &ceBut you have to learn to et your secrets go. Y ou have to stop being afraid
about what people will think when they finaly see you for everything that you are.”

Tearswelled up in hiseyes. &oBut then they'll leave me. I'm not worthy of love, Ginny. | never have
been. And | ... 'm sotired of being done."”

"It isn't other people who can't love you, Y ozerf. It'syou. Y ou have to come to termswith yourself, with
what you are. If you don't do that, then you will lose everything.”

"| dready have.&€» He laughed bitterly. &€od'm back to where | started from. No lover, no friends, no
money, no power."

"None of that istrue. Well, except the no money part.&€+ She gave him alop-sided smile that was so
familiar hisheart ached, even after dl these years. &€oeldmonradidn't give you anything you didn't
already have. She just woke what was aready there. It won't be as easy for you to use now, and the
power won't be as great. But it's fill there.”

"Y ou don't know that.&€+ Then he shook his head. &€0g0f course you don'té€’thisisjust adream. Just
afantasy. Y ou're goneé€’ you've been gone for years."

Ginny smiled lovingly and caught his face between both hands. &€ceSilly boy, &€+ she said gently. &€ceOf
course I'm not gone. I'll never be gone, not so long as you keep my memory in your heart."

"Of course| have. No matter how painful "

Grief clouded her bright eyes. &odDon't you know yet that | never wanted the thought of me to hurt you?
I'm sorry for thethings| said and did, Y ozerf. It waswrong of me.”

"How can you say that, when | was responsible for your desth?"

"But you weren't, were you? Neither of uswas. And if | hadn't died, we would have been friends again.



But there was never time to mend therift, and for that I'm sorry.&€s Her brown fingers stroked tears
from hisface. 408/ e loved each other, maybe not aslovers do, but in adeep way that can't be denied.
Don't throw away the few good things we shared over dl the bad times. It'sabad bargain, Y ozerf, and |
taught you better than that."

Heamiled alittle. €02y ou did."

"Forgive yourself. That's the most important thing that you haveto do. Forgive yoursdf for al the things,
red or imagined, that you've spent alifetime hating yourself for. It'sthe only way that you'll ever bedl
that you were meant to be."

"I'll try,&€= he promised her, not knowing what elseto say.
She smiled and nodded. &ceY ou are more than you believe, Y ozerf. Remember that."

Then Ginny leaned closer, pulling hisface down so that she could kiss hisforehead. For amoment, he
could fed the press of her lipson hisskin, asred as anything he had ever experienced. Then awind rose
up around them both, and the scene dissolved into nothingness.

* k x %

The soldiers herded their captives up through the steep, rain-drenched streets that stretched from the
docks on the ocean to the highest point on the hills. The rain seemed to have effected their spirits, and
therewaslittle talk amongst them, for which Suchen was glad. She walked with her head bowed,
unwilling to think what might await them at the end of their road. A quick execution might be the best
thing to hope for, she supposed. Buit if that were to happen, then surely the soldiers would smply have
killed them al on the docks.

Her feet ached and her hands were numb from the restraints by the time the palace gates finally loomed
up before them. Remembering their very-different entrance through these gates only afew days ago, she
marveled that fortune could change so quickly. Then, she had believed that they went to anew era, one
that would see Auglar crowned King of Jenel. Now, they went only to torture and death.

Thank the gods that Yozerf escaped this, shethought. The desireto see him onelast time, to havethe
opportunity to mend therift between them, cut so deeply that she wanted to weep fromiit. It would be
enough just to be ableto tell him that she loved him onelast time.

Rather than being taken to some holding cell, as Suchen had expected, they were instead herded directly
into the main body of the palace. Someone had lit al the candles and lanterns, so that the building was
illuminated as brightly as day. Guards stood at every entrance, their backs stiff and no trace of weariness
inthar eyes.

They wereled to the great hal, where they had attended the feadt. Like the rest of the building, thisroom
was brightly-lit with thousands of candles. The glow caught on the enormous gilded mirrors, reflecting
back with increased brilliance. It dso glittered on the jewels set in the rings adorning the fingers of the
southern lords.

Igen stood at their head, dressed in ermine, agolden fillet about his brow. Directly behind him were
grouped one or two lords whom Suchen guessed were hisclose dlies. Therest were alittle ways back,
and guards seemed to be keeping a covert eye on them. One of these men was Lord Jehnav.

"Father! &€+ Cybden cried, struggling to go to him. The guards shoved her back roughly. Lord Jehnav's
jaw tightened sharply, but he gave no other sign.



Igen stared down a them from the dai's, and Suchen saw disgust in his eyes. Certainly the contrast
between the perfumed lords in their silks and furs, and the filthy prisoners dressed in rags was sharp. But
Auglar raised his head proudly, even aswater streamed down out of hiswet, dirty hair, and met Igen's

gaze.

"Wdl, well &€» Igen said dowly, &€cavhat arag-tag lot you are. Y ou have caused me agreat deal of
trouble these last days."

"Forgive usfor not dying conveniently,&€» Auglar said sarcasticaly.

Igen snorted. &€oBrave words for a man whose hours are numbered. Whereis Fellrant?’

"l don't know."

"| suggest you cooperate. Why endure pain for aman who tried to take your demesne from you?”
"I'm tlling the truth,&€+ Auglar replied levelly.

"Pity.&€+ gen made a negligent wave with one bejewe ed hand. &€ceThen there will be no reason to
keep you dive any longer, will there?'

"The people of Jend will not stand for traitors and usurpers,&€s Auglar said, blue eyes glowing fiercely
as he stared fixedly at Igen.

Igen gave the young lord a pitying smile. &€ceT he people will stand for whatever we give them. Besides,
we are Smply executing traitorsa€’ the two Northern lords who sought an dliance with Argannon.”

Auglar nodded grimly. &os50. Y ou will accuse us of your own crimes.”

"Of course not. It was the Council who consorted with Argannon, after all. But it makes a convenient
excuse"

He must be lying, Suchen thought. There are Red Guard in the city&€” someone must be in league
with Jahcgroth.

But if he's telling the truth, if the coup had nothing to do with a plot from Argannon ... then it has
to be someone else.

Lord Jehnav cleared histhroat aoruptly. When Igen turned impatiently towards him, he bowed low.
€My lord, please ... | beg you to spare my daughter. Shewas just an innocent caught up events
beyond her control. Please, let her live."

Igen studied Jehnav thoughtfully. &od n exchange for what?"

"My loydlty, lord. | will never speak aword againgt you once you are king. Y ou will have no more ardent
asupporter.”

