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Lladrana, early spring

When the Star Etalla glows bright and moves through the constellation Caen; when mists
envel op the stone circle high atop Archer's Mound; when the face of the Moon is hidden—then the
walls between worlds are thin, and you may Summon saviors—or demons— from the Exotique
Land. Send the Call. Choose well.

—Soring Prophecy

Therush of rain hit the sone pavement with hissing, tinny pings. Swordmarshall Thedliahurried
through the Castl€'s cloister walk, ignoring the silver fall outside the open, pointed arches. The incessant
damp weather made her aging joints ache even under three layers of robes. She'd once loved to watch
therain. Once. Now she avoided looking &t it, listening to it, and wished she could avoid smelling the
miasmathat rosefromit.

She'd been cdlled the tough redist, harping on the harsh facts of Lladranas desperate Situation,
demanding action—~but she couldn't face therain anymore.

Dread gripped her. Sheld just stopped at the map room. She knew it was obsessve, checking the
gtatus of the land every morning and evening, but she couldn't help herself. She aways hoped against
hope that the tide of inhuman evil wasn't cregping into her country. That morning especialy shed prayed
something had changed, so the Marshalswouldn't have to risk the Summoning tonight.



A futile hope. Sheld scanned the animated map of Lladrana, noting the breaks in the magical
boundary set by her ancestors against the Dark. She'd counted each glowing white fence-pillar. Even as
she had watched, two pillars had blackened and vanished. Theloss was escalating and the new gap in
the northern defenses stretched miles.,

Fingersof thefird taint of evil, the smal nasty poisonous creatures signified by gray dudge, dogged
to the border—and across. Stirrings of the more terrible horrors—dayers, renders, soul-suckers massed,
ready to advance to the new breach. Chill fear had penetrated her bones.

Now with fumbling fingers Thealiadrew the heavy key through the dits of her robes and stuck it into
theiron keyhole of the thick wooden door made of grown tree trunks—sacred oaks ritudly harvested in
bygone times. The door opened smoothly, though she hadn't said the spell or pushed her shoulder against
it. The Knight Lord of the Marshalls must beinsde. She wondered if he had brought his brother—his
Shield—too.

Her lipsthinned in irritation. She'd wanted amoment or two in the chamber to soak in the sense of
serenity that lived nowhere elsein Lladrana. He couldn't appreciate the bam, evenif hefdt it.

Straightening her spine and shoulders, she set her steps carefully to glide with grace into the round
stone Temple. The scent of rosemary and sage welcomed her.

Swordmarshal Reynardus paced the sanctuary, tall, broad-shouldered, the silver stregk of hair at his
right temple turned golden with age. Not even asmall paunch softened the man. Lines bracketed his
mouth. They had degpened over the past year asthe Marshalls redlized the ancient fence wasfailing and
that they had no ideahow to recharge the shielding posts, make new ones or lace the magical energy
between them. Inhuman evil encroached upon Lladrana with sharp, monstrous teeth.

But didn't evil dways encroach? It was Thedias job to make sure the Marshalls guarded and
defended L ladrana—even when the steps might be drastic and deadly to hersalf and others.

Reynardus frowned and stopped near the eastern point of the pentacle, his robe settled above the
ankles of hismetal boots.

"Tonight isthetime." Hisvoice echoed through the stone room, sounding as sharp as his footsteps.

"All isready." Her gesture encompassed the freshly incised pentacle, the dtar with the rainbow of
glowing gemstone crystal chimes, thetools, the fruit and wine, the enormous silver gong. She hoped her
quilted overdress concealed the shiver of apprehension that flowed along her spine like the touch of cold
Sed.

Reynardus scowled, thick black brows casting his dark eyesfarther into shadow. "Wewill be using
agreat ded of energy for such achancy enterprise, perhaps too much energy. Some of us may die.”

Thediainclined her head and folded her hands at her waist. The peak of her coif made her nearly as
tal as he, and she was more than equa in Power. She had the golden streaks of age and Power at both
temples. "The Spring Song foretold that only a Summoning has acceptable odds of successin beating
back the horrors and saving Lladrana. We must try despite persona danger,” she pointed out once again
inther interminable discussion, wishing her more patient husband were here for thisfina preritual check
of the gpelldesign and equipment.

"| don't like the idea of draining oursalves completely or setting our livesin the hands of a stranger,”
Reynardus said.



Of course hedidn't. A Summoning would be conducted by &l the Marshalls, and guided by her
husband and hersef—out of Reynardus's control. The results too would be out of his contral.

Reynardus tromped over to the white marble, blessing-carved fireplace that heated the room. He
held his hands to the warmth and shot her aglance. "We are gifted with Six opportunities to Summon
Exotiquesin the next two years. Why not wait?" he grumbled.

Thedia gtiffened. Because they were desperate. Because it was their only hope. Because something
needed to be done now! She'd argued so time and again. Thealia unclenched her teeth and managed a
casud lift of her shoulders. "If you ingst we wait, the rest of uswill expect you to pay the price of sucha
gamble. We will want your Chevadiers dispersed to our landsto fight any dayers and renders that
infiltrate our estates while we wait for your gpproval. Will you hazard your own domain until the next time
for Summoning?"

He strode around the pentacle, his piercing gaze tracing the shining line of quicksiiver. Clank.
Clank. Clank. Clank.

No, he didn't like anything out of his control. Or anyone. Histrestment of his grown sons had
demongtrated that to al of Lladrana. Hed tried to control them with money and with Power, to form their
lives as he pleased—and had driven them both away.

He might not be able to bend the Summoned Exatique to hiswill either. Exotiques were notorioudy
strange and as unpredictable as they were powerful. Thealiacheered alittle.

"We Summon an Exotique femae, correct?' He rubbed his hands.

"So the Spring Song advised." Thedliasuppressed an urgeto roll her eyes. He obvioudy thought
women were more easly intimidated than men. She pursed her lips. He never should have married a
spineless girl of the Chiladee family. Thedliahad said so a thetime. "Y es, awoman,” shesad.

"Hrrumph. Hopefully someone who won't want to return to their own world, likethe last one did a
century ago. Wasted effort.”

Thedliatapped her foot under her gown, counting beats until she could reply calmly. "Our chantsand
chimes and the gong will echo through her past to compel her. The pattern has been approved by we
who rule, the Marshalls of the Castle.”

She paused for emphasis. "All the other communitiesin our society have agreed with this
course—the Sorcerers and Sorceresses of the Tower, the City- and Townmasters, the Knights and
Chevaiers of the Fidld, the Seamagters. Even the Cloister—the Friends of the Singer and the Song who
guide us spiritualy—advisethis action.

"A fighting woman of the greatest magica power will answer our Call and be Summoned to
Lladranato take her place asaMarshdl. She will stay and help us triumph againgt the Dark.”

"And not afemae demon. Therewill be Testing?"

Thediasmiled coldly. ™Y ou made that a prerequisite of your cooperation, didn't you?' And won that
point. Her loss still stung. She would have much preferred to have communicated their needs and the
rewards honestly to the Exotique. "Y es, Reynardus, she will be Tested thrice as soon as she appears.
The pool isready." Thedliagestured to alarge, squareritua bathing pool on the other side of the round
chamber, benegth the lower points of the pentacle. "The next day she will undergo the Choosing ritud.
Once sheis Paired with a Lladranan by a blood-bond, we are sure she will stay.”



She watched as he spun on hished and a spur scored the stone wall. He examined the chamber
with one comprehensive glance. Hed seen and evaluated every detail of their preparationsin that brief
scan—part of his Power.

"Everything seemsin order. I'll take my placein theritud tonight." Without another word he exited
the Temple.

Sheld thought so al dong, but she was glad to see him go.

Thetinkling of time-chimes reminded her of the hour. Shelet her shoulders dump. The moment had
cometo prepare hersdf for the great ritua of Summoning, and the Testing afterward. She gazed wistfully
at the blue velvet pads atop the low stone bench that half-circled the room, the pillows and rugs on the
floor. Shewanted to St and close her eyes and steep her soul in the comforting, powerfully magica
atmosphere. But the Marshalswould need every particle of that calm magic to Summon the one who
would help them save Lladranafrom the Dark.

Thedlia closed, locked and bespelled the door behind her. She walked to a pointed arch of the
cloister window that opened into the wet-dicked pavement and verdant grass courtyard, and forced
hersdlf to look a the pummeing rain.

As each drop clinked againgt the stone, atiny scaled worm wriggled from it. Most of the worms
Szzled to desth in a puff of greasy stench when they reached lush grass. The few remaining burrowed into
the earth, purpose and effect ill unknown.

Thealiashuddered. She hated rain.

AlexaFitzwalter dogged through the knee-deep snow, every step difficult. Sheld thought she had
survived the worst of her grief over the desth of her best friend, afriend who was more like asister, but
here she was, doing something completely crazy. Following adream, a song that compelled her to trek
through the mountains a night. Dangerous and mad. She couldn't explain her actionsrationdly, so it must
be another agpect of mourning.

Y et she trudged on, knowing that although she couldn't escape the hurt inside her, she could leave
Denver and dl her problems behind for the moment.

Such sad thoughts on such a cold, perfect night. The soft feathery snowflakes were as heartbreaking
asthe sharp, pristinear she drew into her lungs. A night that spoke of mystery and life and chalenge, if
you dared to take it, shapeit, live it.

Just thet easily the image of her friend Sophie was back in Alexa's thoughts—Sophie who had been
the sster and only family Alexahad ever had. Sophielaughing and dancing through the snow-crystdl
laden air, whisking sparkles of ice around her in ashimmering aura.

Sophie had been bold and vibrant; Alexa deep and brooding. But they'd both been risk-takers.
Who ese would be crazy enough to start up alaw firm right out of school, trusting themsalves and each
other to make it work; knowing that they were both aonein the world with no family and no family
money to cushion the sart of abusiness? They had only themsdlves and their friendship to depend upon.
But it had been enough.

Then Sophiedied in acar accident.
Alexasface chilled astears froze on her skin. No use wiping them away since otherswould follow.

She stopped and adjusted her fanny pack, panting through her mouth, sending puffs of white vapor



into the air. The cold made the inside of her nose crackle. She squinted up the hill—no sign of atrack,
but she'd hiked this area often enough to know where she was going. Odd that she was drawn to this
point, never afavorite.

It wasjust one more crazy thing, part and parcel of the dreams and the auditory hallucinations.
Alexahad been hearing things that weren't there, that no one else heard. Not ingtructions from God—she
was no Joan of Arc—but astream of risng and faling voca music. Ripples of achimethat brought
rainbow colorsto her mind. And the gong. The gong haunted her.

It had sounded firgt, then the chime, then the chants. They had dternated and mixed. First the gong
had been muffled asif echoing from agreat distance. Then the sound had sharpened, become insstent,
reverberating in her dreams until shewoke. Awake, the memory of it would ring through her, shattering
her thoughts dl day.

Finally the sound in her mind had forced her into her car and led her here.
Obvioudy shewasn't coping aswell as she'd thought with Sophie's death.

Sophie would have expected Alexato handle the Situation better, to be moreflexible. Vita, ebullient
Sophiewould want her to live, not smply exist in aworld temporarily blesk. Shewould expect Alexato
adapt again as she had so often when her life ruptured. Instead, Alexafollowed asong.

The sky was 0 black asto be eternd, with sparks of light pinpointing lost dreams. The gauzy velil of
the Milky Way draped across the bowl of night was so beautiful as to make her soul ache with
longing—to be a gtar, to be the sky, to be anight goddess.

By the time Alexa reached the summit the snowflakes had stopped. Brilliant white peaks encircled
her, asif dl the starshinein the universe coated them. She lifted her gaze to the stars again and pinpricks
of light dazzled her eyesthrough the tears.

When she blinked them away, she saw the silver net descending, coaescing into asolid silver arch
before her. She couldn't move amuscle. Her in-caught bresth was so quick and big that she doubled

over, coughing.
The gong sounded, the chimestinkled a scale. The arch settled.

Her heart thudded fast and she heard her own gasps. She wanted to run, but before she could lift
her feet, the beauty of the arch and the stream of music coming from it soothed the ragged edges of her
mourning. The sheer relief at having her hurt gone made Alexastay.

Redlity or illuson?If shewaited would it fade like dl dreams?

Hunched, Alexasaw the shiver of rippling slver in thearch. Silver flowing like mercury, then parted
to send astream of voiceslifted in music to her, dong with a sparkling rainbow.

Now there were words, heard more in her head and her heart than with her ears, affecting her,
feeling redl, especially since the chants weren't songs of exdtation but pless. "Help us. Cometo us. We
need you here asno onethere ever will."

Alexastraightened and her throat tightened at the truth. No one needed her here.

The music enveloped, the gong enchanted, the words invited. She could only stand and stare,
bemused. It went on and on until she couldn't fedl her feet, and her fingers hooked around the straps of
her pack, numbed.



"Cometo us" Warmth and light and sound tugged &t her.

She brushed a hand down the silver arch. It waswarm to her touch. Planting ahand againgt it, she
pushed. It was solid.

"Cometous."

The ddlicate scent of spring blossoms and renewal drew her to the rainbow. Most appedling of al
wasthe small bud of hope that unfurled within her, the hope that she could help. She could find aplace
of her own where she was vaued, where shefit.

At her back wasthe cold, friendless night.

Alexa stepped through the arch. Rainbow crystals bathed her and sunk into her skin to shimmer like
glitter all dong her nerves. Her loose hat fell off. Her fine hair lifted straight out from her head. She'd look
like abrown dandelion. She threw back her head and laughed at the joyful effervescence. Hope and
excitement flowed through her. She flung out her arms and twirled into a dance.

The monster attacked.

Big, twice asbig as she. Black hairy bristlesdl over itsbody. Long fangs. Claws diced, shredding
her down coat, releasing aflurry of feathersinto whistling winds.

Fear jolted her. She screamed but heard no sound. A paw-hand sporting foot-long gleaming claws
dashed at her head. She ducked, but its hair brushed her face raw.

Move! How? She had no weight.

She rammed her own arms up against the beast. They stung with shock, but the blow propelled her
and the monster apart.

Another clawed swipe. Her pack loosened and vanished. Her gloves whipped off in thewind.
Better her stuff than her.

Alexasaw an opening. Escape!

It was abright hole with rainbow traces. Panting in terror, she kicked with al her might, connected
with the monster, ducked, rolled, spun, struggled to the hole and plunged into it feet-first. Thelast thing
she saw was a huge red mouth and teeth dripping yelow spit. She didn't know if the beast growled in
fury or tried to bite her head off. Or both.

The hole sucked her through.
And into amaelstrom of sound. A full orchestrarose in triumphant crescendo.

A flash swept across her vision—a pentacle? She landed hard in the center, on a pavement of
multicolored stones. The groan rattling from her teeth echoed.

Solid. Red. The music faded to a background murmur. She looked up. Peoplein rich robes stared
at her. She was among humans. She closed her eyesin gratitude. When she opened them shewas circled
by swords.

"This isour savior? The one we risked our livesfor? It's puny. And ugly,” Reynardus said.

Thedlia stared in shock at the small being in the pentagram'’s center. It was partialy feathered,



something she'd never seen before. Never anticipated. A female avian.

The chanting, gong and Summoning had gone well up to a point. Thedlia had been sure they'd lured
their Exotique fighter, caught her—the spirit and Power of her had sung through the connection. They'd
lost her in the doorway, but only for afew seconds.

Looking at the entity, so different from the woman she'd anticipated, Thediafet her blood drain
from her face until her lipsfdt cold and giff. There must be some way to save the Situation.

Reynardus sneered down hisnose at her. "Thisisthe 'fighting woman of the greatest magica Power'
you promised, Swordmarshall Thedlia. Those were your words, were they not?

If he said s0, they were. His Power included a perfect memory.

Hedidn't wait for an answer. "Just as | thought. Wasted effort. The Power we used to bring this
thing herewill keep usal drained for days. Thisisadisaster.” He dropped his sword and turned.

"Stop!" ordered the Medica. She was ahealer, not aMarshdl, but they listened. "Y ou've already
broken the link between us, but don't break the circle. And do you, Knight Lord Swordmarshall
Reynardus, think smdll isweak? What of this?' She opened her hand and blew away a protective sphere.
Theglowing starlike atomball floated free. Sheflicked it to Reynardus.

Reflexively hisivory baton gppeared in his hand and tipped the bal away, sent it pinning acrossthe
crce.

Thediaswasn't the only gasp. A loose atombal, and the whole circle of Marshdls depleted from
the Summoning! She froze with horror asit sped to her husband, Partis. He didn't have the Power to
hold it even at full strength. His round face showed only minor strain as he caught the bal on thetip of his
gaff.

"l believethisisthefirst Test for the Exotique,” Partis said, "'to measure her Power." He tossed the
bal directly to the smdl femaerising to her feet.

Alexawanted to believe she dreamed, but the physical sensationswere al too red for her to ignore.
She wondered—

Shit! Thelittle star the strangers played keep-away with came straight at her! She ducked, held out
her right hand, and the ball smacked into her palm with stinging force. 1t burned and sent rivulets of heat
pouring through her veins, up her arm. And here sheld followed a song to help. Look whereit got her.
Somewheredse.

She gritted her teeth and bore the pain from the searing Star.

Pretty nice tricks these people had. She had no intention of being "monkey in the middle'—and she
knew by thetone of hiswords that the big guy with broad shoulders considered her something like a
monkey. He swaggered with arrogance even standing till.

Holding the light made her dizzy, but when it finaly cooled she loosened her fingers and dropped it.
A golden walnut clattered to the floor and rolled away with aclatter.

Thecircle of people stared at her, some with their mouths open. She tried to suppress her
shuddering, wishing it wasfrom the lingering cold of the Colorado night, but she knew it was from
adrendine pumping through her. She fought to gather her wits, sure the fantastic events would continue to
move at the speed of light—or magic. She must be ready and think on her feet, as she had so often done



during her childhood in foster homes.

Alexahad concluded that they'd brought her here—the big silver gong shining within the circle was
aufficient evidence of that. With the pentacle shewasin, their circle, and another on the floor that they
stood within, magic seemed to be the method they'd used.

Inhaling deeply, Alexa studied them. They were dl taler than she. Shelifted ashoulder. Nothing
new. Everyone wastaler than she.

They looked suntanned—allight golden brown—and dl had black hair, though thetints and
highlights weren't the same, nor was the thickness. Even the man with the most lines on hisface had afull
head of hair. No mae-pattern baldness here. In fact, they dl had streaks in their hair—silver or gold,
over thelr left or right temple, or both. That was the oddest thing about them and she sensed it was
ggnificant.

Every one of them emitted alow note, something that she seemed to hear with her mind, vibrating
her eardrum from the insgde. Together their notes wove into a strong melody. She shook her head, but
the song remained, as did the background music.

They stared at her with dark eyes. They were amost Asian, but the structure of their featureswas
subtly different—avery beautiful people.

Alexagazed back at them, conscious as never before of her pae skin, light brown hair and green
eyes. She shifted awkwardly— knowing one side of her face was red and raw made her fed even more

scruffy.

The elegance of their velvet robes adorned with fancy gold or silver braidwork looked too
impractica for any activity other than magic. Each wore heraldry embroidered above their hearts. Or on
their left Sde, Alexaamended. She didn't know where their hearts were. She recognized a coat of arms
when she saw one, even if she didn't know what it meant. She figured these beings must be of high Status.