Igen's mouth twisted skeptically. &€ad see. Perhaps your offer has merit. Or it would ... if the girl remains
inNavaNar as.... assurance ... of your good faith."

"If that is your request,&€ Jehnav said, bowing low once again.

At Igen's command, the guards unlocked Cybeen's manacles. She hurried to her father's side, rubbing
her wrists. The grest mirror behind them reflected their forms as they embraced.



At least another one of uswill live, Suchen thought, athough she could in truth find only smal comfort
fromit. A hostage to her father's goodwill, perhaps, but she will live.

And who knows, perhaps Yozerf will find her and free her. Perhaps she will be ableto tell him
what happened to the rest of us. Cybelen is perceptivea€” perhaps she will even tell himthat |
loved himto the last.

"Enough of this &€ Igen said, making an impatient gesture. He turned to the rest of the lords. &€od have
brought these prisoners here because | do not want there to be any mistakes, nor any possibility of wild
rumors. Itisapity that Fellrant is not here, but have no doubt that he will soon stand in this place. Watch,
al of you, and remember.”

Two soldiers came into the room. One carried a crude block of wood, its surface stained with old blood.
The other hefted aheavy, double-bladed axe. At Igen'ssignd, the guards holding Auglar dragged him
forwards, forcing him to his knees before the block. Wrapping ahand in hislong, black hair, they
dragged his head down until his neck was pressed against the dark wood.

"No'&€» Buudi shouted, only to be punched in the gut by one of the guards. Suchen found herself
frozen, consumed by her own hel plessness as she watched the headsman raise hisaxe in preparation for
the blow that would take Auglar'slife.

"My lords, wait!&€» Cybelen called out. &€oeThereis something | must show you!™

Therewas no panic in her voice, no trace of horror, only clear command, which was perhaps why the
headsman hesitated. Even Igen turned involuntarily towards her.

Cybden stood upon the dais, just in front of one of the great mirrors. Her father had taken a step back,
leaving her alone. The look on her face was one of clear purpose, without fear or uncertainty or doulbt.
Her right hand wrapped around the pendant about her neck, then yanked on it, snapping the chain.

Brenwulf's nogtrilsflared, and alook of panic entered his eyes. &€ceNo! &€« he shouted, struggling wildly
againgt his captors. &€o0a/Ve have been decelved!"

Lifting the pendant high above her head, Cybelen spun and flung it at the mirror behind her.

The pendant exploded in aflare of ruby-colored light. But instead of sparking and dying out, the glowing
light grew, spreading up and down until it entirely covered the surface of the mirror. The reflection of the
hall wavered and vanisheda€” and then, amoment later, the glassitself seemed to dissolve. A blast of
cold air rushed out, asif through a door that opened onto winter, and for amoment Suchen caught a
confused glimpse of a cold, mountainous landscape shrouded in snow.

Then, shrieking their war cries, ahost of Red Guard flew through the portal.

The nearest soldiers died before they could react. The guards holding the prisoners abandoned their duty,
snatching out their swords and rushing towards the melee. The lords upon the dais for the most part tried
to run, only to be dragged down in flurry of silk and blood.

"Protect the prisoners,&€s Cybelen ordered, her clear voice carrying even over the din of battle. A
moment later, five Red Guard landed about them with athunder of wings. Suchen found hersdf staring up
into abedtid, gargoyle-like face, but the crimson eyes that |ooked back at her were bright with
inteligence. The creature lifted itswings, and she smdled itsdry, dusty scent.

Brenwulf began howling wildly, tearing so madly at hisbonds that Suchen feared he would hurt himself.
Desperate, she cast an uncertain glance at their new captors, then edged towards the maddened Wolfkin.



When they did nothing to stop her, she went as close as she dared.

"Brenwulf! Stop this!&€ she shouted, wondering even as she did so whether it mattered, or whether
they would dl be dead within the hour anyway.

Auglar had regained hisfeet; now he joined Suchen, trying to block Brenwulf with his own body. Seeing
what he was doing, Buudi added his own weight, and the three of them managed to pin the howling
Wolfkin between them. Suchen could fed his heart galoping in his chest; his breasth came in desperate
gasps, and he shook like ahorse run too hard. But, after afew moments, his wild struggles ceased and
he stood till, head bowed.

The battle did not take long. More Red Guard, followed thistime by tall men in armor and heavy furs,
flooded through the porta and streamed out of the room. Although there would probably be intense
fighting in the halls for some time to come, Suchen knew that the palace's garrison didn't sand a chance.
They would not be prepared for an attack from within, an attack that came without warning. Thewalls of
the palace would be painted with blood tonight.

The guards within the room were dispatched quickly, along with most of the lords. Igen lay onthe dais
steps, hiseyes saring blankly at the ceiling, histhroat gone. Only Lord Jehnav remained, standing quietly
by the mirror-portal, his hands folded before him.

Lord Jehnav ... and his daughter, Cybelen.

Fellrant was right all along, Suchen thought, staring increduloudly at the young woman she had thought
shed known. Cybelen and her father were traitors. They just weren't involved with the coup.

She glanced around for Peddock, found him standing afew feet away. His face was dack with shock,
and therewas a pleading look in his eyes as he stared in Cybelen's direction, asif he wanted her to tell
him that what his eyes had seen was not redl.

Grief for her brother knifed through Suchen. Indl their long years at Kedlgard, he had never had atrue
relationship with awoman, had never given his heart to anyone. And now that he had, thiswas what
cameof it.

We two must be the most gullible foolsin all of Jenel, Suchen thought bitterly.

At some signd that Suchen didn't see or hear, both Red Guard and human soldiers suddenly turned their
atention towards the porta . Cybelen moved to stand directly before it once again, then dropped
gracefully to her knees, her head bowed.

A shadow formed on the other side, and the air seemed to ripple dightly as aman came through,
accompanied by yet more Red Guard. He was an Aclyte, Suchen saw with surprise, although she had
never seen one S0 tal as he. Butter-gold hair fdl to hiselbows, shining like sunlight around a stern but
beautiful face. The eyes that scanned the scene before him were gray&€” gray asice, asdragons, as
desth.

Y ozerf's eyes. Londah's eyes.
Jonagllir eyes.
"Welcometo Jend, Y our Highness,&€s Cybelen said reverently.

Suchen gtared, shock battling with certainty. This Aclyte, dressed much like the common soldiers around
him, was none other than Jahcgroth, the Undying Emperor of Argannon.



And Y ozerf'skinaman.

A warm smile spread over Jahcgroth's face as he turned his attention to Cybelen. &€ceY ou have done
well, Kktara. But show meyour trueface, if you will."

Cybelen&€” or Kktara&€” rose to her feet and cast an oddly desperate glance over her shoulder, meeting
Peddock's eyesfor just amoment. Then she turned back to her lord ... and shifted.

Ddlicate white skin faded to be replaced by red hide. Bones mutated, giving riseto wings, fangs, a
muzzle. The ragged dress ripped apart as the body beneath it swelled, ropy muscles now covering
crooked limbs. When it was over, the beautiful young woman was gone, and a Red Guard stood in her
place.

No, Suchen thought, frozen in shock. It was not possible. She had spent the last several days cooped up
with Cybeen&€” she knew the girl, knew her sense of humor, her generosity of spirit. She could not be a
mongter.

And yet shewas.
Jahcgroth nodded, clearly pleased by her new form. &aeReport, Kktara, first among my Sworn."
Oh, gods...

The Red Guard bowed her massive head. &€0eY ou observed the coup though the mirror, my
Emperor?a€- she asked in avoicelike therattle of gravel down ahillside.

"The aftermath, yes."

"I went with these ones, and the one you seek. Lord, thereis another.”
Something like hope seemed to spark in Jahcgroth's eyes. &€aeAnother?”
"Londah Jonagllir. Y ozerf is her son.”

"And yet | do not see either of them here.&€+ Although there was no thresat in the words, no one could
have missed the edge to hisvoice.

"Forgiveme, lord. | did dl that | could to protect them without revealing myself, asyou ordered. But
today therewasa... dispute. Telmonra sought to subjugate Y ozerf to her will. He broke her hold, and |
believe that she has been banished back into the darkness.”

Jahcgroth closed his eyesin agesture of pain. &asShe never would accept any way but her own,&€» he
sad at last. &€cerhe fault isnot yours.™

Kktara bowed her head. &€oel'he humans did not know of Telmonra's presence until then. Therewasa
quarrd, and Y ozerf left. He must yet bein the city. | do not know where Londah is, dthough | doubt that
any ill has befallen her. Her prowess with wegpons must be seen to be believed.”

Jahcgroth frowned, obvioudy displeased. &€ceThen we must find them, before something does happen.
Therewill befighting in the streets, and | will not have my only kin dain needlesdy.”

"My lord, | believe the fact that you have these prisonerswill be al that is required,&€» Kktarasaid,
gesturing towards them with a clawed hand.

Jahcgroth descended from the dais, strolling dowly over to the prisoners. Auglar stared at him defiantly,



but the Emperor ignored the young lord. Instead, he reached out and caught Suchen by the chin.
Although histouch was gentle, Suchen flinched and scowled furioudy a him.

A sudden smile curved Jahcgroth's beautiful mouth. &€ceAh, yes. | see the spirit that my kinsmanisso
enamored of. He will comewherever you are, will he not?!

No! No, | can't let him use us for bait to trap Yozerf, Suchen thought frantically. Kesping her
expression one of bravado, she snarled, &odNo, he won't. We quarreled. He won't want anything to do
withme"

But Jahcgroth only chuckled. &o2A good attempt, child. But | have looked into your mate's mind, and |
know that he would not abandon you no matter the cost to himself.&€+ He looked up, scanning the faces
of the other prisoners. &odNor will he be prepared to listen to meif | kill therest of you, athough that
would be the wisest course. Y our desthswill have to wait until | have convinced him to join me.&€e
Jahcgroth let go of Suchen and turned away, suddenly businesdike. &€od-ind a place to hold them,&€»
he ordered their guards. &€odM ake them as comfortable as possible, and see to any needsthat aren't
utterly unreasonable. Now, we have akingdom to secure.”



Chapter Seventeen

Y ozerf blinked awake dowly, histhoughtsin ajumble. The stink of cheap liquor burned hisnose, and his
belly roiled unpleasantly. His body ached from lying on the hard ground, and the sound of falling rain filled
up theworld. Gradudly, he became aware that someone was leaning over him, and he jerked with a
gasp, sending aspear of pain bolting through his head.

Londah crouched beside him, her cool face impassive, athough he could guess at her disapprova. For a
moment, nothing made sense, and he could no longer remember why he waslying in the dirt beneath the
overhang of adilapidated shop. Then he remembered that he had lost Suchen'slove dong with dl the
friends he had in the world, and the hollow place that opened under his heart was enough to send him
scrambling to hiskneesto vomit weskly.

He closed his eyes, tasting bile, hiswet, dirty hair stuck to hisface. Gods, he was awreck. He wondered
what had happened to the jug he had been drinking from, if it had been stolen by another passerby, or if
Londah had taken it before he awoke. Not that it mattered&€” he could always get more.

Then the dream came back to him, sharp and clear asamemory from waking life. He frowned,
wondering what it could mean. Nothing, most like&€”it was only adream, after dl. Then he remembered
what the dream-Ginny had said, that he still had the power of wind and fire within him. Could it be true?

Hefeared to find ouit.

Sinking back on his knees, he rubbed tiredly a eyesthat fdt filled with sand. What should hetell Londah,
he wondered. Hopefully the others had explained everything before she came looking for him. He didn't
know if he could bear to repeat the whole sordid tale.

"When | |eft yesterday, | talked to everyone | could find about the fires, &€ Londah said, her inflection
giving nothing away. &€odt was said that you were responsible for them."

Y ozerf winced. &€ceY es.”

She sighed. &€celhat iswhy | did not return to the cemetery. | did not want to do so until | had spoken
with you. But | wastoo late."

"Yan

She said nothing, but he could fedl her questions. &€ceThey didn't tell you what happened?a€s he asked,
feding defeated.

"l have not spoken with them,&€» she said, but he could hear something else behind her words.

"Then | don't understand. What do you mean by &€ too late?&€« His heart sped in sudden fear.
&€oeHas something happened?”

Londah looked at him sadly. &€ceDisaster, my son."

* * * %

Londah took him to asmall, cramped room on the bottom floor of abrothel, yet another of her many bolt
holes about the city. Y ozerf rinsed his mouth, which rather tasted like the bottom of aboot, with watered
wine, then ate alittle bread until his stomach settled. Londah perched on achair, her feet drawn up and
her hands about her ankles, listening quietly as he explained everything about Telmonra. His voice caught
in histhroat when he mentioned that Suchen had thrown him out, but he did his best to sound impassive,



knowing that Londah had little pity for love.

And in return, Londah told him how she had findly returned to the cemetery, only to find it empty. The
docks had seemed the natural place to ook, but before reaching her destination she had spotted a
contingent of guardsin Igen'slivery&€” guards escorting aband of prisoners up the hill.