They seemed to be grouped in pairs, two wearing emerald green, two sapphire blue, and so on
around the circle—usudly aman-woman pairing.

Most held their swords pointed at her chest, asif she were athreat. The big man wearing rust red
turned to the angular woman—aAlexa had decided they were the most important two.

He made another snide comment. Probably about her.

She looked down at herself and winced. She appeared to be molting. One side of her coat spilled
feathers, some more drifted across the rest of her clothing, and with every breath afew separated to float
around her. Her long jacket was dead.

She shed her coat and dropped her fanny pack. A mutter ran around the circle. Alexaraised her
eyebrows at the big guy who glared at her, staring at her right hand.

Alexafolded her coat. Feathers puffed out. She flexed her fingers. Her right hand was pinkened, but
didn't hurt as much as her face. Her down vest ripped when she moved. It, too, had tears. Sheredlized
the beast's swipe with the tips of its claws had come close to killing her. More adrendine kicked in.
Sheld been very, very lucky. Particularly since she sensed the monster had been waiting for her.

With unsteady hands Alexatook off her vest and laid it on her coat, then stood in sweater and jeans.

The people spoke amongst themsalves. The small round man ran astick aong glowing gemstone



crystas arranged in arainbow—the chime—and the sound shivered through Alexa. She jerked, sensing
shewas trapped here.

A pattern of tinkling chimesfollowed, each one affecting Alexa. At one, her baancetipped and she
strained to keep upright, another sent her heart pounding loud enough for her to hear itsrush in her ears.
On and on the glassesrang asif testing every one of her reflexes, plucking at her organs.

It ended just before Alexafél to her knees. Her body was coated with a cold sweat. She gritted her
teeth and stiffened her spine. Posturing and attitude was all she had, and everything that counted in this
game of drategy, asin al power games. Whatever safety, status and position she had in thisworld—in
thistime?— depended on thisfirst confrontation.

The circle opened and awoman afew inchestaller than Alexaleft it, crossing to the edge of the
circular room, to the gray ssonewall. The woman was dressed differently than the others. No chain mail
gleamed beneath her robe. Thislady wore no armor. She wore arobe of dark red, with a coat of arms
over her |eft breast, but in the center of her chest was a big white cross. Not hard to deduce that she was
adoctor.

Alexawas profoundly glad that the woman was moving away from her. She shook out her amsand
legs, steadied her breathing. No one elsein the circle moved. They al watched the doctor and Alexa
And waited.

The hedler unfolded afur on awide padded stone bench near afluted pillar and murmured
something soft and lilting. She picked up abundle and proceeded straight across the room. To an dtar.

Alexalooked wildly around. Everyone had sharp weagpons. A fist of dread squeezed her somach.
Surely they weren't going to sacrifice aliving thing. She couldn't stand that. She'd have to stop
it—somehow.

She hoped it wasn't adog. She would totally freak if it wasadog.
Breath strangled in her throat. What if they were going to sacrifice her?

The doctor stepped into the light cast by the chandeliers whedlsand Alexa saw it wasworse than a
dog.

It was ababy.

Faceimpassive, eyes hooded, the healer showed the naked infant to Alexa. It was alittle girl of
about one year old. Short black-and-silver hair was ruffled into tufts. The little one grinned at Alexa.

She moved to block the way to the dltar.
The doctor glided acrossthe room in front of Alexato asquare of blue polished marble.

Alexadidn't see the pool until the baby splashed intoit.



Alexahad thought the dark pool was adab of polished blue marble. Horror ripped through her as
sheran to savethe child.

There were six steps down. She dipped on the first and toppled into the pool, dog-paddling to keep
her head up.

It wasn't water, but thick, like syrup. Theliquid diced fireinto araw blister on her foot, burned the
tender quick of afingernail sheld broken that morning. The pain in the cuts was bad, but worse on her
scraped face, and now she felt scratches on her torso from the beast. The fluid even affected her bruises.
Every ache seemed to be an open wound eaten by acid. It crawled from the edge of abruiseto burn
hotter asit reached the center of the hurt. Alexas breath came in anguished gasps. Her mind reeled.

She saw thelittle girl near the bottom of the far side of the pool. Alexa plunged into the liquid to
reach the child, in too much pain to even prepare hersalf with a deep breath.

The fluid closed over her head. Tensing, she opened her eyes. And saw perfectly. She dove for the
baby and grabbed her, pulled her from the pool. Staggered out.

A scream rose from her throat at the sight of the limp little body. She didn't know what to do. She
looked at the doctor. Though tears ran down the woman's face, she stood with folded hands.

Alexashifted from foot to foot in endless agony for afew seconds before wiping the baby's eyes,
then pushed her finger into the girl's mouth, checking for obstructions, feding if the child's tongue blocked

the air passage.

She turned the baby over, grabbed hard when the infant dipped. Alexa patted her back. Thumped a
little harder. Nothing.



Alexacradled the baby and whirled to the people who stood on the other side of the room. She
thought she cried, What kind of fiends are you to do this! But what came from her mouth was, " Shit.
SHIT!"

Her frantic gaze scanned the room. The hole to Colorado was gone, though that wouldn't have done

much good.

She didn't know where the door to the room was, what was outside, or if there were other people.
The baby's only hope was those who'd aready harmed her. So Alexatried once more.

"Help!" she screamed. "Help her!”
A second later the doctor tore the child from her grasp. Alexadipped and hit the floor hard. Again.

The heder pressed the infant to her breast and crooned a spell. Pulsing green light bathed them. An
instant later the baby coughed, then screeched.

Alexahad never heard anything so sweet in her life, but she wondered what was going on. What
werether intentions?

Growling drowned out the baby's cries. A man with araised knifeflashing in the dim light hurled
himsdf a Alexa She cringed and rolled, muscles protesting in new agony. Mad fury dammed into her,
from him, her attacker. Again she fought to get her breath. She rolled, couldn't make it to her feet, was
stranded on her back. He snarled, angling the knife.

Hisface twisted. In his eyes she saw revulsion, bone-deep hatred because she was different. Never
to betrusted. Only to be dain.

She flung up her arms. Her soaked clothes congtricted. Liquid trickled onto her skin and stung. The
room spun, and asea of emotions from everyone inundated her. Something in her mind broke free.

Her cry matched his. A weapon flew into her open hand. Unnecessary. With fear and panic, with
her mind, she dammed her assailant across the room. She heard him hit thewall with athud, then dither
to thefloor.

Oh God! Oh God, shed hurt aman using her will done!

She lurched to her knees, planted afoot, then another, and rocked to her feet. A couple of women
moved to the still man, one wailing. Everyone e se watched her.

Alexabared her teeth at them. Sheld never done such athing in her life, but she now acted totally on
inginct. This night was beyond belief. Beyond anything shedd ever imagined.

That she might have killed aman with the sheer force of her mind shattered the last rationa belief
sheld ever held. Nothing was the same. Nothing was right. Nothing was reasonable. Only prima intuition
could save her.

She hefted the weight in her hand, considered what she held. It was a stick about two feet long and
threeinchesthick, made of something like ivory and capped at each end with gold. One end was
pointed, the other straight. Carved figures of knights fighting monsters covered the taff. It looked far too
big to be awand, but sheld bet anything that it was amagicd tool. She did it through her hands, enjoying
the texture, though she sensed anasty tingle of energy. Finding abutton, she pressed it. A little brass
hook with ablunt end popped from the side, asif it was there to hang the stick from a belt loop.



A shout attracted her attention. When shelooked up, everyone was staring at her, as always.
Alexaraised the short Saff.

The smallest man opened his mouth and began a chant. His melodious voice was the richest shed
ever heard, set in a soothing cadence. The othersjoined in, and though the music didn't sound the same
herein theround church of wherever, Alexaknew it wasthat which had drawn her to this dreadful
place. She could dmost see the smdl man's voice as the stream of yellow in the rainbow that had
compelled her into the arch. The big, mean guy's voice was jerky with some emotion, and hisintentions
didn't quite match the others, but Alexafelt he wasthe bright red, fluctuating band. The angular lady was
indigo.

As he sang, the small man gestured, and the others did their swords into shegths. The leader's staff
burned with ayedlow flame a thetip. He set it asde and it stood by itsdlf.

Alexablinked. She was too exhausted and wrung out to goggle. The indigo woman stepped
forward, raisng her hands to her shoulders, pams outward. Another gesture Alexa understood.

She turned her back on them to check on the baby. Instead of the doctor, ateenaged girl held the
child. The girl watched Alexawith huge eyes.

The baby was bundled warmly in athick fleece blanket. Alexamotioned to her. "Isshedl right?"

The youngster seemed to understand what Alexa said. She nodded. Alexawondered if that meant
agreemen.

She hooked the stick in abelt loop of her jeans and pointed from the baby to herself and held out
her arms. "Give her tome.”

Wariness crept into the girl's gaze.
"Give her tome!" Alexademanded.

Thegirl'sglance did from Alexato the circle of people behind her. Whatever she saw reassured her.
Carefully, she held out the baby.

Alexacradled the child, pliant but live, in her arms. Sheflipped the corner of the blanket from the
baby's face. Sleepy brown eyes gazed up at her. A little smile emitted abubble of drool. Alexasighed.
She put her finger to each smdl fist in turn and smiled back when the baby clasped it, then thetiny girl
snuggled againgt her and shut her eyes.

"Marwey," the teenager said.
Alexalooked up.

Thegirl pointed to hersdf. "Marwey."
"Alexa" Alexasad.

"Al-yek-ah," Marwey pronounced.
Alexashrugged.

Marwey pointed to the baby. "Nyja." The girl gestured to theindigo lady, "Marshal | Sabre Thedia."
Then Marwey indicated the big guy. "Dom Marshdl Sabre Reynardus.” Finaly, Marwey inclined her



head to the short, round man. "Marshdl Boucilier Partis.”

All right. Alexa deduced that Thedliaand the short man, Partis—probably her husband—had one
title and the big jerk had two. Figured.

The hedler came up and held out her arms for the baby.
Alexaclutched her closer.
The doctor said something that sounded gentle.

Alexapatted the baby. "Isshe going to bedl right?' Alexaemphasized therising inflection of a
question and raised her eyebrows, hoping such signaswould get her meaning across.

"Ayes." The heder nodded vigoroudy, smiling.
Sowly Alexahanded theinfant over.

The doctor unwrapped the baby and freed her arms and legs so Alexa could see them whole and
moving. The baby girl'sface screwed up and she cried. The healer shushed her and turned.

"Wait!" Alexasad.
The healer looked over her shoulder.

Alexapointed to the shadows where the man sheld sent flying had lain. "Is he going to bedl right?*
Her stomach clutched as she waited for an answer.

In broad pantomime the doctor lifted her shoulders high and dropped them, frowned. Then she
bobbed her head at Alexa, said something to Marwey and took the baby away.

Alexas chest congtricted. She'd consdered the baby her only friend in this place. And how absurd
wasthat?

Hard bootsteps striding in her direction made her pivot. Reynardus, scowling and muttering under
his breath, marched to her. Again she felt fury—this man's fury—batter at her. Alexashuddered.

Thelittle round man, Partis, hurried forward and stepped in front of her, forestaling Reynardus.
Once again Partis held his staff with yelow fire flickering a the top. Facing the others, he said afew
sentences.

Raising hisvoice, Reynardus argued. With amotion, wind whipped around him, the nobles robes
flapped, Alexa’s clothes plastered cold and wet to her skin. To Alexas surprise, Partis stood his ground.
Thedliacame and stood next to him, raised her hand and dtilled the air. Alexas vision sharpened—she
saw the energy fields of the man and woman. Hiswasydlow and hers asin-digo as her stream inthe
rainbow. They flowed together asif becoming asingle entity, and the whole aura pul sed stronger— and
malachite green. Their Songs melded into alovely pattern.

Finaly, Reynardus stepped around the couple and flung out his hand in demand to Alexa. Alexa
jutted a hip, put her hand on it, and raised her eyebrows. She'd dealt with plenty of arrogant attorneys.
She smiled with al her teeth. She could be a predator too. The memory of the sound as the man sheld
fought hit thewall tugged at her and nausearose. She pushed it aside. Pushed all thought aside. She had
to be strong, show no fear, if she wasto win the respect she needed to be safe.

The big jerk, Reynardus, barked an order at her. Gestured.



Alexadidn't get it. She widened her stance and set her hands on her hips, just noticing that her
clothes had dried. She angled her chin up. God, she'd crash when the adrenaline stopped, but she was
Jjazzed now. Theendsof her hair lifted. Heat and energy throbbed aong her skin, silky with power.

He growled, his eyes narrowed in frustration. With wide movements he tapped the empty sheath
along hisright side. He pointed to the stick she'd hooked to her jeans. He snapped his fingers, opened a
broad, calloused pam.

Alexasamiled. "No!" She put her hand on the short staff under the pointed tip and angled it forward,
curved her fingersaround it.

She heard the grinding of histeeth as he repeated his actions.
"No!" she shouted. Grinned. "What part of 'no’ don't you understand?”
"Ttho!" Marwey said from alittle beside and behind Alexa

When Alexadid her gaze to Marwey, the girl continued. "No—ttho!" She smiled sweetly asif she
too enjoyed thwarting Reynardus. "No—ttho!"

Alexaturned back to the big guy. "Ttho! What part of 'ttho’ don't you understand?”

Thedliabit off some words. Then she spouted what could only be ingtructions, gesturing. Alexa
watched closdly, but only understood that the lady wanted someone to go and get something.

A massive man, even bigger than Reynardus, clomped over. He scanned Alexa up and down. She
returned his gare. He snorted, took some huge gloves—gauntlets?>—from his belt, pulled them on and
went in the same direction as the doctor. Squinting, Alexafinaly saw the door in the shadows, huge and
pointed.

After heleft, the others talked among themselves. The words hummed in the room like the low-level
buzz of bees on a summer afternoon.

Alexa unhooked the stick, pushed the hook into the short staff and took time to compose herself.
Though the others watched her, no one was threatening. She loosened her muscles and kept upright. So
many emotions and reactions to the night's adventures tumbled through her that she kept ahard clamp on
them and tried to use pure observation and reason. She glanced around the room while keeping an eye
out for any more danger, holding the stick ready.

The chamber, round and very large, was made of white stone. All the furnishings appeared to be the
very best any world could provide. Around haf the room ran abuilt-in stone bench with padded sedts,
jewel-toned large pillows and rugs around its base. Colorful tapestries of pastoral scenes dternated with
bright banners showing coats of arms. Windows were set high in the wall, about two stories up, and were
as pointed as the door.

The dtar wasin the same quadrant as the pentacle and draped in maroon velvet, with awhite lace
over-pand. It held the bright rainbow of crystals—could they be huge precious stones?—the chime stick,
two knives, alarge smoking incense burner and two goblets, one of slver and one of gold.

Alexawas just wondering if she dared explore when the door creaked open and the huge man
walked in. The scent of adamp, cold night wafted in with him, along with the hint of asmokey fire. The
humid mixture of odorswasn't one Alexawould smell in Colorado. Her emotions threatened to break
through the barrier she had erected. She couldn't let go! She couldn't afford to be seen as weak or
vulnerable. She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling.



The massive guy stopped in front of Thedia He held arolled bundle—Alexastudied it and exhaed
inrelief—nothing living or newly dead wasinit.

They talked amoment, then Thedliadirected the others. They all formed ahdf-circlefacing Alexa.
Reynardus, gtill glowering, wasthe end of the haf-moon to her left.

The huge man entered the half-circle and laid his bundle on the floor before Alexa. Just bending from
thewaist put him eyelevel with her. He stared at her as he unrolled the cloth. It clinked alittle, made
sounds of wood and metal and glass. The cloth was made of quilted felt, and she could see seams
between pockets. The man flipped back the top flap.

Alexareflexively retreated a step. The others murmured.

Before her were four rows of ten pockets. Most showed the top of astick like the one she held. All
looked old and valuable and powerful . Imbued with magic.

Thedliaglided up, and the huge man took her former placein the half-circle. She gestured
expansvey to the sticks. "Batons,”" she said. Or something close enough for Alexato understand it.
Batons. Were they the same as magic wands? What could they do? What did they signify? The hedler
hadn't worn one. Nor did Marwey. But everyone else did.

"Deshouse,”" Thediasaid, making the same sweep with her hand. When Alexa didn't move, the lady
frowned. She walked down the long row and indicated each pocket with one toe of an elegant dipper, as
if demongtrating the word choose.

Alexagot distracted by the dipper, peeking out and showing anarrow foot, then retreating under
Thedids skirts. It was pointed and |ooked to have jewels set in a pattern like a flower—

"Alyeka, deshouse!"

Mind wandering. Not surprising after al sheld been through. Still, the evening of adventure and
discovery wasn't over. Alexa stiffened her spine and narrowed her eyesto see the batons better. She
pressed her lipstogether as she concentrated, believing she could see faint outlines of energy. But how
did she choose? By the attractiveness? The color and the jewels that appesaled to her? By the "aura'? By
smell? A couple of them were polished wood. Should she touch them?

No. Definitely not touch each one. Who knew what sort of eectrical, magica, whatever, charge she
might receive?

Still shefelt asif shewas coming to the end of her strength. If she needed to choose, shewould. A
smooth wand of dark green jade caught her eye. It looked dightly thinner than the others. Her fingers
would close easier around it. The top was finished in tarnished bronze in the shape of flames, round at the
bottom, pointed at the tips. Just below the metal was asmall tube of atransparent materid, glass or
crysta, circling the jade. Now, that was interesting. What could the tube hold? Blood? She was definitely
letting her imagination run away with her. There was another clear tube at the bottom of the staff.

Each time her tired eyes traveled up and down the myriad sticks, they lingered on the jade baton.

Alexatook a step forward and everyone hushed. She thought if she squatted she wouldn't find the
energy to stand again, so she bent forward to scrutini ze the wand. She couldn't see anything in the tube.
She nibbled at her lip. When she looked up, she met the glare of Reynardus. Awkwardly shetossed him
his baton.

He grunted as he caught it. Ran his hands up and down it asif checking for new nicks. Then he



sniffed it and scowled at her. His eyes seemed to sink into the deegp shadows of his sockets until they
were lost except for agleam of distaste.

Wl she probably had sweated on the thing. Or transferred some of the liquid from the poal to it.
Stll, sniffing seemed incredibly rude. She sent him a pointed glance and sniffed a him asif hewerethe
inadequate one.

He muttered something under his breath.
"Sanctuaire!" reproved Thedia
He shut hismouth, but Alexathought he still cursed.

Minute trembling began in her calves and Alexatook the warning that she was at the end of her
endurance. She dipped the jade wand from its pocket.

It blazed like agreen candle, parts of it becoming trand ucent and beautiful.

The others sighed. She heard whispers of approva. Alexablinked as she looked at the flame atop
her new possession—her only possession besides her smal fanny pack and clothes— Push that thought
asde. Thelittle scul pture glowed with copper and bronze flames, asif new. They seemed to flicker
inside the meta too. Smal white sparksflew from thetip of the longest flame.

Wow.

Seeing movement inside the upper tube, she brought it closer to examine. Mercury, dso known as
quickslver. Mysterious and fascinating.