"I could not fight so many, so | waited and watched,&€ she said, as Y ozerf listened in growing fear.
&€0sAnd then things grew strange.”

Somehowéa€E” how, neither of them could guessa€” Red Guard and Argannese soldiers had appeared,
issuing from within the palace. &oeThey went first to where the city watch was stationed, no doubt
meaning to subdue any armed threat. Once they are done with that&€” and | doubt that it will take
longé&€” they will spread out to quell any sign of rebelion. Word has not yet made its way throughout the
City&€’ it istoo sooné&€” but in afew hours Segg will be completely under their control.”

Y ozerf sat very ill, consdering al that she had said. Jahcgroth had planned his attack wisdly, he thought.
Why waste your armies fighting your way across the whole of Jend, when you only haveto go to the
capital city, wheredl the high nobility have conveniently gathered in one place. &os50. Jahcegroth has
them now."

"If they ill live”

"They do,&€+ he said, striving to convince himsalf aswell as her. &€ad think that Jahcgroth will be
looking for me now, and you aswell, if helearnsthat you are here. When | met him before, he seemed ...
concerned ... for me. Asif he missed having kin."

"And yet it was he who trapped the dragonsin theice, leading to Caden's destruction.”

"Yes.&€e Y ozarf shook his head. &€adt makes no senseto me, either. But | think that he will want to
find me. No doubt he knows enough about meto redlize that al he needs do is hold my friends prisoner,
and then wait for meto cometo him."

"A trap.”
"YS"

"Wl then.&€» Londah settled back on her hedls, acold smile on her mouth and aferd light in her eyes.
&EcaVe shal smply have to be more clever than him.”

* k% k %

The prisoners found themsavesin asmdl storage room that had been cleared of its previous contents
and converted into a cramped, but fairly comfortable, cell. The walls were windowless and of plain sone,
illuminated only by asingle lantern. Bedrolls had been provided for each of them, aong with water for
washing off some of thefilth, and agood medl that they had to eat with their fingers aone. Two Red
Guard stood outside the door, talking in low murmurs that Suchen couldn't make out.

"Thisiswhereit al ends, then,&€* Auglar said. He sat on his bedroll, hands clasped |oosely before him,
head bowed.

"We aren't dead yet,&€» Buudi reminded him. The distance put between them by the revelation that
Auglar had married aWolfkin had dissolved beneath the dangers of the last few hours.

"No. But we arein the grasp of our greatest enemy.&€+ Auglar put hisfacein his hands. &aceHeisonly
keeping usdive until hetraps Y ozerf aswell. But he cannot afford to let uslivefor too long, not if he



wantsto take over Jendl. It would be too dangerousto leave any claimant to the throne to chalenge him."

"We may yet escape, &€+ Buudi said gently, putting a comforting hand on Auglar's shoulder. &€caVe
have to keep our eyes open and seize on any chance that we get.”

Peddock sat on the floor, back to the wall, staring at nothing. Suchen went to sit by him, then took his
hand in a clumsy attempt at comfort. His fingers were cold asice. &od'm sorry, Peddock,&€» she said
softly, not knowing what elseto say.

He shook his head dowly, looking like aman who has taken a grievous wound. &€ad can't believeit. |
can't believe that she's.... amongter.”

Suchen sighed. &od know. | cant, either.”

"All of thosetimes| argued with you over Y ozerf ... dl thosetimes| called him ademon and told you
that | couldn't understand how you could love a creature that isn't even human ... and now | see. Now |
know. Itisnt dl that damned hard, isit?'

Hisvoice broke, and atear rolled down his cheek. Suchen put an arm around his shoulders, hugging him
fiercely. &oeDon't chastise yoursdlf. Y ou had no way of knowing. None of usdid.”

There came the sound of footsteps from the hall outside, followed by the low murmur of voices. Claws
scraped on stone, and the heavy bolt on the door did back. The two Red Guard stood on the other side,
each armed with spears longer than aman. Suchen's hopes for escape dwindled at the sight.

In asoft swish of skirts, Cybelen stepped around her two compatriots and entered the cell. She had
resumed her human form, even dressed and arranged her hair much as she had when they first met. Her
beautiful, gentle eyes werefilled with sorrow.

Peddock turned his face away from her. Cybelen winced, then stood with her hands clasped in her skirts,
her expression one of uncertainty.

"l wanted to say ... that | am sorry, &€ she said findlly.
"Then let us go,&€+ Auglar suggested wryly.

"| can't.&€+ She hesitated, her eyes going to each facein turn and finally lingering on Peddock's averted
features. &E0aVhen | was given thisduty, | did not redize that it would be so hard. But living with you all,
talking with you ... | grew to carefor you."

"But not so much that you didn't betray us,&€s Suchen pointed out, refusing to make things any easier.

Cybelen sighed and bowed her head. &€od have my duty, to my Emperor and my homeland. Y ou must
understand that. \WWould you not have done the samefor Jend ?'

Brenwulf raised his head dightly, his eyesreflecting the lantern-light like those of the wolf. &€ceY ou stink,
Red Guard,&€- he said, hisvoice little more than agrowl. &odHow isit that | never smelled you
before?'

"The pendant | wore. The Emperor sent me not only to observe the lords, but to keep an eye on Y ozexf
aswell. Heknew of Y ozerf's Wolfkin blood, knew that | would have to hide my ... my true nature.”

Beside Suchen, Peddock flinched, asif he had been shot with an arrow.

"Jahcgroth wants Y ozerf because they are both Jonagllir,&€s Suchen said, wondering how much



information she might extract&€” and what good it could possibly do anyone. &€oBut he betrayed the
Jonagllirs, destroyed the dragons that might have kept Jend's armies at bay. He was responsible for the
degth of hisown kin."

Cybelen shook her head emphatically. &aeNo. It'salie, Suchen. Telmonrabelieved that Jahcgroth was
to blame. But he was not.”

"Thenwho?'
IIAX.II

Silencefd| acrossthe smal room. Suchen remembered her own dedling with the wizard, who had aways
seemed nothing but akindly old man. But Y ozerf hated Ax, swore that he was not to be trusted. Could
Cybeen's accusation possibly be true?

"You'relying,&€s she said.

Cybelen looked at her sadly. &€caVhy would 17"
"Becauseif | believeit, then I might convince Y ozerf."
"Y oumight. But that isnot why | tel you this.”

"And why should | believe anything you say? Y ou've lied to usal since the first moment we met,
Cybden. Or should | call you Kktara?"

The other woman sighed. &€0eCybelen isthe name of Lord Jehnav's daughter. She remained behind at
his home, carefully guarded, when he set out. | was chosen to join him and take her place.”

Suchen's eyes narrowed. &€ceY ou're one of Jahcgroth's Sworn.”

"Y es. He would not have entrusted such an important mission to anyone else.&€s Cybelen took a step
back, towardsthe door. &ad ... | can't stay. | only wanted to seethat you are dl comfortableand ... to
tell you that | am sorry. Truly."

"Can amongter like you even fed sorrow?a€+ Peddock asked coldly. He still didn't look in her
direction.

To Suchen's surprise, tears welled in Cybelen's eyes. &EceY es &€+ she replied, her voice barely above a
whisper. &0e0h yes."

Then shefled in asoft rustle of kirts.



Chapter Eighteen

Armored soldiers moved through the rain-drowned streets, their boots flinging up sheets of water with
every step. The precision with which they held their ranks spoke of long training, and it was clear that any
army of such soldiers would be formidable indeed. About halfway down the street, they paused, and one
of them kicked open adoor. A man dressed in the livery of the paace guards flung himself out at them,
screaming and swinging his sword wildly, no doubt redizing the futility of his defense. Within afew
moments, he lay dead on the Street, his blood swirling away with the rainwater. No doors or shuttered
windows opened to see what passed outside; the citizens of Segg were dug in deep, huddling in fear of
their liveswhilethe greet fought over possession of them

Y ozerf and Londah lay stretched out on aflat rooftop above the street, watching silently while the
soldiers continued on their way. They wore their cloak hoods drawn up, both to shield them from therain
and to cast shadows over their faces. Y ozerf's nogrils flared, sifting through the confusing morass of
scents that wafted up from the street.

"Aclytes and humans both,&€+ he whispered of the soldiers. &o0And there are women among them."
"KK'ithii'kk 74€» she asked, meaning the Red Guard.
"No. They will be the mogt difficult to get past, though. Their sense of smell isvery keen."

Londah only nodded, absorbing thisinformation along with everything e se. Once the soldiers were out of
sight, they both rose and moved across the roof in arunning crouch, daring therain asthey legpt across
to the dick tiles of apitched roof. The roofs were their only hope of getting near the palace undetected
by the squads of Argannese soldiers patrolling the streets. Jahcgroth's subjugation of Segg had been
quick and efficient, and Y ozerf wondered suddenly how the rest of Jenel might be faring. Wasthisthe
first attack&€” or amply thefirst one they had become aware of ?

Well, hewould worry about that when the time came. Right now, his only concern wasto get Suchen
and the rest out of Jahcgroth's clutches without being caught himself. That aone seemed so unlikely asto
make any plansfor the future an exercisein theridiculous.

They took their time, moving carefully in the pouring rain, hiding whenever the sounds of a patrol echoed
from the Streets below. Asaresult, it took them many more hoursto draw within sight of the palace
wadlls. By that time, they had been forced to take to the ground, and they hid in the shadow of a
gardener's shed behind one of the mansions asthey made their plans. Y ozerf found himself wondering
what had happened to the family within the mansion, if they had been nobles taken into custody by
Jahcgroth's minions, or rich bourgeoisie who now had Argannese troops stationed in their house.

Why should | care? he asked himsdlf in surprise. After all, they are the very class I've always
despised. What does it matter what happens to them?

There seemed no logica answer, only that it did worry him on some level, whether it ought to or not.

Londah drew asmall flask from somewhere on her person. She was once again dressed in full Crow
Queen regdlia, including awide assortment of weapons and other tools of the n'strade. &€od use
this cream to fool the noses of guard dogs,&€» she said quietly. &odDo you think it might work against
Red Guard?'

Y ozerf took a cautious sniff, then jerked back. Up closg, it was avery strong herb scent. &€adt
might,&€« he alowed. &odt would work against Wolfkin, at least.”



They smeared the cream on their skin, Y ozerf trying to ignore the smell as best he could. When they
were done, Londah went back to her contemplation of the palace. &od am thinking it might be best to
go over thewall,&€« she said.

Y ozerf nodded, then touched her arm to get her attention. &€caNait, before we plan. | need to ... | need
to discover something.”

"Without me, you have no power," Temonrahad said.

And from one of the dream/memories Telmonra had imparted to him came Jahcgroth's soft voice: &€oHe
told me that, even though | would never lie on the Dragon Stone and bleed my life out into the
land, the potential for magic nevertheless existed in me. Existsin all of us, | suppose, but it needs
something to wake it up, make it more than mere potential. The ritual that our kings and queens
undergo is but one path..."

And Ginny: "Telmonra didn't give you anything you didn't already have. She just woke what was
already there."

But his encounter with Telmonra had been desperately redl, while hiswith Ginny had been only awishful
dream. Hadn't it?

Therewas only one way to find out.

Very dowly, asmdl flame bloomed in the darkness, illuminating Londah's face from below. Her gray
eyeswidened dightly in shock, then fixed on Y ozerf. &€ceY ou ill have the power.”

"Yes.&€» Y ozet let the flame disspate, feding aknot of fear loosen in his chest. &€odt took more effort
than it did before, and | doubt that | will ever regain haf the strength that Telmonragave me, but ... yes.™

A savage smile dowly crept over Londah's mouth. &€ceexcellent, my son.”

* k x %

Guardsin the livery of Argannon patrolled the wallsin droves, their heavy bootsringing off the stone.
They were badly dressed for spring in Segg, with their thick cloaks, their armor with layers of padding
benegath, helms, and high boots. They paused frequently to drink deeply from their water flasks or swat
futilely at the mosquitoes. In addition, the soaking rain made dl that they were carrying even more heavy,
welghing them down and exhausting them in the unaccustomed hest.

Y ozerf and Londah had discussed killing the guards, but redlized that an absence would aert the paace
to their presence that much more quickly. So instead they waited, watching the patterns of the guards for
gaps, until at last an opportunity presented itself. One guard stopped to drink from hisflask, while
another continued on, spacing them out too far. Using therain and the night asa shidd, the two Aclytes
dipped up to thewall. A grappling hook was hastily secured, and two dark forms dithered up and over,
disappearing into the garden below only moments before the lagging guard hurried pagt, trying to make

up for hislapse.

They crouched in the forma garden, the elaborate topiaries around them further confusing the eyes of
guards and making them harder to spot. Moving dowly and cautioudy, they worked their way to wherea
grest tree sood close by the palace, dmost against the small window to the room that Suchen and
Cybeen had shared. They scrambled easily up thetree, using itsthick leavesto conced them while
Londah tripped the latch on the window and let them in.