Thesdlia clapped her hands sharply. Alexalooked at her. She touched her chest with elegant fingers.
"Marshdl Sabre Thedlia" She repeated Marwey'sintroductions. Thedlia curved her hand over Partiss
shoulder. "Marshal Boucilier Partis.” Thediainclined her heed toward Reynardus. "Dom Marshal Sabre
Reynardus."

Thedianodded and waved a Alexa. "Marshall Alyeka"
Oh boy. Alexahung on tighter to her stick—baton. She couldn't assimilate much more.

Thedialaunched into alittle speech with lots of gestures. Sheindicated the circle of Marshdls, the
pentacle, goblets and gong. She hummed asnatch of the music, pantomimed Alexawhooshing down
onto the floor. Then she clasped her hands and bowed to Alexa.

"Marwey?' Thedliagestured to Marwey and mimed talking, then indicated her head, Marwey's, and
Alexds. Alexadidnt liketheideaforming in her mind.

Theyoung girl, shorter and dighter than Alexa, dowly lifted thin arms. Marwey curled her padms
around Thedlids face. They seemed to commune. Marwey stepped back.

Sure enough, Thediaindicated Marwey should do the same with Alexa.

There was along pause as Alexa considered. She studied the girl, who looked young and innocent
and good. When Alexa half-shut her eyelids she could see a bright aqua aura around Marwey. For some
reason it reassured her. Like evil would show big black smears? Maybe. Maybe. Her ingtincts seemed to
be guiding her well enough tonight.

Alexajerked anod.



Marwey eyed Alexas baton.
Alexasighed and dropped her handsto her sides.

Marwey came close enough that Alexa could smell her scent— girlish and flord, perhaps a prettily
fragranced soap. Marwey put her warm hands against Alexa's face and the image came of soap in the
shape of a seashell and the color of moss.

Alexaflinched as butterfly wings brushed her mind. Marwey's eyes grew big. She shuddered and
jumped back.

She swayed and others crowded around her, leaving Alexa standing done.
Marwey licked her lips. "Leyu exotique,” shesaid.

Alexatried to trandate. Thistime"exotique' sounded dmost familiar. "Exotique.” French? French
for "exotic"? A French-based language? She didn't do well with languages. She was doomed.

Thegirl curtseyed to Alexa. "Bar," she said clearly. "Y ou... haff.. .passed.. .the bar."
Bar? Alexa and Sophie had passed the Colorado bar a couple of months ago.
Marwey made afrustrated noise. "No. You.. .haff.. .crossed... lebar."

That sounded even stranger, but again alittle familiar. Alexa shook her head, hoping to straighten out
her jumbled thoughts. Crossed—ypassed...

This had been a test? All this suff—the mongter, the star-bdl, the baby, the killer with the knife..
.had been a test?

Fury built in her, radiating from her belly to the soles of her feet and the top of her head. Again her
hair stood straight out from her scalp. She shifted from foot to foot. She'd never been so angry. The
baton in her hand began to hum cheerfully. Tiny figuresincised in the jade that she hadn't noticed before
glowed and amost moved. Looking at the staff meant she looked at her arm—and the golden aura
streaked with red crackling fromiit.

Alexaangled the baton but didn't point it. Sowly she turned and, step by step, she looked at each
person in the haf-circle before her.

Too much. It wastoo damn much. Alexawhirled to the top nobles—Reynardus with the ivory baton
and Thedia

"Thiswas ates?' she bellowed. The tapestries on the walls shivered. Alexagrinned. She turned
back to the pool and pointed her baton, wondering what would happen if she sent abolt of energy toiit.
She couldn't find the urgeto care.

"Ttho!" Thediajumped in front of Alexa. Locked gazeswith her. "Ttho."
Alexasnogtrilsflared.

Partis pulled Thedia asde and took her place. He was protecting hiswife. He spoke to Alexa, his
voicerisng and faling in beautiful lilting notes. She ignored the words—as she thought he meant her
to—and listened to the tone, the rhythms, the cadences. Warm yelow light pulsed from him.

The craziness of it al hit Alexa. She wasaMarshdl. But they al wore swords. And armor.



Shewasn't asavior.

Hell, they had wanted Joan of Arc.

"| think everyone except Partisand | should leave,” Thedliasaid.

Reynardus snorted and swept her amocking bow. "Asyou will, Svordmarshall Thedia"

Thedialifted her chin abit. "Our misson was a success. We now have a powerful new Marshal.
With her ad, the plague of evil invading LIadranawill be stopped.”

"Youthink 07"

"Y ou doubt the Spring Song?"* His constant arguing wore on her nerves. She looked him straight in
the eyes. "One of the requisitesfor aMarshall is appropriate visits to the Caves of Melody and atrance
with the Singer and the Song. Reynardus, how long hasit been since you have undertaken an individud
Song Quest to tell of your path?' She knew, but wanted to hear him say it aloud.

A vein throbbed in histemple. "Are you chalenging mefor the leadership of the Marshals?'

"I'm saying that I've received severd Song Questsin the past decade, and most recently when the
third fencepost vanished.”

She waited abeat. He didn't speak. "When was the last time you consulted the Singer and the
Song?"' she repeated.

He paced with sharp-sounding steps to where his cloak lay. Whirling it around him, hereplied. "I've

"When you were first confirmed as aMarshdll. Before you even knew whether you were a Sword
or aShield," she pointed out. "Have you been other times?' she ended quietly. He had this coming, but it
wasn't an easy thing to do—to force aMarshall to carry out his duty by shaming him.

"I'll go to the Singer and endure the Song Quest." He forced the words through clenched teeth as he
clasped the brooch at the throat of his cloak shut. "Tomorrow." He stared at each one of the Marshalls,
lip curling. "1 trust you will temper our new little Exotique and make sure she is amenable and Paired by
thetime| return.” Reynardus spun on his hedl, then swept to the threshold and out into the portico in a
dramdtic exit.

Thedia caught the damming door with her power and let it gently swing shut.

Sheturned to face the Exotique—Alyeka, Thedia corrected herself—and found the young woman
gtill shooting out angry energy. Thealiaglanced at the huge crysta points at the end of each rafter. Thank
the Song such energy could be stored and harvested later.

Partislooked at the girl with hisusua compassion. " She's not happy with us," he murmured.
"Who would be, enduring such Tests?' Marwey spoke up—ouit of her place.

Thediafrowned at her and the teenager faded back from the Marshd|s. Then Thedia scanned the
rest of her companions.

"What went wrong with Defau? He wasn't supposed to try to kill her. Hewas only to test her
courage.”



"Why ask, when we dl know?" Shidddmarshdl Faith said, rubbing her hands up and down her arms
asif shewere cold and didn't have the strength for awarming spell. Her skin showed an underlying
pallor. "He hates Exotiques beyond reason. A flaw we didn't know and he didn't revedl. Perhaps he
didn't know himsdf." Faith glanced at Alexa. "Sheis odder than | anticipated. Her coloring— the ebb
and flow of her Power, the rhythm of it." Faith shook her head. "I don't know whether to be repulsed or
fascinated.”

"Obvioudy Defau wasrepulsed,” Thediasaid dryly.

Faith's eyes clouded and shetilted her head asif straining to use her Power. "Hislifepulseisthready.
| doubt hewill live"

"Weadl knew there could be casudtiesamong us," Thediasad. Shefdt the weight of their gazes.

"And you sent Reynardus away," Armsmaster Swordmarshall Mace said. Hiswife and Shield set
her hand on his arm and squeezed. He shut his mouth.

Thedlia passed a hand across her eyes, caught small beads of perspiration. "Y ou only say what
everyonethinks" Shelooked at them dl. "We can't afford to have anegative influencein our Circle. We
lost her for amoment. We could have lost her for good. Reynardus has challenged every step wetook. |
listened to the Spring Song and underwent a persona Song Quest." She nodded to a couple of friends.
"So did some others of us. Reynardus won't listen to the Spring Song or believe our persona Song
Quests." She shrugged. "He's dways been aman who will only trust what he himsalf knows to be
true—what he sees, or touches or perceives. Let him undergo trance with the Singer and hear hisown
Song. I only wish hisresults would be different and more hopeful than the rest of ours have been.” Others
nodded.

"Marshdl Alyekaisabout to fdl into the pool again,” Mace said. "Who knowswhat immersonin
jerir twice in one night would do to her?"

Thealia hadn't seen any movement in her periphera vison, but when she faced the woman, Alexa
was swaying.

Straightening her shoulders, Thediasaid, "Let'sfinish this business. Those who want to Say, can.
Partis, cdl in dl the unmated noblemen and women.”

Marwey tensed as Partis went to the gong and hit three notes around the rim.
"Marwey?'
The teenager pressed her lipstogether. "Y oure including Chevdier Raston?

Empathy for the girl's attraction to the knight touched Thedlia. "I must,” she said gently. "Alyekamust
be able to choose from everyone digible. Including Raston. Including you. The Song knowsthereisn't a
good choice of quality available bedmates, just those courtiers usudly here at the Castle and the
Chevadiersassgned to us." Sheclicked her tongue. "I don't think our widespread call for amatefor an
Exotique was taken serioudy.”

Marwey's mouth set; she looked strained about the eyes.

"And," Thediasad gently, "if Alyekachooses abedmate tonight she won't have to go through the
forma Choosing and Blood-Bond Pairing ritual tomorrow. Y ou've been the closest to her of usall.
Surely you'd like to spare her that wrenching experience.”



Marwey grimaced and dropped her gaze. "Y es."

"Y ou've been linked to her to experience her world and help us communicate. Do you think she will
want you or Raston?"

The teenager narrowed her eyes, recollecting and exploring her brief bond with the Exotique.
Marwey shivered again. A dimple peeped from her cheek. "Shelikes men only. And older onesthan
Raston.” Then Marwey sobered and glanced around the group of Marshdls. "Her world is completely
different! They don't even believe Power existsl" She blinked rapidly. "I can't tolerate the glimpses of her
world. I hope she canfit in here. '‘Cause she can help us, alot. She will make new fencepostsfor us. |
felt it." She pressed both hands to her chest.

They looked skepticaly at her. She drew hersdlf up to her full heght—amost astall asthe Exotique.
"l have not comeinto my full range or aspects of my Power, but | know what | know," she said with
dignity, and walked to the bench beside the door and sat.

"Teenagers," Mace sghed.

"They can bedramatic,” Faith agreed. "But Marwey isthe only one who's linked with our new
Marshall, and the Exotique chose the Jade Baton of Honor.”

Therewas slence asthey al thought of the ancient legends of blazing energy woven around the Jade
Baton of Honor.

The gong sounded as the door opened and people trooped in.
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Alexajumped at the degp tone of the gong. She gathered her wits from the daze she'd fdlen into.



More people. Now what? Was she going to have to weather more "tests'? Anger spurted through
her and gave her energy enough to stand straight and glare a the newcomers. They brought ariff of
music with them, individua notes, most of which weren't interesting to Alexa. Weird.

At Thedliaswavethey stood in aline before Alexa

Again they were dl taler than she, acouple of the men far more than six feet tall. They werean
attractive people.

Only afew had stregksin their hair, slver or gold. Severd— men and women—were dressed in
soldiers uniforms, some with heradry on their chests. The women wore long gowns of cotton or linen
with wool surcoatsin layered, bright colors that wouldn't have been matched together back home. None
of the newcomers dressed like the Marshdls.

Definitely aclass system here. Alexawondered where an orphan who grew up in foster homeslike
hersdf would fit in. Lowest of thelow, no doubt. A serving woman.

Hal She'd climbed from poor beginningsin her own world, she could do it heretoo. After alittle
rest. God, she wastired! It was al she could do to keep her chin up. A warmth pulsed in her hand and
shelooked down to see her baton. Right, she thought fuzzily. She was already aMarshall, whatever that
was.

A woman in the line squeaked asthe jade staff glowed, then crumpled to the floor. Someone else
snorted.

"Deshouse, Alyeka," Thediasad.
Alexadared blankly at her.

Thedliatapped her foot and her eyebrows drew together asif she was figuring out how to
communicate,

"Alyeka" said Marwey.

Alexaturned her head to the girl. Marwey ran to one of the young soldiers and threw hersdf into his
arms. He flushed and stiffened until she pulled his head down and whispered into his ear. After asecond,
he kissed her with enthusiasm.

"Deshouse, Alyeka," Thediarepeated.

Alexagot theidea. They wanted her to choose alover. So, they'd "tested” her to check if shewould
let ababy drown. Was this another test, to seeif she'd have sex with someone she just met? Or was it
more complex than that? Would her choice of lover reflect on her?

Shedidn't know what it meant that she had chosen the jade wand. Who had it belonged to, what
traditionsor history might it have?

What would it mean if she chose aperson? Surely they didn't expect her to have sex tonight! She
didn't even know if she could put one foot in front of the other to walk to the wall and collapse on a
padded bench and deep.

"Alyekal" Thediawas gern.
After licking her lipsand clearing her throat, Alexacdled. "Marwey."



Thegirl said something to her boyfriend and patted his cheek, then ran over to Alexa, who could
only admire her energy.

"Marwey," Alexacroaked. "Bar? Test?'

Marwey's brow furrowed, then her face cleared. "Ttho, Alyeka. Ttho bar."
"Huh," Alexasaid.

Both Thediaand Marwey said it together now. "Deshouse.”

With gresat precison, Alexaturned her back on the line of people. More than one sigh of relief came
from behind her. She faced Thealia, met the gaze of every other Marshall. "Ttho. No." Shefdt likea
two-year-old who only knew one word—no. Not exactly true—she knew baton and Marwey and
Thealia and Reynardus....Her mind numbed into a daze of weariness again. She wondered if she dared
deep. Maybe when she awoke sheld bein her gpartment and thiswould al be avivid dream.

Thejadein her fingers hummed and drew afaint chime from the jewe-toned rainbow crystds.

While Alexas mind floated, Thedlia dismissed the others and only the Marshdls and Marwey were
|eft to stare at her. Then Thealiawas holding a purple cloak. It looked brand new. Embroidered on the
|eft sde was an impossible-looking fuchga flower. Alexatouched afinger to the silken threads and
gtroked it, letting the texture of something beautiful soak into her—easing the rough edges of the night.

"Exotique,” Marwey said.

Alexaunderstood. The flower was exotique. She was cdled "exotique.” She didn't have enough
energy to shrug.

The huge man appeared before Alexas narrow range of vision. He held a belt with atube-sheath
that was green with silver traced around in anintricate, leafy pattern.

He bobbed his head, and with extremely deliberate motions, set the belt around Alexaswais,
buckled it, then faded back beyond Alexas sight.

Thedlia settled the cape on Alexas shoulders and fastened the clasp. The cloak dragged on the
ground. Sighing, Alexatucked the baton in its sheath and gathered the excess materia in her hands.

Marwey put the strap of Alexas fanny pack over her arm, then grasped Alexas elbow. "Ven,
Alyeka" Marwey tugged.

They went dowly from the room. Someone opened the door and the chill of ahumid night hit Alexa
Mist curled over her skin and brought with it an unpleasant odor of sulphur.

Thewalk seemed endless, up acurving ramp or two, down long corridors, then findly Alexafound
hersdf dragging up an interminable set of narrow, twidting dairs.

She paid no attention to the rooms or furnishings around her, except to get the impression of great
age and great wedlth. At the top of the stairswas a haf-circle room with adoor straight ahead that had a
little table next to it, and adoor to the right. Evidently they werein alarge tower.

The anteroom was donein purple. A thick rug of deep plum welcomed her feet. The pointed
wooden door gleamed with amaroon-purple grain. On the purple-tiled tabletop was a purple fur muff to
match her cloak. Alexathought that purple would soon be her least favorite color.



Marwey urged her to the door. A golden plague caught Alexas attention enough for her to stare and
blink. Diamond shaped, it had aninlay of purple enamel, then an exquisite representation of her jade
baton—down to atiny tube holding mercury at the top and bottom of the staff. Magic could certainly
work beautiful—and quick—wonders.

Therewas als0 a set of wires on the door, looking like half an egg dicer. Alexatilted her head, but
thefog of exhaustion in her brain didn't let her even begin to figure this one out. Marwey ran athumbnail
over the strings, producing amelodious run of notes. She waited a bit, then opened the laich. Ah, a
doorbell—door-sounder—doorstrings— Alexa gave up.

Shetook the muff and they went through the door and faced another curving wall. Thisroomwasa
narrow hall, rounding to the right and left out of Sght. Marwey tugged Alexaleft and through another
door to the bedroom. The chamber was large and wedge-shaped, with acurving outer wall. Alexa
caculated that it was dightly more than the left half of the remaining tower. Long, dark windowsin the
round wall reflected an elegant, richly provisoned room. All Alexa cared about wasthat it held anice,
big bed. Marwey helped her off with her clothes and into the bed. As she sank againgt soft pillows Alexa
watched the girl play with the zipper of her little fanny pack afew times, then the teenager whistled away
thelight. The door closed softly behind her.

Alexashivered as cold sheets and a fluffy mattress embraced her—nothing like her own warm
waterbed. "Warm," she muttered. Since she was done, she dlowed hersdf to whimper. "Warm." To her
surprise acocoon of luscious heat enveloped her. The orchestral music that played in the background of
her mind surged and whirled her into darkness.

As soon as the new Exotique was taken up to her bed and the Marshdls were alonein the Temple,
they relaxed.. .to an extent. The Summoning had been more surprising than any had expected.

Thediaran her gaze over therest of the Marshalls. They'd al seen each other bloody, coveredin
dirt, guts and inhuman matter, and other disgusting substances. Only the most innately eegant or the most
prideful sat with spine sraight.

She relaxed enough to lean against the tapestry-covered wall and let out asoft Sigh. Partis sat beside
her and took her hand, playing with her fingers. "It's been avery long night. It went well," Thediasaid.
The room amplified her words so dl could hear.

"Very well. All things consdering,” Partissaid.
Everyone murmured agreement.

"l believe the Song wasright,” Faith, the Loremarshdll, said. "The Exotique will discover thekey to
raising new fencepoststo protect our land.”

Faith was the most prescient of them all. They stared at her, and the mood lifted.

Thedliasad, "I will remind you that it isn't often we can afford apool of protection. The fight will
gart in earnest soon. | urge al of you to make use of it." Her gaze was drawn to the dark pool reflecting
dicesof light from the crystals embedded in the rafters and the whed chanddiers.

It was mesmerizing.

Some grimaced. Macerose. "My Shidld and | will consider it." He led hislady from the room.
Others stood and dowly gathered their belongings. It had been along night of great effort, and though
they'd succeeded in their task, it was evident to al that anew and strange era had begun.



Thealiagtarted to rise too, but Partis pressed his hand to her knee and she subsided. "We will stay
and take the plunge,” he said.

The others nodded to Thediaand her Shield asthey filed out.

Thedliaeyed the pool. She didn't want to fed every hurt burned away, though her body would
become stronger and more protected where her aches had been. But it was the right thing to do.

Partiswas aready out of his surcoat and chain mail before she unbuttoned her own robe at the
shoulders.

" wonder if the babe will hed now," Partis murmured in hismusica voice, helping her discard her
amor.

"WEélI find out as she grows. All we knew was that she wasn't quite right in the head—nor were her
Power paths clear and functiond..”

Partis touched the gold streaks in Thedias hair. "Our granddaughter is a black-and-white, either
graced with great wild Power or fragmented beyond repair. Still, it wasn't pleasant seeing the Medica
drop her in the poal.”

"The babe was the best candidate for the Test."

"It was very clever of you to find a Test of the Exotique's compassion that might also hedl our
granddaughter.” He rubbed her shoulders, and Thedlialet out awhimper of pleasure.

"If baby Nyja— If the Exotique hadn't saved her, her fate would have been better than living alife
with flawed brain and Power," she said.

"Yes, dear. Y ou don't have to convince me. It will beinteresting to see the results.”

They were naked now and standing at the pool. Partis eyed it with distaste, thinking about the pain
to come. Thedlia scrutinized her husband for bruises and scratches. He did the same to her. Neither of
them wanted the other to bear theimminent agony.

"Thisisn't going to be easy," he said. No.

Hislips curved into the charming smile that had won her heart so many years ago. Helinked his
fingerswith hers. "So we do it together.”

The minute Alexawoke the next morning, music filled her head. Thistimeit was quiet, susurrant,
again like amovie score, barely noticed.

So she knew shewasn't in Colorado. Probably not even on Earth. More than the resurgence of
mind-music, the basic scents were different. Even the atmosphere, the energy that pulsed around her,
wasn't the same as that of her old home. It was asif thisworld possessed both magic and a different soul.

She dretched luxurioudly. The sheets caressed her body in a soft sllkiness she'd never experienced
from cloth. The bed cradled her in apool of comfort.

The coverlet tickled her nose and she inhded deeply. Some sharp yet soothing herbal fragrance
flowed into her lungs. She opened one eye, then the other. The room's walls showed the rosy reflection
of dawn. It waslight enough to discern abright purple canopy with fuchsiaflowers above her. She
narrowed her eyes. Thisdidn't look new, like her cloak. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew



that they'd had people like her—from Earth— here before. The whole setup indicated that.

Before she could face the situation, she had to find a bathroom. Alexa pushed the covers asde and
dangled her legs from the bed. She scowled. It wastoo high. She did to the floor. Her toes curled in the
long plush loops of the purple rug. Alexagrabbed the top of her long underwear and put it on. The shirt
came to her knees, which was decent enough.

She peeked under the bed skirt into shadows. No chamber pot. Perhaps agood omen. Spying a
door inthe left wall, she went and opened it. Clothes. A closet.

Thefar circular wal of the room comprised long-paned windows arcing out, brightening more each
moment with the rising sun. She wondered if it was east, but didn't feel courageous enough to step to the
windows and look out onto a strange landscape.

Theright wall held another little door. She hurried and opened it. A triangular room held atoilet with
the tank above it and a hand-pull to the left. A tiny basin hung on thewall and ashower gdl wasto the
right. Another open door showed alarge Sitting room.

Alexafrowned—no bathtub. But people from Earth had definitely been here before—and had had
some influence. Unlessit had been the other way around—people from here had been to Earth. In any
case, these folks had indoor plumbing. A very big plus.

Soon her relief that she was smply and glorioudy aive would fade and the redity would crash upon
her. She sensed it coming like a huge tidd wave—one the cobalt color of that dreadful pool.

It was only when she was back in bed, three pillows of the four propped behind her so she could
think, that she recdled the pink fairy.

The Marshdls st in their Council Chamber in the morning. Bright sunlight danced through the
narrow windows, lighting dust motes until they glowed golden, bringing out the streaks of burnished oak
inthetable—and illuminating its scars.

Thedliacould tdl which of the Marshdls had availed themsdlves of the pool. The strain of the
Summoning wastherein them dl, but those who'd used the pool of protection had an extraglow to their
skin, ahint that their energy would return redoubled. It made her blink in surprise. Could the jerir inthe
pool be that powerful ? Perhaps.

Bathing in jerir wasn't common, so she hadn't redlized the effects were obvious. She noted everyone
studying one another and saw a dawning awareness on the faces of those who hadn't taken the plunge.

Clearing her throat, she said, "The Marshdls meeting isnow in sesson.” Sheinclined her head to
Faith to make sure the L orebook recorded the meeting. "Mistress Loremarshall, can you tell us how long
thejerir iseffective?’

Faith jerked in surprise. Stacked in front of her were three large tomes, al covered in the metallic
hide of lizworm, one with an illustrated page of the jade baton. She frowned. "One moment." With a
whoosh, anew book she'd summoned arrived on the table near her. She set her hand on it and lilted a
speltune. The book opened and Faith bent her head over it. "The amount of jerir in the Temple's sacred
basin should last through an entire moonspan and ahdf."

"Ah," Thediasad. "In that case we will not drain the basin today as previoudy arranged. | propose
that we let word spread that any who wish to use the pool may present themselves at the gates properly
prepared. They will be escorted to the Temple and watched while they immerse themsdlves. Discusson?'



"Thedia, isthiswise? Anyone?" asked Faith.

"We are a the prelude of anew age. Enough of us have heard the Song to know that the struggle
before uswill belong and hard. We will need all our resources.”

Mace's—the Armsmaster's—grin wasironic. "Anyone who's bold enough to come to the Castle
and request the use of the pool, and courageous enough to dunk himself, will be someonel can
respect—and train, if needsbe."

Therewas amoment of sllence.
"Any more discusson?"'

No one answered.

"Then we are agreed?”’
"Agreed," everyone responded.

Thealiasmiled in satisfaction. Meetings went so much more smoothly when their leader, Lord Knight
Swordmarshall Reynardus, didn't attend.

"Let'stak about our new Marshdl, Alyeka," Thediasad.

"She can't be dlowed to keep that absurd name,” someone grumbled.
"Oh, who'sgoing to tell her that?" Faith smiled.

"Swordmarshal Johnsa, animageif you please" Thedliarequested.

With the care and competence that she brought to al her duties, Johnsa built afoot-high,
three-dimensiond mode of their new Exotique, gartling initslikeness.

Thedlia caught her breath. She'd forgotten how odd Alexalooked. Or perhapsit was that sunlight
accentuated her pale coloring, light hair and green eyes so much more than the shadowy Temple.

Partis grasped her hand under the table and squeezed.
The harp on the door srummed.

"Enter,” Thedliacadled. Of the Marshdls, only Reynardus's place was empty. She hadn't anticipated
that he'd make the meeting, and he wouldn't courteoudly use the doorharp ether.

The door opened and L uthan, one of Reynardus's sons—one of Thealia's dear godsons—entered.

Concern fluttered in the pit of Thedlia's somach. That he was here meant he didn't agree with the
Marshalls on some point. "Do you come as the Representative of the Chevadiers?' Thediaasked. It was
his right, but she didn't want an atercation with aman she respected, or a breach between the Marshdls
of the Castle and Chevaliers of the Field. But she wouldn't let him turn her from the path she knew was
right. "l trust you are not the only Chevalier who arrived for The Pairing.’ I'd like to give our new
Marshal agood choice.”

His glance swept the table. He froze when he noted the modd of Alexa Hisexpresson of revulsion
was brief but obvious.



Thedlias chest tightened. A pity he could not like her. They both could do so much worse. Maybein
time...

Luthan smiled, showing teeth. "No, | don't represent the Chevaliersto the Castle. | an here asthe
Representative of the Cloigter of the Singer.”

"The Cloister!” They hadn't sent a delegate to the Castle for aslong as anyone could remember.

Hedid into the proper seat, the one carved with afull moon sending rays down to awoman who
Sang. "That'sright. The Cloister wanted a Representative at the Castleif the Summoning was a success.
They approached me as aman of good mora fiber and one with experience of the Marshalls."

No one could ever deny that. Hed battled hisfather dl hislife.

"The Cloister requested | turn over my representation of the Chevaiersto another whom | trusted,
and attend for them."

This complete change shook Thedlia. "Who did you choose to replace you for the Chevdiers?”
He hesitated. "The post is open for the moment.”

Mace snorted. "The Chevaliersdidn't believe weld succeed in the Summoning. Caught them and
you unprepared. Not agood thing for knights.”

A flush crept to Luthan's cheekbones. He sat straight. " There is dissension amongst the Chevdiers
asto the arrogance and the secrecy of you Marshalls. Further, some of us Chevaliers consulted the Song
aweek ago. It foretold only a sixty-percent chance of success.”

Thedliaflinched. "Thelast time the Marshalls consulted the Song, it was an e ghty-percent chance of
achievement.”

Luthan lifted ashoulder. "Circumstances change."
"We were luckier than we thought,” Faith said, smoothing the page of one of her books.

This change, and the new information, disturbed Thedlia. But she couldn't afford to let it show. "And
your replacement?!

"| thought to offer it to my brother."
"Badtien?' Mace laughed s0 hard he nearly fdl off hischair.
"That rogue... in aresponsible position? Impossible,” Thediasaid.

"What'simpossibleisthe thought of the three of them—Reynardus, L uthan and Bastien—here on
the Council." Johnsa shaded her eyes asif trying to banish the vision. "Wed never get anything done.”

"Bagtienisagood man," said his brother. "Undervalued and underestimated. Further, as del egates,
we would follow the ingtructions of our patrons.”

That started Mace laughing again. "Asif Bastien ever followed any indructions, ever!" hesad
between snorts. "I thank you for the laugh, my friend. But we should proceed with business.”

Thediascrutinized Luthan. What were hisingtructions? Hed just made her job harder. She sought
to keep him off balance. "Does your father know you're the new Cloister Representative and that you're



here?'
Hisjaw tensed.

So. Hisfather didn't know. Not surprising since the last shed heard, the whole family had
fragmented, Reynarduss sons moving to their own holdings or camping in the field with the Chevdiers.

Shedidn't presstheissue. Luthan would inherit from Reynardus one day, and there was that wide
streak of slver at hisleft temple aswell asafew strands at hisright. His persona Power was strong, and
he might become aMarshdl in the future.

"Why areyou here?' Thedliaasked.

Luthan's gaze went to theimage of Alexa "The Chevaliers heard the Summoning was a success.
This changes the whole battle plan.”

"Aswetold you it would," Thediasaid dryly. "Though you doubted us. Do you stay to be part of
the Choosing and Pairing?’

His eyeswidened in horror. His cheeks reddened abit. "Ah, no. | didn't come for The Choosing
and Pairing. Nor has any other Chevalier."

Thedliajust raised her eyebrows and stared at him. He shifted in his sedt.

She continued. "That isthe next step, you know. To Pair our Exotique—Alyeka—with a person of
Lladrana so shewill stay. The Chevaliers should be here.”

L uthan frowned and leaned forward. "Let's call your 'Choosing' exactly what it is. It'saforced,
involuntary life and blood-bond—a bossechain. Her Choosing will not be aritud to find and love amate.
Her bond will not be a coeurdechain.” His smooth and quiet tones had disappeared and his voice took
on a harshnessthat echoed hisfather's.

"Semantics,” she said, but her lipstightened. She met hiseyes. "It isn't quite ethica, but over the
centuriesweve found it necessary and effective.”

Hesat up straight. "It iswrong.”

Sheraised her eyebrows again. "We gave our new Marshdl achoice of bedmateslast night, in the
hopes we could avoid the formal ritud. Sheretired aone.

"Therest of usare agreed. Do you choose to challenge us, Chevalier Luthan, with combat? Or cal a
vote of dl the Castle, Tower, Chevaliers, Cloister and Towns?"

Luthan shoved his chair back and stepped away from the Council table, distancing himself from the
decision. Heleaned back againgt the sonewall, ignoring the chill that would bite even past the argenthide
of hisriding clothes, and folded hisarms.

"| choose to personally disagree for the L orebook."
Thedliasighed. "Always so contrary. Of two options you aways choose athird.”

A touch of asmilegraced hislips. He glanced at thelittle model of Alexaand ahint of pity passed
over hisface. "And this Choosing will take place this afternoon.”

" S0, you did read the Castle information board?' Thediastared coolly down her nose. "The funds



and lands that come with Alyeka as her dowry could greetly benefit you.”
"Not at that cost. | won't be offering atoken for the Choosing Table." He headed for the door.

"L uthan, before you go, cleanse yoursdlf asif for agreat ritual and use the protection pool,” Thedia
cdled.

He paused. His browslowered as he studied the Marshalls. "It redly does make a difference?’
"Now, and probably in thefuture," Thedliaagreed.

"Isit truethat it's painful ?"

"Agony," Partissaid chearfully. "But you're atough, young knight, you'l handleit.”

L uthan grimaced, outlined the badge on histunic in an absent gesture. He glanced at Thedia. "Isita
suggestion, or an order?"

Thediafdt her face soften, wondered if it was evident to the others. She had such alove and delight
in Reynarduss sons, thisonein particular. "Only astrong suggestion.”

Luthan ran ahand through hishair. "I can be cleansed, in and out of the pool before the Choosing.
I'll inform Bastien of this conversation this evening. I'm sure he will take advantage of the pool also—if for
no other reason than his pride.”

Mace cleared histhroat and L uthan turned to him. "Y es?'

"If you flew in on afeisty volaran gtalion, after the pool you might want to leave on agentle mare.”
Nodding shortly, L uthan bowed to them and turned.

"Luthan,” Thediasad.

He looked over his shoulder.

"l don't believe your father thought of using the pool. Y ou might remind him."

Luthan's gray eyes clouded, chilled. Heinclined hishead. "My squirewill send him anote," he said
giffly, then left.

"The boy had apoint about the Choosing and Pairing,” said the oldest Marshdll, Albertus.
"Do we haveto discussthisagain?' Thediaasked.

There was silence around the table. Several Marshals wouldn't meet her eyes. Shedidn't likea
forced blood-bond any more than the rest.

It could be chancy: if the drug mixture or amount wasn't right, or if the drugs affected the Exotique's
judgment so she made abad choice. To betied her entire life, mind, body and heart to the wrong man—
Thedliacut off her thoughts. She couldn't afford them. There were many others who had and would
sacrifice themsalves for Lladrana—Alexawas just one more cost.

It was unfortunate that she would be forced, but how they needed her Power! The Spring Song had
prophesied that the Exotique was the solution to their failing boundaries—the melody rippling out ina
hopeful trill.



Thediahardened her heart and her expression. When she met each of the Marshall's eyes again, she
infused them with her own determination. This had to be done.

4

"Cdl me Sndfin,” thefairy had said in Alexas dream, twirling and tinkling like wind chimes. Thelittle
being was no more than three inches high and completely pink—lacy wings, pointed ears, hair, tiny

gown—everything.
Sinafin had gtared at Alexaas much as Alexa had stared at her, and for aslong.
"l must be dreaming,” Alexahad said.

Sinafin had perched on the headboard and swung her feet. "You are. I'm not redlly afairy. | just
took thisimage from your mind." She shrugged and considered her wings. "It's not abad form, but |
don't think I'll weer it outside of your dreams.”

"Then what areyou?"

"That doesn't matter,” Sinafin had replied with music in her voice. "What does matter isthat you
understand what is happening.”

"Whet?'
Sinafin had sghed, studied her toes and flexed her feet. ™Y ou have been Summoned to Lladrana.”

Alexas heart had thumped. She'd licked her lips. "Heavy mojo. Chimes. Rainbows. Chant. Gong.
Largesilver pentacle. It doesn't look like | can get home easily.” She didn't even want to think about
disappearing holes and big hairy mongters. With fangs.



Thefairy avoided Alexas eyes.

She sat up straight. "What aren't you telling me about getting back?”

"It would be amassive undertaking for a Ritua to return you to the Exotique Land.”
"But?' Alexahad spotted a hesitation in thelittle woman's words.

A minute pink tongue dampened pink lips. "Theré'samoment, a Shap, when your Land cdlsto
you." Shetook off from the headboard and zoomed a circuit around the underside of the canopy. "Like
when sometimes before you fall adeep, your body jerks."”

Thistime Sinafin perched on Alexas upraised knee. The serious |ook on the little pointed face didn't
suit Sinafin. "Y ou have amoment to go or stay. Wish to go, and you're gone. Hang on to something here,
and you Stay."

"When does this hagppen?”’

Sinafin shrugged. "Who knows? Days. Months. Y ears. Different times for different people.
Sometimes the Snap is easy, sometimes hard. Different for different people.” She frowned. "Or maybe
sometimesit's easer for peopleto stay or go.”

"Duh," Alexasad, throat tight.
"But weredly need you here.”
"Joan of Arc," Alexa croaked.

Sinafin'sentire being flashed humor. "Y es. But you can doiit. Y ou are stronger than you think.
Stronger than they think. They cannot coerce you in any way—remember that."

"Y ou're not one of them?"

She gaveatiny fairy snort. "Do | look like one of them? No. | sensed you were here and came. |
am herefor you." Shelaunched hersdf into theair, dipping and whirling, wind chimesrippling with her
movements. Alexa got the ideashe was too impatient to St fill. Sinafin hovered before Alexas nose, just
far enough away that Alexadidn't haveto look at her cross-eyed.

"Deep in your heart you need L ladrana. It can be ahome for you. Y ou can find your place here."
"Argh," wasdl that came out of Alexas mouth.

A teeny fairy finger wagged at her. "So don't get scared, or depressed. Takeit asachdlenge.”
"That'swhat they dways call awful problems nowadays, ‘challenges,™ Alexa muttered.

Thefary beamed. "I'm hereto help you.”

Alexawasn't sure how alittle pink fairy in her dreams could be of use.

Sindfin flittered around the bed, grabbed the fringe on the hangings and sivung from it. "Don't think
of going back. Accept your fate here and you'll live along life of greet fulfillment.”

"Y ou sound like afortune cookie."

A laughrippled from Sinafin. "I am good fortune. Now, | know you aren't good with languages. So



listen!" A déelicate wand with a star on top appeared in her hand. She waved it, and the whole evening
rolled like amovie before Alexas eyes. Only thistime, she could understand what the people were
saying. At least the words, but some of the meanings and concepts were beyond her. When it ended, she
had amillion questions. She opened her mouth to ask Sinafin, but with fairy capriciousness, thelittle
magica woman had disappeared. A feding of dark destiny crept over Alexa.

Now she shivered from toes to head as she remembered the dream and the night before. She
clutched apillow dmost ashbig asher. Her arms sank into it and she knew it was made of the finest
down. Everything around her wasthefines.

"Hard to go back," she muttered to hersdf, and knew that there wasn't much of alife to go back to.
Sheld haveto sart al over on Earth aswell asherein.. .Lladrana? "Find my place here” Tearswelledin
her eyes and she was helpless to stop them. All sheld ever wanted wasto fit in, be normal, know she was
the same as everyone e se who had afamily and friends and a good home.

In Sophie she'd found agood friend, as close as asister. Sophie had been outgoing and charming,
had expanded Alexas circle of friends. She and Sophie had graduated law school, passed the bar, and
darted their own firm specidizing in domestic law. They'd had three clients.

Then Sophie died and the plans were shot to hell. Before Alexahad had time to regain her balance,
sheld heard chimes and music and had gone through the silver arch to Lladrana.

She had chosen to go through the gate of her own free will. She knew that. But she sure hadn't
known the consequences. Alexawas certain that in Colorado "ensorcelment” wasn't avaid defense for
stupid decisons. What about herein Lladrana?