The smdl closet was pitch-dark within, and Y ozerf conjured the tiniest flame, shielding it with his cloak



so that no one could seeits glow through the window. The beds, trunks, and other itemswere dl ill in
place, athough someone had straightened the sheets since their hasty departure. Y ozerf felt his heart
contract with amixture of fear, grief, and longing.

| failed you once, Suchen, hethought. But not again.

They navigated around the furniture on silent feet. Y ozerf banished the flame, and Londah eased the door
open adight crack, peering into the corridor outside. She stood till for along time, listening and looking,
until shefindly dipped out, Sgnding himto follow.

The loud tolling of abell nearly stopped Y ozerf's heart. He and L ondah exchanged darmed glances, then
faded fast into the shadow of an alcove, striving to disappear. Footsteps pounded aong the corridor, and
acontingent of guards ran past their hiding place.

Y ozerf frowned. Had they been discovered somehow? Would the guards return soon, thistime in the
form of amethodica search for interlopers?

Or was something e se happening beyond the walls, something of which they had no knowledge?

* k x %

Suchen awoke out of an exhausted deep to the sounds of darm. For amoment, the clanging of bellsand
the rush of feet confused her, and she jerked up, reaching for her own sword. But of course no weagpon
met her searching hand.

Light flared in the little room as Buudi opened the shield on the small lantern. Helooked haggard in the
ydlow glow, hisshaggy black hair so shot through with gray now that it was more slver than shadow.

"What's happening?a€s Auglar wondered, running a hand back through hishair in avain attempt to
smooth it. Worry showed in his pae eyes, emphasizing the dark circles around them.

"An darm of some sort. An attack?&€+ Buudi speculated uncertainly. &€oeBut how could that be? Who
knowsthat Jahcgroth is even here?!

They sat in tense sllence after that, listening to the distant sounds of soldiers moving. After what seemed
an eternity of waiting, the bolt on their door unexpectedly did back. On the other Sde waited an entire
contingent of Red Guard, their bestia faces|ooking even more frightening in the flickering lamplight.
Suchen wondered if Cybelen were among them, but was unable to tell the creatures gpart well enough to
know.

"Out,&€» ordered oneinitslow, hissing voice. It hefted one of the long spears threateningly. &€oeThe
Emperor will seeyou. Now."

They had no choice but to do asthey were told. Surrounded by the gargoyle-like monsters, they were
marched swiftly through the palace, back to the great hall where they had been taken before. A damp
night breeze blew in through the open windows, fluttering the curtains and letting the mosquitoesin.
Jahcgroth stood on the daiswith a Red Guard and atall Aclytese soldier. The three of them were
hunched over asmdl hand mirror, and Suchen thought she caught aglimpse of movement within its

depths.

He used Dara-Don's mirror to track uslast fall, Suchen recaled. And he said he observed the coup
through the mirror here. He must be doing something similar now.

Asthey entered, Jahcgroth straightened and turned towards them, his handsome face marred by an
expression of annoyance. He marched down the steps to them, long legs making nothing of the distance,



until he stood towering over Auglar. &€y ou have lied.”
Auglar swallowed, but stood astall as he could. &od have not.”

"Kktarasays you knew nothing of Fellrant's wheregbouts. But at the moment, | am having difficulty
believing that. | give you one last opportunity to tell me of your own freewill."

Fdlrant? Suchen wondered. Was he behind dl the commotion? But what could he have donein less
than aday that would result in such chaos?

Auglar'sface paed dightly, but he did not look away. &ceThen | suppose you'll have to try some other
method, for my answer will not change.

Jahcgroth nodded solemnly. Then, in amovement too quick for Suchen to follow, he clamped both hands
on Auglar's head.

Auglar screamed, hisbody arching helplesdy. Buudi cried out, but Red Guard shoved him back, forming
atight circle around the Emperor and Auglar. Jahcgroth ignored them, instead staring fixedly into Auglar's
blue eyes, asif he could penetrate to the mind beyond them.

Which, of course, he could.

It did not take long. Jahcgroth withdrew his hands abruptly, and Auglar collapsed. Tearsran slently
down hisface, but he held hishead high. &od am sorry,&€« Jahcgroth said with a surprising amount of
sncerity. &0y ou were telling the truth. | should not have doubted Kktara."

Buudi was dlowed to go to Auglar, whom he quickly supported againgt his shoulder. &€oa/Vhat isthe
meaning of this?a€» he demanded, anger degpening hisrough voice.

"The meaning is that everything has not gone according to plan, hasit, old friend?a€» asked an
unexpected voice.

Suchen jumped and cast astartled glance across the room. The wizard Ax stood there, robed in white,
his blue eyes blazing with anger. Light seemed to shine from within him, and Suchen felt an overwheming
senseof rdidf.

They were saved.

The Argannese soldiers reacted immediately, rushing forward to grapple with the unexpected interloper.
Ax made a short gesture with his hand, flinging their bodies back to dam againgt the floor and walls.
Power radiated out from him, like heat from afire.

"Leave him to me! & Jahcgroth commanded sharply, stopping acharge from the Red Guard. Sowly,
he and Ax circled one another, their eyes|ocked together. 8050, you are the one who is behind this."

"Of course.é€» Ax narrowed his eyes dightly, and Suchen guessed that the two were testing one another
in some mystic way beyond the understanding of anyone not versed in the magica arts. &€oaNVhen |
learned that fool Igen had staged a coup, leaving Jendl vulnerableto attack, | immediately went to the
nearest thanes and ... convinced ... them to raly their troops. They are even now laying waste to Segg
under the leadership of King Fdllrant.”

|ce clotted Suchen's throat, making it hard to breathe. &0K-King Fellrant?&€e she gasped.

Ax must have heard her, despite his intense concentration on Jahcgroth. &€os0f course. | found himinthe



streets, when you were al on your way to the docks, and | took him to safety. He told me dl about
Auglar's perfidy. To think that you would have put aless-than-human heir on the throne! Y ou have
betrayed Jendl. Thereis no greater crime. And for that you must be punished.”

Without warning, Ax spun and flung abdl of light sraight at Auglar.

Wind howled through the room, so strong that it knocked them off their feet. The ball of light passed
harmlesdy over Auglar's head, struck atapestry on the far wall&€” and began to dowly burn throughit,
szzingloudly.

Ax and Jahcgroth both froze at the unexpected wind, like hounds striving to catch a scent. &€ceShow
yourselfl&€e Ax bellowed. &€ceShow yourself, or esewhen | find you | will flay your flesh from your
boned!"

The two Red Guard nearest the door screamed amost smultaneoudy. One of them staggered forward,
twisting S0 that Suchen could see the dagger buried in the base of its skull beforeit collapsed. The other
lived only amoment longer, until asword finished what athrowing knifein the eye had begun.