She uncurled from afetal position and looked around her. Everything in the room—her own
room—was of the highest quality. She had passed "tests" and been granted the status of Marshal. Alexa
shuddered at the thought of the tests. She'd thought amonth of studying for the Colorado bar had been
bad!

That was then. Thiswas now. And now was an entirely different world.

Tests. Sheld focus on that. The little star-ball—atomball—had been atest. Partis had said so before
he sent it to her. Many had been surprised she could handle it. The test was a measure of what they
cdled "Power."

The next test was obvious. Did she have the compassion to save the baby? Then, she'd asked for
help in keeping the baby dive. Had that been atest too? Alexathought so. She wasn't too proud to ask
for help. She could work with othersto achieve agoal. She made adisgusted noise. Oh, their tests had
been clever, dl right.

The memory of how sheld flung her assailant againgt awall with her sheer will burned in her heart.
She couldn't Sit in bed and face that fact so got up to pace the room. What could she have done
differently? She wasn't trained in martid arts. She hadn't hurt him on purpose, had only defended hersdlf.
Sdf-defense was acceptable in Colorado and apparently in Lladranatoo, since she hadn't been
punished. But that sheld hurt, maybe killed, shook her to the core.

A sour taste coated her tongue, so she went to the bathroom and rinsed out her mouth. On the way
back, she stopped at the windows and finally looked out. She was about five stories up!

Glancing down, she saw her Tower was built on the edge of a cliff. She flinched back, then looked
out onto an expansive landscape. Before her were fields showing afuzz of spring green, then wooded,



rignghills

She followed the window to the far |eft curve—in the distance was alarge, tidy waled town. She
looked down and saw a hedge maze just within the castlewalls, and just beyond it asmall garden
centered around atall, lovely white-barked tree. A sweet murmuring, dmost beneath her hearing,

beckoned to her. She pressed close to the window. The low music must come from the growing things,
maybe even the land. Rocks? Who knew?

From what sheld aready experienced, anything was possible.

Shefrowned, trying to separate the attractive lilt from other notes, and finally figured out that it came
from the tree. She smiled. The tree had caught her eye, so it waslogical that sheld hear itstune more
Clealy.

Alexamoved to the center of the window to once again study the vista of multihued greens. Her
heartbesat picked up. Thisis home, abone-deep feding whispered. Thisis what you've been searching
for all your life.

She shook her head and backed away, bumped into a piece of furniture she hadn't noticed
before—amirror on astand. At her reflection her mouth dropped open and she stared. Her hair had
turned silver in the night. Her eyes appeared very green—as deep and green as her jade baton.

Alexaran to the bed, leaped on it and burrowed into the covers. She'd decided. She wasn't getting
out of the bed, or out of thisroom. Sheld wait for the Snap.

Alexadept most of the morning, until the strings attached to her door rippled and Marwey called
out. Alexaburied her head in the pillows and ignored her. After awhile the girl went away.

Alexadozed again until Thedia came and made demanding noises. The woman was impatient, not
even denting Alexas willpower to hold out before stalking off— Alexacould fed her irritated energy and
hear hard footsteps.

Just as Alexawas beginning to relax, Partis chanted at her door, comforting, soothing. Lulling, Alexa
thought with asnort. She wasn't moving.

Partis sang for about half an hour, then | &ft.

The doorharp sounded again and Marwey spoke. She knocked. Alexa heard noises out in the
hallway and wondered if they'd starve her out. Then the baby cried just beyond the door.

It went on and on. Alexa couldn't bear it. She got up and stood by the door, calling softly to the
child, murmuring endearments. That only worked once.

She opened the door and scooped up the baby, who broke into asmile. Alexa smiled back, and a
couple of women nabbed her.

Marwey, eyes wide, advanced and touched the ends of Alexas shoulder-length hair. "Argent,” she
whispered in awe.

Alexagrimaced. Sheld forgotten the color had changed from brown to Slver.

"Alyeka, Alyeka, Alyeka." Thewomen called her name. With aswirl of jewel-toned robes, Marwey
and Thediaand the rest, laughing and coaxing—and cuddling the baby—took Alexadown long, curving
dairs.



It wasn't adungeon, but abig bathing room tiled in white and turquoise with dim graceful pillars.
There were three pools of light blue, and lush greenery. The whole room was like something out of a
harem. To one side hung arich robe of dull gold. It looked Alexassize.

She allowed hersdlf to beled to apool. Narrowing her eyes she examined the liquid. It appeared to
be water. Thinking it would be easier to test the stuff than to try to ask what it was, she bent down and
cupped somein her hands. It felt like water. No stinging. Alexalet it trickle through her fingers.

Lifting her handsto her nose sheinhaled the scent the liquid had |eft. Herbs. Nice and somehow
swest, not astringent. As she scooped up the "water” again and lowered her mouth to taste, she watched
the others. They looked amused but didn't protest or stop her. She darted thetip of her tongue out to lap
at the water— again, it tasted of herbs.

Alexastood and straightened her shoulders. She gestured for others to bathe before her. Thedia
lifted her eyebrows, but moving alittle jerkily, she disrobed and sank into a steaming pool. She leaned
her head back on what appeared to be a padded cushion that rimmed the pool, shut her eyes and
hummed. Alexaeyed the older Marshall and decided to follow her example.

Walking to the hot pool, Alexasummoned the courage to drop her bathrobe, and, ignoring
embarrassment, trod the shalow steps into the pool. The hot water caressed her arches and Alexa knew
why Thealiahad moaned. It felt so good! The water Iapped silkily at her as she submerged; the heat
banished the aches and stings the liquid the night before had burned. Thedlia sat on aledge at the deep
end of the pool. Alexajudged that if she joined the woman the water would rise to Alexa's mouth. She
found aspot and aledge where it reached her shoulders—ignoring the twittering of the other women,
probably about her helght—and flopped her head back on the pad. Oh yeah! The only thing better
would be jets.

"Alyeka," Marwey sad.

Alexaopened one eye. The teen offered atray of soaps. Onewas green and Alexahad seenitin
Marwey's mind the night before, one was oatmed colored and textured, one peach. Alexa sniffed them
all and took the green one that reminded her of the ocean. A pang went through her. Oceans. She
wondered if shed ever see one again.

"Shh," Marwey said, joining her in the bath and patting her shoulder.

Battling the ache of tears, Alexalooked at the girl. Marwey stared into her eyes and frowned. Then,
dowly, animage took shapein Alexas mind—arocky coast with agray-green ocean frothing spume.
She closed her eyes and turned her head away.

Alexadrifted and listened to the cadences of the voices around her. Just from pitch she seemed able
to differentiate the classes. Thedias and Marwey's tones were lower, more decisive than those of some
of the other women, whom Alexa had pegged as servants.

She wasn't sure what she thought of servants, or dealing with them. She and Sophie hadn't even had
asecretary to cal their own, let done areceptionist or lega assstant. Tears stuck in her throat again at
the memory of her good friend. Or maybeit wasjust dl the changes sheld been through in afew
hours—less than aday. God! Sdf-pity and sentiment were overwhelming her and she wanted to bawl
her eyes out. Here in the pool would be fineif she were alone. She sniffled.

"Alyeka" Thedliasounded soothing too, and near.

Alexasighed and opened her eydids. She was pretty sure the Lladranans would never get her name



right.

Swordmarshall Thealiaheld two gobletsin her hands. They looked like gold. Alexabit her lip.
Thedlia smiled and sipped from one, then held the other out to Alexa. Shetook it and tried atiny taste.
Not too bad—uvery thick and heavy with spices.

Thedlia ostentatioudy held up her glass, and Alexa got the idea she wanted to toast something.
What? Anything the Swordmarshdl thought was greet, like Alexa's advent here, wasn't necessarily
fabulousto her. She shrugged and little wavel ets spread from her bare shoulders.

The Swordmarshal scanned the room, and Alexafollowed her gaze. Everyone held goblets, though
only hersand Thedlias were gold. A movement came from the dimness under afancy, colorfully tiled
cabinet. Alexanarrowed her eyes.

"VivaAlyekal" Thediaexclamed. Her voice boomed off thetiles.
Alexajolted and turned to the woman.

"VivaAlyeka" the other women returned enthusiastically, and her name hit her ears severd different
ways.

Alexadipped. Thedia steadied her with one hand and clinked her goblet against Alexaswith the
other. Gazing at her over the edge, Thealia gulped down her drink.

Alexadid the same. The brew did across her tongue and down her throat, coating them like honey.

Everyone else drank too. Thedliasmiled benignly at Alexa, took her goblet and handed both to a
nearby woman. Then she gripped Alexafirmly by the ebow, pulling her through the water to the Steps.

Bathtime's over. Too bad. Alexablinked and blinked again, a haze gathering over her eyes. Her
mind dulled.

Alexal

Alexa stopped at the top of the pool and peered around the room as she was patted dry with huge
fluffy towels

It's Snafin, Alexal

Sindfin, thelittlefairy. Alexaslips curved in agoofy grin. Shelooked harder for the tiny pink being,
swayed, and was held upright by several setsof hands.

Alexa, think!

Think? It was hard to think. How could she think with the gold-colored robe dropped over her
head? She couldn't see, could hardly bresthe.

Her head popped through the neckline and she craned to find the fairy.
I'mnot a fairy now, only in your dreams.

Did that make any sense? No. Nothing in the past twenty-four hours made any sense. Alexa
frowned, started forward and sscumbled. What aklutz! She hadn't been this clumsy in years. A thought
nibbled at the darkening cotton of her mind. Can't think. Clumsy. Odd stuff. The drink! Shed been
drugged!



She gasped, but couldn't stop her feet from shuffling aong as the women walked on each side of
her, holding her arms. Thedlia swept ahead of them with decisive steps. Alexawished she could dredge
up fury, but sharp emotions were just as hard to find as clear thoughts. She took one last glance back at
the cabinet. Something that looked like afoot-long dust bunny stared at her. Maybe it was adandelion.
With eyes... She grunted as she stubbed her toes on thefirst of along set of winding sairs.

Time and mind fogged. When the mist parted, Alexastood in an elaborate rectangular room. The
bright colors and sunbeams made her blink. People packed the room. Lots of soldiersin different
uniforms, maostly men. She saw Marwey linking armswith her guy.

Click. Click. Click. Alexafollowed the sound to Thediasforefinger tapping on the tablein front of
both of them. A large variety of odd objectslay on the table. They zoomed in and out of focus. A smooth
stone. A spur? A cap. A tin cup.

That made her think of the goblet she'd drunk from, obvioudy doctored. Her mouth was dry and
tasted like mud. Her ssomach quivered. Bile rose up her throat. Through willpower sheforced it back.
Swallowed.

The table was covered in silver-shot blue damask; the things on it looked well-used and common,
likethey didn't belong. Many brilliant lines wiggled from them. Alexatried to step back, but washeldin
place by a couple of people. Her vision had narrowed, so she couldn't see them.

The lines seemed to writhe like amass of worms. They al led from the objectsto.. .men. She traced
abright yellow thread from the cgp to aman leaning againgt the wall. She thought she could smell him
from here. She gagged. Forced herself to stand up straight and take a deep breath. Maybe it would keep
the dizziness and nausea at bay.

"Deshouse, Alyeka," Thediasad.

Alexa scowled. Didn't the woman know any other word? Choose, choose, choose.. first abaton,
then alover. Alexas somach rolled &t the recollection of the night before.

A lime-green line dithered to aguy in the corner. Alexaglanced at him and he grinned, showing
broken, stained teeth.

Ick. Every strand from the objects|ooked neon-nasty, and when she squinted to see the men they
led to, her ssomach roiled. How many were there? Twenty? Thirty? None of them appeared to be
anyone she'd care to meet, but she had the vague idea that this was like last night—the Marshalls wanted
her to choose a man.

Time stretched. She heard murmuring and turned her head. Theflash of Slver caught her attention. A
samall sdetable contained long thin knivesthat looked extremely sharp, and severd lengths of colorful silk
that looked like ties. She couldn't force her gaze away from the ominous, gleaming knives.

Someone brayed alaugh. The lime-green guy. Too much. Her ssomach revolted. She vomited on
the table and sank into welcome darkness.

Very good, Alexa, Sinafinsad, fluttering gauzy wings.

Bastien leaned back in the corner booth of the Nom de Nom Tavern and casudly flicked hisnew
hat with the broad brim onto the table. From the corner of his eyes he watched for the reactions of the
other Chevaliersto his hat, and suppressed asmug smile.

Unlike mogt of the Chevaiersin the Nom de Nom, hewas not aLord's or Lady's Knight, but an



independent. And the hat proved just how successful he was. Stretching out hislegs, he admired it again.
The hat was of hisown design, with agreat rim around it— wide enough to keep the frinksthat fell with
the rain off aman'sface or from dipping down his collar—if you had tough enough materia. Soul-sucker
hide did just fine,

It had been hisfirst soul-sucker kill, and the bounty had been prime. He grinned as he recalled the
scene at the Marshal's Castle where held dumped the remains late in the afternoon. Oh, it was grest
claiming the prize from those tight-assed Marshd s who thought they were the best at fighting and
believed they knew everything.

The assayer who'd counted out Bastien's gold had covered hisinitid revolted horror at the
soul-sucker's body by donning asdlf-important air and informing Bastien that the Summoning had been a
success—L ladrana now had anew Exotique who would save them dl. Trust the Marshdlsto dig up and
follow al the old traditionsinstead of trying something new to defeet the invading horrors.

That had dimmed Bastien's pleasure for amoment—or until he had requested the assayer provide
him with the soul-sucker's skin in an hour for his hat. It was Bastien'sright to have the hide, and the
clerk's appdled expression had revived Bagtien's spirits.

Now that he recaled the scene, he frowned. There had been something € se—something that had
made the hair on the back of his neck rise—the silver hair that denoted Power, not the black locks. Had
he seen apair of glinting eyesin the rafters of the soreroom? He shrugged it off and gestured for some
de

After held gotten the skin he'd spent some Power fashioning the hat he'd designed on thelong
volaran flight from the North.

Unobtrusively he shifted in his seet. That last fight the day before had been rough. A dayer, arender
and a soul-sucker. They'd been gleeful at their supposed ambush of asingle prey—a volaran-mounted
Chevdier. He moved his shouldersto avoid athrobbing bruise.

Hed rarely been in worse shape. Bloody tracks from the render's claws covered historso; a
puncture from the dayer bore through his left thigh, far too closeto hisbalsto think of the wound without
ashudder. Bruises covered his body. Even the soul-sucker had marked him. Round, raised bumpsfrom
its suckers dotted Bagtien's right shoulder and scal p—thankfully hidden by his clothes and his
black-and-slver hair.

The conversation rose as his new hat was noticed and became an object for discussion. Only
Marrec, who sworeloyalty to Lady Hallard, actually had the guts to turn from the bar to stare at the hat.

When the serving woman Dodu brought his de, she gave him along, dow look from under her
eyelashes. "'l can cancd my plansfor tonight, Bastien,”" she whispered.

More than Bastien's aches throbbed at her invitation. Helooked at her plump hips and sighed. For
thefirg timein hislife he wasin no shape for bedsport. He had the fedling that if he took her up on her
offer hisreputation as agreat lover would shatter.

"Ah, Dodu, my lovely, | only wish | could cancel my own, but for once | must place duty before
pleasure." He pasted a yearning expression on hisface.

She narrowed her eyes.

Badtien lifted her fingertips and kissed them.



Dodu sighed and withdrew her hand. " Some other time, then.”
He grinned. " Definitey."

With a swish of the ass she knew he admired, she served another table. Bastien shifted, trying to find
alesspainful pogtion.

The door opened, letting in gray twilight and the stench of frink-filled rain. Bastien's smile faded. His
brother Luthan scanned the room, spotted Bastien and strode to him.

Badtien's brows knit. Luthan didn't move with hisusud fluidity, and pallor showed under the golden
tone of hisskin. He looked asif held been through an ordeal—more than just confronting the Marshdlsin
their Council, which Bastien had heard L uthan was going to do—as the new Representative of the
Cloigter. His acceptance of the position had spurred alot of talk, snce it now |eft the Chevaiers without
a spokesperson to the Marshdlls.

Was Luthan's stresk of silver over hisright temple wider? Bastien scowled. They were very different
in personality, but close nonetheless.

L uthan stopped and looked down at the lounging Bastien, dressed in render-hide. Luthan himself
had a pure white surcoat over hisflying lesthers, decorated with the coat of arms of their mother's
family—the estate L uthan claimed for himself. When Luthan's eyesfixed on Bastien's hands scored by
the tentacles of the soul-sucker, Bastien sat up straight. Then Luthan's gaze lingered on the new hat.

"That isthe ugliest hat I've ever seen.”
"Y ou wound meto the corel" Bastien placed fingers over his heart.
Luthan scowled. "Looksto melike your last fight did that.”

Bastien cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. "And you look like merde too.” He swept his hat
to acorner of thetable. "Sit. | know Council meetings are bad, but it shouldn't make you look like aherd
of volaransran over you."

Grunting, Luthan gingerly settled hislong length on the opposite bench of the booth, angling his body
s0 he could keep an eye on the room aswell as his brother, an automatic strategy for atrained fighter.
Badtien, of course, had taken the last booth with thewall a his back. Standing at the bar gave Chevdiers
more freedom, but Bastien hadn't been sure he could stay upright for long. Eyeing his brother, Bastien
didn't think Luthan could handle the usud jostling at a crowded bar either.

"You look like merde," Bastien repeated.

Luthan stared at him, and his gray eyes seemed to have become darker. Bastien frowned, but when
that pulled at the woundsin his scalp, he stopped and suppressed awince.

"Jerir," Luthan said, asif that explained everything. He caught Dodu's attention and lifted ahand for
de

"Jerir," Bastien echoed, mind racing. He was supposed to be the quickest of wits of hisfamily, and
Luthan usualy made him use every one of them. "An Exotique and jerir. Knowing the old tales, I'd say
the Marshdls must haveused it asatest.”

When thedewas st in front of him, Luthan stared down at the liquid. Then he looked up with
gleaming eyesand adight curve of thelips, lifted the mug in ahaf salute to Bastien, and drank. He set the



glassdown, pulled a pristine handkerchief from an inside pocket and dabbed hislips. "Right you are.
There were severa tests, but | don't know the details. | do know that they—" he jerked his head toward
the Cadtle "—have awhole poal of the stuff."

Bastien choked, swallowed, breathed through a couple of gasps. "A pool ?* He shook his head.
"Can't be. Jerir is scarce and vauable.”

"A pool. Theritua bathing pool in the Temple, to be exact." He closed his eyes and a shudder
rippled hislong frame.

Bastien leaned forward and pressed hisfingers on his brother's fisted hand. "What isit? How can |
hdp?'

"Takethe job as Chevalier Representative to the Marshalls Council.”

5

"Becomethe Chevalier's Representative?' That jolted alaugh from Bastien and he leaned back
againgt the padded wall—just the contraction of his chest hurt, by the Song. "Very funny.”

Luthan didn't open hiseyes. "I'm not joking. Listen to your last words. Y ou want to help, to matter,
to make things better.”

Letting hiseydidslower, Bastien fingered the edge of hishat. "I think you take life too serioudy and
want meto, also. I'mwilling to help my brother."

"And Lladrana?'
"TheMashdIsbdieve they are Lladrana.”



L uthan opened his eyes. "They are doing the best they can.”

Bastien snorted and lifted hismug to drink again, let the smooth buttery taste of goldenale dip down
hisgullet. Helicked hislips. "The Marshdlsfollow old ways. What's worse—they keep those old ways
and old spdllsfrom the rest of us, so we don't know what they are doing, why, or what to expect. Most
damning of al, they hid the knowledge that our boundaries were failing from us until we were invaded by
the greater horrors."

"Perhgps they thought they could find aremedy without involving us"

"That's your supposition. Meanwhile Chevdier liveswerelog," Bastien said. Including his childhood
friend....

"They say the Exotique will solve the puzzle of restoring the fenceposts and boundaries. Asin olden
days, they Summoned one, and Tested her."

"Did you actualy see her?' Badtien lifted abrow.
"l saw a forming of her."

His brother's voice held an odd note. Ever fascinated with something new, Bastien scooted alittle
closer. "You did? Where? And what did shelook like?!

"During the Marshals Council this morning. She looks—odd. Exotique.”

"Hmm." Bastien eyed hisbrother. "What of you? There's something different about you. Y ou didn't
Pair with her, did you?'

Thistime Luthan choked. "Merde, no!" His mouth twisted. "Mind you, | wasinvited. The Marshdls
were displeased that no Chevdiers showed up.” His eyebrow mimicked Bastien's.

They grinned at each other.
"It'sthejerir. | took aplunge.”
Bagtien's mug hated midair. "All of you?"

"And not just aquick dip. Y ou know the size of the Temple pool—anice dive and glide acrossto
the other sdeto stagger out." He shuddered again.

Drinking deeply, Badtien finished hisae. Hed never seen his brother so twitchy, not Luthan the
Cam. "Better you than me.”

"No, better both of us." Luthan'sfingers curled around Bastien'swrist. "Bastien, the stories are true.
The jerir makes adifference in aperson, an obvious difference. | could tell a a glance those who'd
bathed and those who hadn't. Everyone can see the change, and I'd wager every Marshal in the Castle
will beinthat pool beforelong. It's an advantage they can't pass up, and neither can you."

"Ha, asif they'd let my little toe into a sacred jerir protection pool.” Bagtien withdrew hisarm from
Luthan'sgrip. An odd vibrancy to Luthan'sfingers had set every silver hair on his naperisng. Hewaved
to order two more des.

Luthan'seyesblazed. "That'sjust it, Bastien. Word's gone out." Histeeth gleamed in agrin that
seemed to mock. "They're breaking tradition. Anyone who wishesto can immerse themsalvesin the pool
for the next month.”



"Must be desperate.” With asmile, Bastien handed a couple of pegteesto Dodu to pay for the
drinks.

Shoving hisempty glass asde, Luthan took a swig from the new one. "It'sagrand gesture, and a
smart one. They'll find out who's the toughest, they'll get better Chevadiers and soldiers from thismove,
and they'll chalenge the Chevdiers—the dissenters who don't think much of them, like you—to match
them.”

Thedeturned sour in Bastien'smouth. A fegling degp in hisgut told him held be svimming in jerir.
Rot.

L uthan tapped an elegant forefinger on the wooden table. "Not only the Chevaliers. I'd bet there will
be some guild-folk who'll have to bathe or swallow their pride." He spread hishands. "Wedl win."

"Huh." Bagtien took arag from his breeches pocket and wiped his mouth. "Huh," he said again, not
at hismogt brilliant. He examined his brother again. ™Y ou don't look like the stuff has helped you.”

"Not yet. | had some bruises from sword practice yesterday.” He sucked in abreath and shook his
head. "Rough.”

"Everybody knows the attributes of jerir. It cleanses wounds and sets them to healing clean and fast.
Wherever you were hurt becomes stronger, more protected from injury.” Bagtien culled from memory.

"Everybody's heard,” corrected Luthan. "Y ou don't know until you take that dive. | thought it was
eating my body at those sores." His eyes narrowed, softened. " Give yourself aweek or two to hed
before you bathe. I wouldn't want to go into that pool with areal wound, and you look like you have one
or two."

Morelikefive or 9x. Bagtien curved hismouth in ajaunty smile.

Luthan leaned forward again. "But spread the word. Anyone who wants can go to the Castle
Templeand ask to swim in the jerir for the next month. They must bathe before using it, and will get a
freemed, after. A Marshdl or Castle Chevalier will be on hand to verify the submersion.” Hewiped his
mouth with his handkerchief again and looked &t the clock. "I have a courtesy meeting with the city guild
Representativesto tell them of my new position. I'll o report on the Summoning and the Marshalls
Coundil. I'll tel them of thisoffer." Again hiseven, white teeth flashed. "That will stir them up. Y ou spread
the word to thislot." He touched Bastien's hand. "Think about the job of Chevalier Representative. It
would be good for the Chevdiers and for you."

Bastien forced out the question hed wanted to ask. "Did our esteemed father bathe in the jerir?!
Not that he needed the answer. Reynardus would aways have to prove himself tougher, stronger, better
than any other man.

"No." Luthan's eyes met Bastien's own and reflected the same emotion. They would never receive
the gpprova of their father, and they would ways strive for it, conscioudy or not. Then Luthan's
expression lightened. "Thedlia prodded him into a Song Quest and he lft before dawn. He should be
back soon." Luthan unfolded himself from behind the table gingerly. "Good journeys, brother."

"Good journeys," Bagtien said.

Luthan stared at Bastien'shat. "Y ou know adip in jerir might improveit. Couldn't hurt it any." With
an absent wave of the hand, heleft theinn.

A smile on hisface, Bastien considered his brother and the Marshdls challenge while making damp



intersecting circles on the table with the bottom of his mug. Finaly he gulped the last of the brew. Luthan
hadn't looked good, true, but the dive through the jerir might not be as bad as he said. Luthan tended to
be conservative—one of the reasons Bastien was sure the Cloister had requested L uthan act for them.
Conservative and of strong moral fibre. Hell, strong emotional and physicd fibre too.

Badtien didn't look astough as his brother, and consdered himsdlf aflexible and genid man, but if
thisjerir Test must be done— and damn if held let hisfather and brother top him in this endeavor—it best
be done quickly. Tonight. Just stepping up to stand on the bench hurt, but he managed. With luck, held
have afew good souls like Marrec to watch hisassif hed miscal culated. He scanned the room until
severd facesturned to him.

" Attention!"

Though about thirty patrons of the Nom de Nom started up the winding road to the Marshalls
Cadtle, there were only two by the time they reached the drawbridge gate—Bastien and areedy
teenaged stableboy named Urvey.

Bastien glanced at the dight youth from the corner of hiseye. "Y ou don't have to do this, Urvey," he
sad gently. "No onewill think less of you."

The boy'sjaws set. "No onewill think more of me either.” He met Bastien'sgaze. "Thisismy
chance. If | do this, | can risein the world, be more than a stable hand. | could even maybe be asquire.”
His eyes sharpened. "Do you have asquire, Lord Bastien?”

"I'm avery minor lord, Urvey, with one smdl parcel of land.” He shrugged.

Urvey pulled hard on the gate chain. A gong sounded behind the first curtain wall. "But you have
three volarans. Y ou could Test to be aMarshdl, couldn't you?”'

Badtien'slipstwisted. "Thelast thing | want to beis a hidebound, tight-assed, nose-in-the-air
Marshdl.”

"Huh. Well, you have the chance. | don't." He straightened his shoulders. "Not 'til now. If | became
asguire, maybein afew years| could even get a horse, maybe avolaran, then become aChevalier. You
really do need asquire, Lord Bastien. | saw how hard it was for you to groom your volaran. If you had a
squire and werein afight, he would groom your volaran for you. Please, Lord Bastien?"

Bastien had no intention of becoming responsible for another person.

The peephole darkened, then the gate opened. The Castle guards scrutinized Bastien and Urvey and
then waved them into the lower bailey.

Without further conversation, they crossed the lowest courtyard to the second gate to Temple
Ward. When they reached the door, Urvey used the iron ring to alert the Marshall guardsthat they
wanted entrance.

Holding alantern, Swordmarshal Mace ushered them through the thick gateway. "Welcome,
Bastien. Thought 1'd see you tonight.”

"Good eventide, Mace." The man had been one of Bagtien'singtructorsin years past. Squinting in
the darkness, Bastien noted Mace had more vigor than the last time Bastien had seen him. If Bastien used
his Power and tranced in, he could pinpoint the differences. ™Y ou've dunked in the jerir pool of
protection.” He made it a statement.



Mace nodded. "Right you are. It'sevident, isnt it. That will help our cause by bringing othersto dip
inthejerir. My wife Shidddmarshdl and | took the plunge together last night.”

"Ah, thetime difference. Luthan didn't look aswell asyou.”

After locking the door behind Bastien and Urvey, Mace turned to them and smiled. "Still abit white
around the mouth, was he? He dunked late this morning.” Mace frowned. "Didn't stay for the Exotique's
Choosing and Pairing.”

Badtien laughed. "Whao'd want to be bound for life with awoman you just laid eyes on? None of the
Chevaliers| know arethat stupid.”

Mace's gazefired. "The Choosing isan ancient tradition. And it works. Theritud will maich aman
and woman who can love and bond forever."

Unobtrusively Bagtien shifted from foot to foot. Sitting at the Nom de Nom with dl hisinjuries had
been rough, but the two-mile walk up to the Castle had caused swest to sting in hiswounds. Just being
upright wasarain. "If you say the Choosing magic works, | won't deny you," he placated.

"I don't think you ever knew that my lady and | found each other through a Choosing,” Mace said
quietly.

That surprised Bastien. "No, | didn't." He would have liked to have swept Mace a bow in apology,
but only haf inclined historso.

"It wasalong time ago." He sent Bastien apointed look. "But my love for my Shield grows every
day. Y ou Chevdiers should have attended the Choosing.”

Badtien lifted and dropped his good shoulder. "For mysdlf, | wastraveling here by volaran at the
time. So who did the Exotique pick?' He sidestepped a pace or two to the gateway's thick door wall and
leaned againg it insouciantly, exhding in relief asthe old stones supported him.

"No one." Mace'sface grimmed. "No one. Therewasn't agood choice for the new Marshall of the
Jade Baton. Now we have a'situation’ on our hands. Who knows if she will go or stay? And we need
her, by the Song!"

Bagtien dmost did down thewall. "The Jade Baton of Honor? She widdsthe Jade Baton?' The
stuff of legends. HEd never even seen the stick.

" She was Tested. There are more Choosing ceremonies than the one for amate. | mysdlf laid al the
batons before her and she Chose the Jade Baton. She carriesit well. It flamesin her hands.”

"Urgh" was dl Bastien managed to say.

Urvey gulped too, opened and shut his mouth, then squesked. "Lladranaredly hasanew Marshdl?
An Exotique? Not just rumor?'

Mace jerked anod. "That'sright. Y ou might want to Stay, Bagtien, and Test for Marshall after you
dip."

A hdf smileformed on Bagtien'slips, he swooped hishand. "A dive and glideiswhat Luthan said.”

Mace gave acrack of laughter. "Yes. It'sal very well for you unmated athletic Chevdiers. My lady
and | just dunked together." His brows lowered. "Y ou could test for Marshall tomorrow."”



"No. | thought the full complement of Marshdlswasfilled.”

Mace grunted. "We will be expanding the ranks of Marshdlsto defend Lladrana." Brows il
drawn, he glanced at the hulk of the towered Keep.

"We dready have one Marshd| Pair vacancy—we wish to prevent another."

This sartled Bagtien. "Who died? And how? | thought you were dl herein the Castle, none of you
ontheFidd."

Mace grunted. "The Summoning wasn't easy. Who knew how many of uswould diein the attempt?”
Urvey's eyes rounded. He gulped.
"'Someone died during the Summoning?' Bastien blinked.

"Not exactly." Mace stared a Bastien. "Defau Disparu let his passions get the best of him while he
wasinafight.”

Bastien knew the sentence was directed as areminder to him.

"Digparu attacked the Exotique.”

Urvey gasped. "Attacked our savior!”

Mace ran an eye up and down the boy. "That's right. He died. She has much Power, that one.”

An atond chant drifted from alow Tower window. Mace shifted hisfeet, looked up.
"Swordmarshdl Albertus and hiswife and Shield used the jerir. She was weak to begin with, but she
ingsted on accompanying her Sword. She bardly lives. If she can survive the shock of the next few hours,
her health will be much improved. Shesawily Shield, we'd hate to lose her.”

"Two Pair," Bastien murmured. From only six Marshdll Pairs, it was a cause for concern—for them.
"Y ou wouldn't be at such apassif you'd opened your ranks much earlier, asthe Chevaliers advised. Too
many of you wanted to keep your status and Power to asmal group.” Bastien jutted his chin.

Mace eyed him, but said nothing in defense. He shrugged. "That's past. No reason to ask why you
are here. It'smy watch to verify any who wish to use the pool of protection. Not that anyone has taken
usup onour offer.”

"I'm here!" Urvey said.
"So you are, boy. Y ou want to dunk?'
"Yes, My Lord Marshdl."

"L uthan’'s meeting with town guild members tonight. Tomorrow you should have some Chevdiers
and townies," Bagtien said.

"Good," Mace said. He cast aglance at Bastien then one a the window streaming yellow light
where the chant was coming from. ™Y ou vouch for thislad, Bastien?'

"I'm hissquirel™ Urvey announced.
Badtien grimaced but didn't deny it.



"Huh," Mace said. "It's about time you showed alittle ambition and responsibility, Bastien.” He
nodded shortly. "Good thing you took on asquire. Looks like hell need some training—that will be good
for the both of you. Staunch lad, to brave the jerir."

Urvey'sthin chest expanded with the compliment. Bastien knew thered be no dissuading him from
the pool now.

Lifting alantern, Mace scrutinized Bagtien. " Stupid-looking hat."
"Soul-sucker hide." Bastien tilted his head so Mace could get a better |ook.

Mace grunted. " Seems like the soul-sucker laid a couple of tentacles on you, too." He gazed at
Bastien's scratched hands. "Huh," he said again, still studying Bastien. ™Y ou appear abit peaked— might
want to delay your dipping in the jerir.”

Angling hischin, Bastien said, "No." He grinned. "A dive and glide, said Luthan."

"That boy always underdtates the matter. It'sahel of alot more. It's bad, especidly if you have any
aches or pains, any wounds or injuries. What's with you, boy?' Mace narrowed hiseyesat Urvey. "You
fit?'

"I have acouplascratches. A fleabite or two. Maybe a bruise from a horse that butted me day
beforelast.”

"You'll do," Mace said. He stared at Bastien. "If you have any injuriesthat aren't showing, you better
not try the pool of protection. Wait aday or two. I'd hate to haul you up to that sickroom too.” He
waved to the Tower window.

Bastien winced inwardly, thinking of the puncture, therips, the sucker rounds... Ignoring the pain, he
shrugged and grinned, tilted his hat to an even morerakish angle. "l cando it.”

"Y ou dways had more mettle than sense. Y our squire will watch out for you. Boy!" Mace called
Urvey's wandering attention back to them. ™Y ou got any questions?

Urvey gulped. Hiseyes gleamed. "I heard we get ameal—afeast afterward.”
"That'sright."

The chant fatered. Mace frowned, then nodded in the direction of the Temple. "I trust you, Bastien.
Go take your swim and watch the boy. | need to get back to the healing.”

"Fine" Badien said.

With one last nod, Mace hurried up theright path to the Tower. Urvey started after him, until
Badtien halted him with atug on hisdeeve.

"To theleft for the shortest route to the Temple.”

Urvey grinned but it looked more like therictus of fear and anticipation than cheer. "A coupla
Marshalls were down at the Nom de Norn for a short noonday meal and | saw them. They looked
wrung. Mustataken thedip, | guess.”

"Probably.” Bastien recalled the pallor under Luthan's skin. He set his shoulders. It couldn't be that
bad, could it? A whisper of the hedling chant touched the nape of his neck and dithered down his spine
likefear. He was pretty battered, but he wasin fine health, strong, and had more stamina than was



gpparent. And he was a black-and-white; he had wild magic too. Usualy under control.

Their boot-steps echoed hollowly before and behind them as they strode aong the cobblestone path
closeto the buildings, passing the nobles lodgings and walking around the bulge of the Temple.

Urvey shivered. "I've never been up herein Temple Ward."
Badtien grunted.
The boy craned his neck, trying to see everything. "It'swonderful.”

"It'saCastle bailey,” Bagtien said, but the large, round Temple, white stone instead of gray, loomed
before them. He looked at it with new eyes—the building did seem to pulse with magic.

Findly they reached the gresat, pointed oaken door and Bastien siwung it open. "After you," he said.

In an dcove separated from the main Temple by a carved wooden screen, Bastien and Urvey
bathed. The usual cleansing pool was the one now filled with jerir.

Urvey wrapped atowe around boney hips as Bastien donned arobe. Hed convinced Urvey to dip
first. Bastien wanted to have dl his current strength to pull the youth from the pooal, if necessary.

Without hisbaggy garments, the teen was even skinnier. Bastien surveyed him, noting afew minor
scratches and the bruise the boy had spoken of. Urvey flushed alittle.

"Just seeing how badly you might be hurt," Bastien said.

A quick grin flashed from the boy. He straightened. "I'm well enough.”
"Lookslike you could use the feast they promised us, though," Bastien said.
Urvey'sgrin widened. "l can dwaysedt."

Batien believed that.

They waked from the seat-ledge that held their clothes, to the pool. Bastien kept to deep shadows
s0 Urvey couldn't see the extent of hiswounds.

Thejerir looked thick and dark blue, nearly filling the pool three man-lengthslong and one wide.
Badtien's somach tightened at the Sght of the still, viscous liquid and the thought of the pain that would
come.

"Looks nasty." Urvey's voice sounded high.

"No, it looks beautiful." Bastien's voice was alower rasp than usud. He didn't clear histhroat. "A
very beautiful blue. Asblue asafine sgpphire. It's only the thought of the pain it can cause that makes
you think it's nagty.”

Urvey shot him anervous glance. His black brows shot upward.

"But whereyou hurt, it startsto heal faster, and better than before. Y ou're stronger than before,
right?' He gazed down at both knees, which were shadowed with bruises Bastien hadn't noticed.

"That'swhat they say. | don't trust some of the old legendslike the Marshalls do—"

"But they Summoned an Exotique!” Urvey said with awe.



Bastien had to nod. "They did. And I've never known Swordmarshal Maceto lie.”

"Why should he? He's so big he can say whatever helikes.”

Chuckling, Bagtien said, "Very true. Do you swim, boy?!

Urvey looked horrified. "Swim?No."

Badtien led the youth to a corner. "There are steps into the pool here."

"Oh. | thought I'd just, um, jump in and pop out. | can do that in the water hole at the edge of town."

"Fine." Bagtien surveyed the pool and walked to the middle of onelong edge. "If | recall right, this
should be about your height. Make sure you go al the way under.”

Urvey gulped, sucked in abig breath. Then he glanced at Bagtien, and down at the poal. Urvey's
muscles tensed. He jumped.

His cut-off scream bounced off the circular stone walls and echoed. He popped up, screaming
agan.

Bastien reached into the jerir pool and helped Urvey out. Just theimmersion of hisforearmin the
liquid made him bite theinsde of his cheek with pain. How was he going to manage this?