A dark blur legpt over their bodies, and asilver blade flashed, killing the human soldiers that ran to stop
her. Londah let out amaddened war cry, the blood of her opponents streaking her face like barbaric
paint. A second group of soldiers attempted to outflank her, but the wind rose again, shoving them back
in confusion.

Y ozerf gppeared in the door, his blood-red hair whipping wildly around hiswhite face. Hisexpression
was grim, tight, as he drew flame from the air and cast it at the nearest Red Guard. It was not the
firestorm that had been attributed to him when he destroyed the blood pit and warehouse, but it was
enough to fataly distract the Red Guard from Londah's attack.

Wild joy rose up in Suchen at the sight of him. She pivoted and kicked the nearest guard as hard as she
could; digtracted by the two Aclytes, he wasn't able to avoid the blow. Not letting him regaining his
footing, she moved in to grab adagger from hisbelt, and for amoment they grappled, until Brenwulf
joined her. His eyes were golden, and he snarled furioudy. A moment later, the guard lay dead, and
Suchen snatched up his sword.

Brenwulf let go of his human form, shifting before her eyesinto the black wolf. He howled and charged
the Red Guard, his eyes blazing with a hate that was dmost madness. Then aknot of guards came
between them, and hewas|ost from view.

Suchen stabbed the first soldier that drew near, then kicked hisfallen sword over to Buudi. Within
moments, they were dl armed and fighting desperately.

AX cleared a path through the fray, blasting aside anyone who stepped in hisway. Heart in her mouth,
Suchen redlized that he was making straight for Y ozerf, who was now fighting off soldiersinamore
conventiona manner. Shetried to scream, to warn him, but her voice waslost in the din of battle.

But she had not been the only one to notice Ax's movements. &EaaNo! & roared Jahcgroth. Chained
lightning legpt from his hand, striking Ax in the back. The human wizard spun, amixture of anger and
affront on his aged features, and amoment later they were once again engaged in asorcerous struggle.

Smoke began to fill the hal, and Suchen redlized that the tapestry Ax had ignited earlier was beginning to
burn in earnest. Sparks flew through the air, and the gauzy hangings over the windowswent upina
whoosh of flame. Some of the Argannese soldiers began to panic at the encroaching flames and fled the
room. Locked in their own war, Jahcgroth and Ax appeared oblivious.



Buudi staggered over and grabbed Suchen by the arm. &€ca/Ve have to get out of herel &€+ he shouted.

She nodded her agreement, and they made their way through the confusion of smoke, dead bodies, and
fleeing men. Brenwulf loped adong behind them, his black fur matted with blood, dthough whether or not
it belonged to him Suchen did not know.

Peddock and Auglar had aready gathered near Londah and Y ozerf. Asthe last three humans
approached, Londah motioned to them urgently and ran back out the door. They followed, with Y ozerf
bringing up the rear.

Even asthey raced down the corridor outside, a deep, rumbling boom sounded, and the earth itsalf
seemed to shake. A priceessvasefdl off itstable and shattered on the marble floor.

"What by Hel ?&€+ Suchen shouted, throwing her arms out to keep her balance.

Londah's pae face was grim. Soot streaked her forehead, and dark hollows emphasized her icy gray
eyes. &0AX and Jahcgroth&€” they'll bring the entire palace down just to spite one another, &€ she said.

"Then al the more reason to&€” &€+ Suchen started, then stopped.

Cybeen stood framed in aside corridor, an expression of pain slamped on her beautiful face. Smoke
from the burning palace wreathed her, making her look more angel than the demon her other form would
suggest. Her eyes were locked with Peddock's, and the grief in them wasterrible.

"Come with me,&€» she said softly, stretching out her hand.

Peddock stared at her, his own hands shaking. What thoughts went through her brother's mind at that
moment, Suchen could only guess: longing, despair, love. He broke contact with Cybelen for amoment
and met hissister's eyes, and in his gaze she saw both his decision and his apology.

"Peddock, nol&€» she cried, reaching to stop him.

But it wastoo late. He clagped Cybeen's hand like a drowning man, entwining hisfingerswith hers, asif
he would never let them go. Her look of pain transformed to one of joy. Then she spun and raced away
down the sde hall, Peddock on her hedls.

For amoment, no one else moved, frozen by shock. Then Suchen made asif to run after themé€” she had
to stop Peddock from making this mistake, had to keep him out of the Red Guard's clutches, had to&€”

Y ozerf grabbed her around the waist, hauling her back. &€aeNo! Suchen, don't! They're making for the
upper levels. Cybelen can fly, but you can't. Y ou'll betrapped if you try to follow them.”

Tearswelled up in Suchen's eyes, and she dashed them away. Tearing away from Y ozerf, she turned
back, leaving her brother to the fate he had chosen.

"Come,&€+ Londah said impatiently. If she had any pity for Peddock and his choice, she did not show it.
Struggling to put aside her own fedlings for the moment, Suchen followed.

They had not gone far, however, before yet another tremor shook the palace, this one stronger than any
before. Cracks appeared in the stone walls, and Londah's eyes grew round with sudden fear.

"Runl &€+ she shouted, stopping herself and shoving her chargesin front of her.

Something in the celling above gave way, and rubble poured down on top of dl of them. Suchen flung her
arms up, seeing awooden beam swinging down at her. Then something hit her hard from behind,



knocking her to the ground. Closing her eyes, she silently waited to be crushed under tons of stone and
wood.

But insteed, the tremors died away. Smoke from the fire mixed with the dust of fallen masonry, choking
her lungs and making her cough. Climbing shakily to her feet, Suchen turned and saw Londah lying
benesath the beam.

"No! &€ she gasped, reaching for the beam. Then Y ozerf was there, perhaps using his magic to heft the
heavy wood off of Londah, for it moved far more easly than it should have. Londah did not move, and
Suchen saw that one side of her face was covered in blood.

Y ozerf dropped to his knees, pressing a hand to Londah's neck. &€ceShe il lives,é€s he said, and
Suchen could hear therdief in hisvoice. Y ozerf did hisarmsunder Londah'stall frame, lifting her so that
her long, black hair al but brushed the floor. &ad'm right behind you&€’ go!"

Their lack of familiarity with the palace, coupled with the smoke and dust, made going difficult. But soon
enough, they came to adoor leading outside. Even as Buudi reached for the handle, however, Brenwulf

suddenly began growling.