But he had to. His pride was on the line. Every Chevalier at the Nom de Nom knew he'd intended
toimmerse himsdf in thejerir. Urvey looked up at him with pained and admiring eyes as Bastien hel ped
him dry off and dress.

Not to mention that if Luthan could do it, Bastien could, and would, do it too. His mouth thinned.
There was adifferent aura about those who had bathed in the jerir than about those who hadn't. Even
now Urvey was showing the underlying glow of the experience. There was no way Bagtien could smply
lie

He eyed the poal. It was going to be bad. Worse perhaps than even hislast fight. Only fancy
footwork and fast reflexes had saved him. And he didn't have hisvolaran to help him thistime. Hed have
to trust hiswild magic.

"Shall | stay?" asked Urvey, looking longingly at the door, probably thinking of the good medl they'd
been promised. Trust agrowing boy to think of his stomach, even after such an ordeal!

Bastien said, "No, of course not. Go get some food and drink for us." He waved a hand at the door.

Urvey's brows came down. "Are you sure?' He opened his mouth asif to offer help, then shut it.
They both knew about manly pride.

"I'm sure.” Bagtien grinned. Nothing to do now but to laugh &t the Stuation held gotten himsaif into.
"Go. Get some meat and mead. Take your time—" Bagtien winked "—I may want to soak alittle.”

That reassured the boy. He laughed. "Fine. I'll get us a lot of good food and mead." He rubbed his
stomach. Helooked around and dropped his voice. "Can we egt in here?”

"Of course" Bastien made awide gesture with hisarm. "Thisisthe Temple. A Templeisfor dl the
rituds of people. Including bresking bread." He winked again. "Including sex.”

Urvey flushed, dropped hiseyes. "'I'm awomanlover.”



Bastien clapped ahand on Urvey's shoulder. "1 am, too. We can eat here—thereésadining table
over there." He waved to a darkened quadrant. "And you recall that behind the fancy screen isan-other
bathing pool and atoilet. The pool with jerir isusudly filled with water to bathein, you know."

Urvey just stared. "No, | don't, Lord. You know. | can only guess.”
"Andlearn," Badtien said gently. "Y ou can learn.”

Urvey brightened. "1 can do that. And | know how to assemble afeast for ugl”
Hetook off for the door while Bastien stared at the pool near his blistered feet.
Urvey hesitated by the door. "You are sure—"

"Go!" He didn't want the boy to hear him scream.

The door closed and Bastien rubbed hisface. "Grest, just great. What did you get meinto thistime,
brother?' He swore under his bresth. "What did my own stupidity and pride get me into? 1 damn well
should wait." He should. But it was quiet and soothing herein the Temple. Surely he could manage a
quick dunk—ahop in and dive through and hop out. That should be sufficient. But by the Song, he didn't
want to dip inthejerir! He actualy dreaded theidea.

Nothing for it. Hed manage. Hed been in worse spots.

6

Come, Alexal Sinafin cried. She jJumped up and down on Alexa, waking her.

Alexa cracked open an eye to see ablue squirrd, then shut it again. "No." She snuggled deeper into
the soft mattress. As soon as she'd escaped the clutches of the Marshals, she'd showered and hopped



into bed, though the sun ill shone.

After her humiliating sickness, they'd whipped up another potion that settled her somach and fed
her. Then Alexahad been stuck in aroom and measured and given "little" clothes by giggling women.
Following that, she'd been shown into amap room to watch some oddity on an animated landscape.
Findly, shed been plunked down and taught some Lladranan by a person who tried to keep a straight
face a her pronunciation. Alexabegan to wonder if the days here were the same length as on Earth.

Alexa, Alexa, you must come. Sinafin scrabbled at the coversthat Alexapulled over her head.

"No, I'mtired. I've had a very full day and I'm not going anywhere. I'm staying in bed, and if I'm
lucky, the Snap will come and take me away."

Blue squirrel paws pushed the covers away, and Alexafound hersdf looking into bright black eyes.
Sinafin clasped her pawstogether. PLEASE, Alexa.

"Your colorsare off. There aren't any blue squirrels.” Alexarolled over.
She thought she dozed.

The baby cried. She shoved away fluffy comfortersand haf did, half fell to the floor. Her bare feet
missed the rug and jarred against cold stone. She swore.

Come, come, come! Sinafin, agolden bal, dipped and swooped, then vanished through the closed
door.

Hopping from foot to foot, Alexa dragged on knit dippers that were warm and cushioned her feet
from the stone floor. She muttered curses. In English. She hadn't learned enough Lladranan to know any
good local swears.

What wasit now? A person couldn't even barricade hersdlf into her room for alittle shut-eye.

NOW, Alexal Sinafin—aneon purple bat—screeched in her ear and zoomed through the door
again. Over her nightgown, Alexawhipped on aquilted robe that trailed on the ground, and rushed
across the threshold—

And was jerked short when her robe stuck in the door. No infant was near. She heard a
wail—would they leave the baby on one of the narrow landings? Surely not.

Follow me!l cried Sindfin.

Gritting her teeth and taking precious time to open the door and grab the robe, Alexaknew she
really needed those swear-words. She ran through the Tower room, down and down and down endless
gairsfollowing aflashing neon purple bat into the Cloisters. It was dark and raining again. Not
twenty-four hours after her arrival in LIadranaand she was charging to the rescue again. Didn't asavior
ever get alittle downtime?

Apparently not. Sinafin led her to the huge oak door of the circular Temple. Were they trying to
teach the baby to swim again the hard way? Alexa hated being manipulated by the Marshalls. But was
thistheir work? The door opened easily under her hand and she rushed into the dim room.

Sure enough, Sinafin hovered by the end of that nasty pool asalarge golden glow, flickering and
fluttering wildly, asif trying to keep something out of the liquid.



Alexas heart pounded and she pedled off her robe. Sucking in abig breath and whimpering
inwardly, she dove into the poal.

Pain dimmed her mind like alowering curtain. She fought againgt it, gritting her teeth to keep from
opening her mouth in ascream and swallowing the stuff. Theliquid did againgt her, like it was measuring
every inch of her before seeking each tiny wound to torture— She came up against someone hard.

It wasn't ababy thistime. It wasabig guy. Well, normal for them, but big to her. Apparently he'd
made it into the pool, but not out of it. Alexa could understand that; the liquid gnawed at her bruisesand
sent biting pain along scratches. She vowed to never, ever pick a her cuticlesagain.

Thrusting her head above the liquid she gasped and thrashed to hold the limp, heavy limbs of the
man. She sensed Sinafin trying to help, taking part of the man'sweight.

Her nightgown tangled her legs, she floundered, dipped and sank, found her feet and tried again.
Grunting and swearing she managed to roll the man out of the pool, but sank again before crawling out.

Helives! Sinafin caroled inrdief.

Just as Alexa surfaced and opened her mouth to ask something instead of heaving a breath, Sinafin
turned into a purple bat with golden wings and stresked from the chamber—through a closed glass
window thistime. As she did so she made the sound of awailing baby.

Alexadlowed hersdf to collapse on the floor. Sheld been had! By her own.. .what? Mentor?
Sidekick? Friend?

After afew minutes the marble floor, though warm, felt redlly hard. Alexarocked to her hands and
knees, then stood and wobbled. Until she saw him. Then she was struck still and dumb with pure
admiration.

Wow! Only the dim crystdsin therafters and the glowing gemstone crystasin arainbow on the
dtar lit theroom, but it was enough. He lay on hisback, the outline of his musclesflickering wet and
golden-hued. Alexa swalowed hard.

Shetook a step forward. Broad shoulders tapered to narrow hips, muscular thighs—she bet he had
akiller butt—nice calves, long degant feet. Oh yeah.

Naturally shelooked at his sex. She was a red-blooded American woman, wasn't she? And she had
to make sure that the people of Lladranawere like people at home. She peered alittle closer and gulped.
Y es, his parts were like those of the men a home. No, it didn't look like he was hurt there at al—but
otherwise...

Just seeing the scars on him gppalled he—new red welts, some dices that looked like they had
come from the same sort of monster who'd attacked her. His body was amap of colorful bruises,
scratches and circular raised bumps that made her think of leeches. She shuddered. He had a big, nasty
puncture closeto his, um, jewd s that made her wince and shift from foot to foot.

Shewaswarm and safe here, as was he, but how was she going to get help?

She eyed the gong and bit her lip. It was near the dtar with those jewd-crystals and other magica
stuff. Sheredly didn't want to touch it.

"Sindfin?' shewhispered.



No answer.

Alexastudied the studly guy again, thistime making it to hisface. She frowned. He looked alittle
like someone she'd seen before, but she couldn't place the resemblance. Nice jaw, good straight nose.
Eyes heavy-lidded and tilted up at the corners. Soft, mobilelips.

Soft, mobile lips? Shewaslosing it. Timeto get her act together and seeif she could help the man,
but at least hiswide, lightly haired chest rose and fell steedily.

Then she noticed something dse. Unlike every other adult in Lladrana, he didn't have black hair or
black hair with slver or gold streaks at one or both temples. No, the flickering light gleamed on his
striped black-and-white hair. She stared. The baby had black-and-white hair like that too. Did they
ritudly drown those? She knew in her bonesit must mean something.

Hislids opened and she stared into deep brown eyes that dowly focused. He opened his mouth and
started coughing. He stirred, moaned, then subsided again into unconsciousness. But his bregth turned

steady and deep.

The door pushed open and cold air swept around her, plastering her nightgown to her body. She
whirled. A skinny teenager holding atray and a pitcher stared openmouthed at her. She narrowed her
eyes. He had that dectric-blue outline that severa of the Marshals had had that morning. She glanced
back at the man lying by the pool—yes, there was adight eectric-bluetint coating him.

Shelooked at her own hands. They radiated blue. Then she saw her own body, fully reveded by the
thin, wet nightgown. She looked very white. She made asound like "Eek"—agirly sound, she thought in
disgust—hurried and snatched her robe.

"Voulvous? Vu?' Theboy'svoicerosein aquestion.

Alexaforced her lipsinto agrin, flopped ahand in what sheld intended to be awave, and wobbled
past the boy to the door. Sheld done what Sinafin had wanted. Alexadidn't plan to hang around for
questions she couldn't answer.

The man groaned behind her. She quickened her pace. The teenager frowned, then set the tray
down and ran to the man.

Alexadipped out the door and into the cloister walk. Silver rain fell tinkling around her, then
sputtered into droplets and subsided into a soft patter.

Once back in her room, after showering—another pain, Snce some of the jerir penetrated her
scratchesinstead of diding from her body—Alexawas restless. She went to the windows to look out,
and saw blackness over the fields. Her tower was one of the four large round Towers of the Castle
Keep, but no one lived there except hersalf.

She dressed in leggings, ashirt and along tunic, then she paced.

Though the weether had cleared and brilliant stars shone in the night sky, there was only the faintest
luminescence where she knew the Town should be. No use going to the Town, Since she wasn't even
familiar with the Castle. The thought of walking aone down the hill to the Town daunted her. She
shivered as the memory of the night hike sheld taken in Colorado flickered in her mind's eye. Sheld been
crazy, Spelbound, grief-stricken—maybe dl three.

She noticed the swaying white branches of the beautiful large tree in the garden below.
Concentrating hard, she heard the soft murmuring of the tree's Song, which spoke of contentment and



spring and growing and destiny. The strains came too quietly to grasp and the mel ody was such that she
wanted to listen to the whole of it. Or maybe she just had cabin fever and wanted out. She drew her
heavy, warm purple cloak around her, then dipped from her room and down the sairs.

Everything was quiet.

Hesitating, she cocked her head to get the treg's direction. With dow steps she followed the tune
and found hersdlf before asmall door that would let her out of the Keegp and near the garden. She
opened it, and air laden with humidity and the rich secrets of night-growing plants wafted to her. Asshe
inhaled, more notesjoined the rich orchestral symphony. She exited, and afew strides |ater faced thetall
hedge maze. Perfectly groomed, it stood a good fifteen feet high, dense and dark and green-black.

Still the tree Sang, and it Sang to her. She could dmost hear it Sing her name. She pulled her cloak
close and the cowl low and threaded her way through the maze by sound instead of sight. Low bird
chirps accompanied the soft tread of her own footsteps.

A few minuteslater she exited the maze at aright angle from where she had entered. Therewasa
small lawn, then an old, low wall of stone with alittle door that looked to be just her Size. She smiled and
walked to it, put her hand on the cold handle, pressed the latch and pulled, expecting an awful creak. The
door svung Slently and easily open.

The moon had risen while sheld been in the maze and now painted the garden in slver light. A
profusion of bushes with stark branches of various shades of gray and black were dl tangled together as
though the garden wasn't well tended. Mot of the LIadranans would have to stoop through the door.

But thewhitetreelifting graceful branchesinto the sky wasthe only lifetdler than thewall.

A bench circled the tree, and she picked her way through dead |eaves aong an overgrown path
toward it. For amoment she hesitated, then did her hands up and down the trunk, feeling the bark,
smooth in some spots, rough in others. Tree-song enveloped her and she sat on the bench, leaning
agang thetrunk.

She didn't know how long she rested there, her busy mind quiet, experiencing the tree's melody,
imbued with serenity. It lilted of sap rising through it dowly, dowly, of the anticipation of each bud
pushing through bark and unfurling tiny leaves, of the reaching of its branches and how it danced with the
wind and the sky and the Song.

Thereyou are! Sindfin said, the hint of ascoldin her voice.

She was gill the purple bat. In the recesses of her mind, Alexaknew she should be upset with the
shape-changer, and there were questions she wanted answers to, but being in the tree's presence had
made dl her questions seem less urgent, asif she were measuring time more dowly now. So shejust
stared at the purple bat and admired itswings.

Sinafin hung upside down from anear branch and gazed at Alexa Even thiswasn't too
disconcerting. She was operating on tree-time, with tree-serenity-philosophy till pulsing around her.

The shgpeshifter whiffled, eyesbright. You like the brithenwood tree, very good.

Why? Another question that should be more important than it seemed. Only one concern roseto her
mind.

"I'm here to make new fenceposts to defend Lladrana?' Sheld culled that from Sinafin's mind-movie
of the night before and the talk amongst the Marshdlsin the Temple after sheld been taken to bed like a



kid. But within the peace of the garden the spark of irritation failed to flame.
Yes.
"“Tel me of the fencepods”

They are the primary defense of Lladrana, made by Guardian Marshalls during the last true
invasion of horrors, about eight hundred years ago.

Before my time. Snce then we've had only little groups sneaking over. And the frinks. They
are new in the past two years.

"I'm supposed to discover how the fenceposts are made and remake them?' Alexawanted to be
clear onthispoint.

The bat stretched itswings, so trangparent that some stars shone through the tissue-skin. Yes.
"How?"

The Song will guide you.

Alexahadn't heard voicesyet. "How?"

Sinafin was slent, her sprightly tune having faded. The background music hardly murmured. Thetree
was slent. Nothing answvered Alexa.

The next morning the Marshalls had no sooner taken their seats around the Council table than the
door flew open with ajar of harpstrings and Reynardus, Lord Knight of the Marshdlls, strodein.

They dl stood, Thediadightly dower than the others. Though Reynardus marched to his chair at the
head of the table and took it with a haughty 1ook, pallor showed under his skin. Hed dipped in the jeir.
Had probably swum back and forth the length of the pool, Thedliathought sourly. She narrowed her
eyes. Hisexpresson hinted at controlled emation.

"Events have not progressed well in the hours | have been gone. Hopefully now that | am back and
can direct them, they will proceed better. | want to know what has occurred. | see we are all here except
the dead Defau and Albertussailing wife," he said, dtill standing, knowing they al must sit after he did.

Thediainclined her head. "I am sure you have been updated on al events.”

"Welogt Defau and nearly lost Veya The Choosing Ceremony failed. If we spend hours on training
the Exotique, give her jewels and land asisrequired, she might still disgppear like this—" he snapped
gloved fingers, but the sound was till loud.

Thedidstemper smmered.

Reynardus continued. "Furthermore, | hear you opened the jerir pool not only to the Marshdls and
select landowners and Chevaliers, but to all Chevaliers—no, let me amend—" He pedled the gloves
from his hands and flung them on thetable. Y ou invited anyone to immerse themsdavesin our precious
jerir. Thejerir that cost us greet effort to move from anatural pool to the Temple pool. With the right
careit could have been saved and used for ayear—"

"| thought we had agreed to drain thejerir,” Thealiasaid. "But you were the onein charge of that.
Did you have plansthat therest of usdidn't know of 7'



A touch of red lined his cheekbones. "That ismoot now. | cannot believe you will let any scum of
the city street use the jerir. | heard a stable boy dipped last night, a stable boy!"

Thedialooked a Mace.

Hisface hardened. "Y our son's new squire," he said.
Reynarduss brows rose. "L uthan has a new squire?'
"Badtien," said Mace.

Someone turned alaugh into a cough.

Reynarduss nostrilsflared. "1 should have known held have such poor judgment asto take a
nobody stable boy for asquire, but for the rest of you to issue aproclamation to all the Townsfor use of
our jerir—"

"We arethe guardians of theland,” Thedliasaid. "LIadrananeeds dl the staunch men and women
availableto fight the evil confronting us. One of the waysto recruit the people we need isto offer them
useof thejerir.”

"As| said yesterday, | will be honored to train anyone who dipsin thejerir,” Mace said. "Both your
sons availed themsalves of the jerir, as did some of the most important guild-people of the Town. Every
hour more Chevaliers arrive to take advantage of our offer. We are building an army."

"An amy of shopkeepers" Reynardus sneered.
Protests ran the length of the table.

"With our magica boundary fiddsfailing, more land than ever isbeing invaded by the greater
monsters. And even the Townspeople are affected by the frinks faling in the rain, burrowing into the soil
and turning the week-brained into inhuman mockers," Thedia said, pursuing the point when the others
didn't. "We need strong defenders. Lord Knight Swordmarshall Reynardus, do you have any report of
your Song Quest you wish recorded in the Marshals Lorebook of Song Quests?”

Reynardus paed. He sat abruptly. "No." The momentsit took for everyoneto sit were enough for
him to regain composure. He swept a piercing gaze around the table and verbally attacked. "1 want a
moment-by-moment recitation of what happened here at the Castlein my absence. | want alist of the
names and ranks of those who have bathed in thejerir. | want an update on our borders. Mot of dll, |
want to know what you have done to train our new Exotique 'savior' to control her Powers and to fight.”

At that moment the doorharp sounded.

Reynardus scowled. Everyone looked at the door. Rapping came.
Thediaglanced at Reynardus. "It must be important.”

He shrugged. "Come," he caled.

The door opened only enough to let a Castle serving woman, Umilla, didein. She was abowed, thin
woman dressed in bright green that emphasized her drab coloring. Her hair was streaked white and
black—asign of the greatest of Power or the most fragmented.

Severd Marshdls gasped at her presumption.



Umillatwisted her handsin the dressthat hung from her frame. When she spoke her voice was dry
and whispery. "Theres afeycoocu in the Castle," she said.

Everyone stared at her. When the slence stretched, she turned and shuffled away.
"Stop, girl," Reynardus shouted. " Say that again, and speak up. | didn't hear you."