Suchen followed hisferal gaze back down the corridor, but saw nothing through the chaos of smoke and
dust. Y ozerf was looking back aswell, and Suchen saw his shoulders dump. &€oRed Guard,a€» he
said quietly, cradling Londah's unconscious body closer. &€0sAnd | suspect that Jahcgroth iswith them.”

No. No, damn it, we came so close!
"Our only chanceisto runfor it,&€ she said, knowing that they had little real hope of escape.

Auglar nodded, and Buudi pulled open the door, ushering the rest out before him. Brenwulf wasgonein
adark streak, then Auglar, and then Suchen. The cool night breeze was like water on her face, and she
breathed in great gasps of air untainted by dust or smoke. The rain had stopped, but the overcast sky
waslit by the glare of fire, both from the palace and from the city outside, and she wondered what it
meant.

A wide lawn stretched out before them, and on the other side Suchen saw the gates. They were even
open, she thought, and for amoment she wondered if they might actudly make it after al. Footsteps
pounded after her; she turned, expecting to see Y ozerf and Buudi. But instead only the Sworn was
behind her, and she saw to her shock that he was now carrying Londah's unconscious form.

Name essdread filled her, and she grabbed Buudi's arm roughly. &€caNhere's Y ozerf?!

Buudi's dark eyes glanced back the way they had come. Her heart pounding, Suchen turned back and
saw Y ozerf standing in the doorway through which they had exited the disntegrating paace. Histall,
lanky body was silhouetted againgt the flames, but his eyes reflected enough of thelight for her to redize
that he was gazing back at her.

And then heturned and walked insde.

"Yozerf!" she screamed, wondering what madness had taken him. She started to run back, but Auglar
tackled her, bearing them both to the ground.

"Let him go, Suchen! He'sthe only one of uswho can hope to hold them off long enough for therest to

"No! No, | won't leave him!"



"Itshischoice!”

Auglar'sfist cracked across her chin. Dazed by pain and shock, she floundered long enough for himto
get hisarms around her waist and bodily haul her back. Redlizing what he was doing, she began to fight
him, punching and kicking, desperate to get avay, to save Y ozext...

Then, with aroar of flame, the entire wing of the palace collapsed.

Shocked into gtillness, Suchen found that she couldn't move, couldn't scream, couldn't do anything but
dare at the burning rubble.

"Oh, gods,&€+ whispered Auglar.

Yozerf. He was under there, somewhere, undernesth the flames and the broken marble. They had to help
him ... somehow. But her limbswould not move, asif someone had shattered al her bones.

"We haveto get out of here, &€ Buudi said raggedly, shifting Londah to a more comfortable position.
&€0eY ozerf bought ustime. We can't waste that.”

"No,&€+ Suchen heard herself say, but it was as if someone el se spoke through her numb lips. &€odNo,
wecan't ... we cant leave him."

"Y ozexf is dead, Suchen,&€» Auglar said gently, putting one hand to her shoulder.
No, that was impossible. &€ceY ou-you're wrong, Auglar. He can't be..."

Auglar gripped her shoulders and turned her numb body to face him. The grief and pity in hisblue eyes
amost undid her. &osSuchen ... no one could have survived that. Not even Y ozerf. I'm sorry. But we
haveto go, or ese hewill have sacrificed himsdlf in vain. Surely you don't want that to happen.”

Somehow, she alowed her friendsto lead her away ... and yet, it was asif some part of her remained
behind, standing there staring at the ruins, caught in that horrible moment forever. Her heart, perhaps, or
her soul, or both.

Vaguedy, she was aware of passing out through the gates, into streetstorn by rioting. Looting was
rampant, and most of the Old Quarter seemed to be on fire. Masses of people desperate to escape the
city had broken down the main gates, and she and her companions passed out with them, unnoticed by

anyone.

Londah revived at some point as they walked down the shell road with the other refugees. Suchen could
hear her screams, sobs, and curses, but it was as if they came from the bottom of amineshaft on the
other sde of world. Like an automaton, she staggered down the road, following where Auglar led only
because she could not imagine having any purpose of her own. After dl, thiswasn't even redly her, was
it? 1t couldn't be, because shewas il back at NavaNar, still staring that burning building, still trapped in
that moment.

The sun came up shortly after they cleared the swamps. Hisface grim, Auglar led them off into the
woods, away from the main mass of the refugees. AsBuudi lit asmall fire, Londah flung hersalf down on
the ground, weeping inconsol ably. Suchen sank onto the rough bark of afalen tree and stared at nothing,
ableto see nothing save for her last glimpse of Y ozerf, standing framed in front of thefire, before he
turned and went to his desth.

He knew, shethought suddenly. He knew that he wasn't coming back out again.



The shell of numbness around her finally cracking, Suchen bowed her head and wegpt.



Epilogue
Pan.

That wasthefirst thing that the wolf was aware of; pain, and the fact that he was limping through awood,
some ingtinct urging him on even when he was no longer conscioudy aware of it. It seemed asif there
was no portion of hisbody that did not hurt; even his paws were tender. The stink of smoke, burned hair,
and blood filled his nose, shutting out everything e se. His vison was uncertain, the sight through hisright
eyeablur, theleft swollen shut.

The light he could see was strong, | ate afternoon, perhaps, and the ingtinct to hide bit at him with sharp
teeth. Hetried to lift his head and look around, but dizziness overcame him, and for awhile he knew no
more,

When he awoke again, he dragged himsdlf painfully back to hisfeet. Either he had been unconscious only
ashort time, or dseafull day had passed, for the sun wasin nearly the same position as he had last seen
it. His head dmost dragging the leaf-strewn ground, he staggered determinedly on, no longer
remembering what was left behind him or what he might be going towards. Asthe light began to wane, he
caught sght of adark opening beneath the roots of ahaf-falen tree.

Even though he knew it was likely that something €l se had aready made the space its den, he headed for
the opening, long past caring what might await him. The gap was more than large enough to admit him
into awide, but shalow, space beneath the upheaved roots.

As he settled his battered body in, either to heal or to die, he did not care which, he heard the approach
of human footsteps. The effort just to open his one working eye was phenomena, and he wondered why
he bothered. 1t would befar easier to just let the human kill him without seeing the blow coming.

A qirl of perhaps eight years crouched outside the den, staring down at him. He could not see her well,
ether because of falling light or failing sight, but he thought the expression on her filthy, dirt-encrusted
face was one of pity. A tiny hand reached tentatively down and stroked his muzzle, then withdrew,
congedled blood onitsfingers.

"Poor thing,&€» she said in a soft voice that sounded rusty from disuse. She reached towards him again,
and might have said something further, but he could no longer hear her over theroaring in hisears.
Daknessclosad in, and he gratefully let oblivion take him once again.
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