Umillaonly turned her head. "There's afeycoocu in the Castle.” Her words were only alittle louder,
but the spellsin the Chamber amplified them and repeated them: There's a feycoocu in the castle.
There'sa feycoocu in the castle.

Reynard stood. He leaned forward, both hands on the table, his Power focused on Umilla. "A
meagical shapeshifter? Areyou sure, girl ?!

"Blessings. It's been more than a century since we've been so graced. A good sign that our
Summoning wasright. A feycoocu can only help our cause,” Partissaid.

Snorting, Reynardus said, ™Y ou dways take the optimistic road, Partis." He turned back to Umilla.
"Serving girl, come here.”

Steps hdting, Umilladid. When shelifted her head, her eyes blazed. She ran ahand through her
hair, emphasizing the streaks. "I know every heart pulsein the Castle. Every soulprint. Thereisanew
one. Fun and new and happy and strange. It came after the new Exotique. It'sfor her."

"Who can tell what afeycoocu will do?' Partis murmured.

"Asincaculable as Exotiques,” Thediasaid. "l agreeit'sagood sign. Otherswill be impressed,
especialy the Singer's Cloigter, perhapsthe Sorcerersin their Towersalso." Thedialifted her eyebrows
a Reynardus. "Don't you agree?”

He chewed at the corner of his mouth, then jerked hishead in anod. With aflick of hisfingers, he
dismissed Umilla. She scuttled from the room.

Hello, Alexa, Sinafin sad.

Shewasalittle mermaid swimming in aspherica aguarium hovering under the canopy of Alexas
bed. "I'm dreaming,” Alexamumbled.

Yes.
"The Lladranans cdl me'Alyeka™
Your nameis hard for our tongues.

Two names. Sheld get confused for sure. She had no ear for foreign languages. During her
childhood of foster homes, sheld changed schools severa times and had ended up lagging behind in
Spanish, French and Latin, and jumbling them all.

Sindfin flipped her emerdd-green tail and waggled afin. Listen and watch closely as | show you
what happened yesterday.

The dream-movie astrandated by Sinafin only rolled asfar as the Choosing and Pairing ceremony
before Alexawas wide awake, struggling into her new clothes of tights and tunic and tabard. Thiswasfar
too much for her to take lying down. Time to do something about the Marshals who were arranging her
lifein the pattern they wanted.



Stamping into some boots that had been made for ayoung Lladranan girl, she ground her teeth. She
had to wear "little girl's’ clothes. Anger dready sizzled through her, and was fueled by her frustration over
dressing in strange garments.

Wait, Alexa, you haven't seen all! Snafinsaid.
Alexalooked for Sinafin, but couldn't find her. " Are you coming with me to confront the Marshals?'

A beautiful tiny greyhound legped to the top of the bed. Alexa narrowed her eyes. "'l don't think
greyhounds comethissmall." The feycoocu was only about afoot in length.

Sinafin sat and scratched her ear with ahind paw. Thisis my natural size. | can be much larger
or smaller if I use magic. You see, you don't know much about Lladrana.

"No, but | don't think al Lladranans are like the Marshdls. | think | could take my chancesin the
Town. | work hard."

Sinafin cocked her head at Alexa. You don't even know where the Marshalls are, Sinafin pointed
out smugly.

Frowning, Alexatested aheavinessin her mind, likeadark cloud. The Marshadls. "I know they're
herein the Castle and they're dl together, asusud.”

Sinafin tipped her head to the other side and twitched an ear. Reynardusis back.
Alexasnorted. "Youthink | care?'

You should. Heis very powerful and important to your future.

"Huh. I've seen lawyerslike him before.”

And what did you do?

"Minded my manners. Waked softly. But now | have abig stick!" With athought she called her
Jade Baton, and it dapped into her open hand. Her fingers curled around it and the bar warmed and
glowed, the bronze sculpted flames at the top blazing into red red and yellow fire. She was impressed.
She grinned, showing teeth. Oh, sheld tdll those Marshdls. Trying to "bind" her emotionaly to alover
without her consent was the last Straw.

Shelicked her lips and studied the wand, wondering about its powers. Maybe she could
experiment. "Take meto the Marshdls," she said to her Jade Baton.

It tugged on her hand, pointing to the door.
Alexathrew agamilea Sinafin. "Coming?'
Thelittle dog hopped from thetall bed, her tonguelolled briefly. This may be fun.

Alexa set her shoulders and marched out the door, following the inclination of her baton. She wound
her way down the gtairs, gill angry and hurt. She knew she was far from emotiondly accepting the
changesin her life.

Even with Marwey to link with her mind, and Sinafin's dream-movies, al she understood was that
Lladranas magic Marshalls had Summoned her because they thought she could stop agrest evil by
making fencepoststo keep it out.



And that she had powersthat had killed a man. She choked. Sheld never thought that she could kil
someone, not even in self-defense. If she stayed here, she'd have to learn how to control these strange
mind powers.

She started down along, gray stone hall. With her free hand, she wiped aside her tears and
wondered if these people cried. Anger at the Marshdls manipulations was an emotion she could
recognize, one she could justify and act on. Grief at thoughts of her lost world, confusion and frustration
at her new circumstances, creeping blind fear at the unknown could be squashed and hidden away and
ignored. Anger was better.

Findly she reached alarge pointed-arch door set in astone wall to her right. The door had abig
golden harp on it; strange letters decorated the harp. She bit her lip. She couldn't read them. She, who
had been the journa editor for her law school, couldn't read. It wasinfuriating. It was humiliating. It was
terrifying. With acry of anger, she flung open the door.

Reynardus sat at the head of along wooden table. He glanced up a Alexa. "Another interruption?”
Then heturned to Thedlia. "Things have certainly deteriorated in the short time | was gone.”

"Marshdl Alekyahas a seat on this Council and iswelcome here.” Thealia stretched out her hand to
Alexa

Alexadared. She could understand them! Sinafin pressed againgt her leg and Alexaredized that the
fary—whatever—was trandating for her, the words meanings coming to her mind abest after they were
spoken. Shelooked down at Sinafin, who gave her adoggy grin. Alexawastorn. She could pick up the
miniature greyhound or hold her baton, but not both. She'd have to stand till and rant. Too bad. It was
much easier for her to keep her thoughtsin order if she paced.



Sinafin brushed Alexaslegs as she crossed to the table and set the baton down. It faded to adull
dark green. Parting with the stick was hard, but Alexawanted nothing to do with the Marshdls or their
Tests or their hidden agendas for her. She picked up Sinafin, who swirled a sweet-breathed tongue
around her face, erasing tear tracks. Alexawas grateful.

But then the small hound pointed her nose at the wand and shook her head. You do not want to do
this.

"l must dothis™" Alexasaid. Thewords came out in English, then twisted into something ese. She
stroked Sinafin's ears. "Can you trandate for me?"

Yes.

"Isthat the feycoocu?' asked Partis.

Say yes, Sindfinsad.

"Yes. Sheistrandating for me. Listen up, guys.”

A couple of the Marshalls winced. Probably not enough noble-spesk for them. Tough.
"Y ou brought me here without my express consent—"

"Wrong. Y ou camethrough—" Thediasad.

Alexawaved her hand. "Very wedll, | agree on that point, but | didn't know what was happening or
where | was coming. Y ou didn't have the courtesy to ask meto help you. No, you dl initiated a
preemptive strike, forcing meto respond to Tests that could have killed me." She strode around the
room, and severa Marshalls craned to keep track of her. She remembered the baby, the man who'd
been so repulsed by her that he tried to stab her, and whom she had killed with her mind. She fought new
tears. "Y ou could have killed a baby—"

" She's a black-and-white, flawed—" Reynardus said.

"Everyone'sflawed in someway!" Alexawas old enough to have learned that lesson. "Y ou set me
up to be attacked and | took alifein self-defense. That'sthe worst of it. But that wasn't the last of your
manipulations, wasit? 'Y ou wanted to keep me here by force, make me stay by somehow binding meto
another—"

“Pairing—"
"Stop interrupting! Only now you try to explain. Only now, when your planshavefailed.”
Partis stood. "We need you."

"You didn't ask, and you didn't explain. Y ou haven't been honest in any of your dealingswith me.
I've had nothing but manipulation and liesfrom you dl. I'm leaving.”

"You can'tleavel"” Thediasad.
Alexaglared at her. "Of course| can, unlessyou give me some good reasonsto stay."

Reynardus |leaned negligently back in hischair. "Let her go." Hewaved an degant hand. "She won't
get far. She can't live on her own. Shelll come back.”



Fury suffused Alexa. She'd heard comments like that before.
You won't make it through law school.

You won't pass the bar.

You won't make a living ina small partnership.

But she had.

“I'msure | can find work inthe Town."

Another Marshall stood and inclined her head to Alexa. "1 am the Loremarshall, Faith. When an
Exotique such as yoursdlf is Summoned, you are given gold and the choice of an estate to support you.
Wewill compensate you well."

A home, Sinafin said, just to her. A home of your own. Your land. Your home.

The offer made her hegitate, until she saw Reynarduss smirk. Sheld have to work for these people.
People she couldn't trust.

"l can't trust you," she said.

Partis dropped his eyes. Faith |ooked ashamed.

"Y ou Summoned me, but you didn't trust that magic, and you didn't trust me."
"It'sgonewrong before," Reynardus said codlly.

Alexainadvertently squeezed Sinafin 'til sheyipped. She loosened her hold. "1 didn't know that,
which only emphasizes my point. | know nothing of you, and none of you has been willing to explain or to
trust me. I've heard no reason to make me stay— only abribe. I'm leaving. I'll wait in town for the Snap."

Thedliagasped. "How do you know of the Snap?'

Lifting the miniature greyhound, Alexasad, "Sn—"

Don't give them my name!

"Sincel came, this, um, feycoocu has helped me. Shetold me.”
"It'sashe?' asked Partis.

Alexaignored him. "Anything e s?'

The Marshdls glanced at each other, then at Reynardus.
Reynardus studied his clean fingernails. " She will be back.”

Alexas mouth turned down. She'd hoped for explanations, something that would tell her they
respected her, accepted her. But there was nothing here for her. She turned and walked to the door.

"We can teach you to use your great Powers! Please, take up the baton again!™ someone urged.

Another bribe. Like being agreat magician was something Alexa should want. Power to kill with her
mind. She didn't think so.



Alexaplaced Sinafin on her feet and stepped away to open the door. Babble assaulted her ears.
Since she couldn't understand any of it, it was easy to ignore. She looked down at the shapeshifter and
sad, "Areyou coming with me?'

Her untrand ated words silenced afew, asif they tried to decipher how her language was different
from theirs. Sinafin sat and used ahind leg to scratch behind her ear, then yawned. 1t might be fun.

"Y ou sound pretty cheerful al of asudden.”

The dog wiggled her nose. You will change your mind. | tell you now and | will tell you again
and again that you have a home here.

Ah, there was a being who knew what buttons to push! Alexa shrugged. At least Sinafin had been
honest.

Alexaopened the door and let Sinafin out firt. "Lead theway." The dog trotted ahead and Alexa
followed. Loud voices carried after her.

Sinafin turned | eft and zoomed down the hallway, sending aglesful bark back to Alexa. This
strange dog-body likes to run. Very nice.

"Yes" Alexasad softly, wondering if Sinafin could hear her— at what distance the mind-to-mind
gpeaking worked.

She found hersalf smiling and blew out a big breath. Whew! Her steps picked up and became
jaunty. Releasing dl that anger had been cathartic. She refused to worry about what might await her
ahead. She'd been uprooted and thrown into strange situations enough as akid to believe shed somehow
manage. And she had afeycoocu. Thingsweren't al bad.

A digant yip had her gtretching her stride. She came to the end of the hallway, where therewas a
door to the staircase to the front tower of the Castle Keep. This tower was on the opposite end of the
corridor to the back tower that Alexa had been given. She turned right into the corridor that led to her
tower staircase. She wasn't going back. Sinafin must have taken one of the other little passages,
branching left off the Keep's hallway. The Castle was built for the Lladranans—dightly too large ascale
for Alexa

She paused, irritated. Snafin! It wasthefirg time she had tried caling with her mind. Nothing
happened. Alexafrowned. Maybe words weren't the best way to communicate. What about pictures?
Shefashioned the best image she could of Sinafin—asthe pink fairy—and tried again. Snafin!

Faint, running claw-clicks came from ahal up abit and to her left.

Sinafin shot fromiit, turned away from Alexa and ran down the corridor and back, panting and
grinning. Run, run, run! Singfinsaid.

"You run," Alexagrumbled. Her body till ached from the two dipsin thejerir. At least now she
knew what it was called, and that it was supposed to heal her and then be protective. She shook her
head. Magic. Something to be as cautious about as aloaded gun.

Her thoughts went to the guy she had saved, and she winced. If she thought she hurt today, he'd be
even worse off. His wounds had been awesome, but since held lived through the ordedl, he'd be one
tough cookie, she guessed. And the baby—if she was flawed, would the jerir have cured her? Probably
what everyone had hoped for. Alexawould missthelittle girl, and Marwey.



Sinafin bounded up to her, lolling atongue, then turned around and jogged left back down the
passage she'd appeared from. The closest way out is through the Assayer's Office, just beyond the
Keep walls.

Down a short passage the feycoocu waited before a big square wooden door. It was more roughly
finished than most of the Castle doors. Alexa set her hand on the iron handle and an overwhelming dread
flooded from her fingers up her arm to her mind, making her heart pound hard. She pulled back. Death.
She could smell it now. Thetang of blood and fleshy refuse. She swallowed hard.

Sinafin cocked her ears, looking too innocent. Alexa hesitated. She didn't want to go into that room.

Shuffling steps behind her made her whirl. A bowed woman in serving costume came dowly to
them, her gaze fixed on Sinafin. Even hunched, she wastdler than Alexa. The woman stopped, ducked
her head alittle and glanced at Alexawith shy eyes.

"l am Umilla Isthat the feycoocu?!
| am Snafin. The words echoed twice, and Alexaredized the greyhound spoke to them both.
"Why did you tel Umillayour name and not the Marshd|s?' Alexaasked.

A name is powerful magic. You can Summon me by my name, Sndfinsaid. The Marshalls
might use me if they could.

Umillasnorted.

Alexareckoned since the Marshalls couldn't pronounce her name, she was safe.

"I'm Alexa." She put out her hand.

Thewoman just stared &t it. Her mouth fell open.

Sindfin trotted to Alexa. Alexa. Then danced to the serving woman. Umilla.

Alexatried areassuring smile and nodded. "Umilla"

"A-/ex-a" The woman bobbed her head.

Alexaseyeswidened. Finally someone who pronounced her name correctly! She grinned.

Umilladucked and leaned down to pet the dog. Her long hair swung to hide her face, and Alexa
realized it was streaked black-and-white. Like the baby's. Like the guy'slast night.

Reynardus had cdled them black-and-whites—and flawed.

Flawed? As she sudied the woman, Alexa sensed wild fluctuations of energy—magic?—insde
Umilla. Something the woman had never been ableto control.

Umillagtraightened, holding Sinafin.

Alexawatched the serving woman and Sinafin for amoment, then turned her attention back to the
door and frowned. Anitching at the back of her brain told her the Marshals meeting had ended and they
were breaking up. Soon they'd disperse, and she didn't want to meet any of them. She didn't know of
any door out except this one.



Finaly asigh escaped Umillaand she closed the short distance between them, holding Sinafin out to
Alexa. Alexatook the feycoocu.

"Merci." Umillabobbed acurtsy. With vague eyes but adignified bearing, she shuffled back the way
she had come.

You should put me down now, Sinafin said, anotein her voice that made gpprehension ripple
through Alexa.

She st the dog on itsfeet. Facing the door again, Alexa clicked open the latch, pushed and entered
in onemotion. The smell was amixture of antiseptic and dead things. The room was anightmarish vison.
Something that would haunt her dreamsfor yearsto come.

"What isthis place?' Her voicerose.
The Assayer's Office, Snafinreplied camly.

It was nothing like an assayer's office in Colorado. Not for minerals—silver or gold. It wasfor
mongers.

Alexas stomach gave asickening roll. Heads were mounted on the walls. Grotesque heads of
creatures sheldd never imagined in her most dreadful dreams. Above the heads the ceiling disappeared
into dimness around the rafters. One of the heads was like the thing that had attacked her when shed
come from Colorado to Lladrana. Itsfangs glistened in such aredigtic snarl that she shuddered.

Render, Snafininformed her.

It was as huge as she remembered, the eyes smal and red, the black bristly fur looking asrough asa
stedl brush. The muzzle was short, but open, showing black tongue, sharp teeth and the fangs. Benegth
the head, a paw-hand was mounted, the foot-long curved claws extended.

Alexaput her hand to her mouth to tifle an involuntary scream.

Next to the render was atorso consisting of abald, gray head with holesfor eyes and lizardlike skin.
It had two arms with suckers al the way down to its three-digited hands. Two tentacles draped before
and behind each arm. The horror loomed directly above Alexa. All the hair on her body rose.

Soul-sucker, Sinafin said.
"Get me out of herdl”

Theroom wastdler than it waswide or long, with awooden counter running the full length on her
left, A heap on the counter caught her eye and she couldn't help staring. Y dllow fur, asbristly asthe
render's, showed againgt glistening red muscles. The head and the back of the monster sported curved,
wicked spines. The fur was nearly flayed from the thing.

Alexabolted across the room, praying to find adoor.
Sayer, Snafinsad.

A man with aneat gray goatee and thick black hair on his head skipped around the counter,
blocking her way. Eyebrows raised, he stared at her with fascination. "The Exotique,” he breathed.

He made her fed asunusud asthe horrors surrounding them, and Alexahad an awful vision of
hersdlf stuffed and mounted. She couldn't bear it. She ran around him and hit the round-arched wooden



door at top speed, faling into a stone-paved courtyard open to the sky.

At least it wasn't raining. The sky was a deep blue that reminded Alexa of home. She breathed air
that was fresher than any the mountains provided, without the dight sulphur tinge sheld noticed when it
rained.

Sheleaned againgt the stone wall next to the door, face in hands, trying to compose herself. "Was
that redlly necessary?' she asked Sindfin.

Yes. Those are what threaten our lives. Those are what invade our land daily. Those.. .and
worse.

Alexacouldn't contemplate what could be worse.
We need you. Wait and watch.
Again the note of warning.

With deep gasps, Alexa settled herself. She shoved fingers through her hair and wasn't surprised to
find it damp at the roots from terror-swest.

Shelooked around the courtyard. The Assayer's Office seemed to be on the right side of the main
yard. The Temple dominated the far end, Sitting in the center of the wall. Diagondly to her left and across
the courtyard, tucked into a corner, was a gatehouse— in the direction of the Town.

Her breathing had just returned to normal and she was ready to leave again when she heard bells
jingling from above her. Shelooked up to see awinged horse flying over the outer wal. Her mouth
dropped open. The light brown horse spiraled down, blood welling from three claw marks on its neck.
Claws like that had scratched her. Marks like that had crisscrossed the body of the man the night
before—new wounds and silvered scars.

Render. The namefit.

The horselanded with a clatter of hooves, then tossed up itshead in alost, mournful cry that
penetrated Alexas very bones. She whimpered.

It fixed its gaze on her, then stared at Sinafin, its head lowered and feethered wings folded trembling
againd its heaving flanks.

The courtyard erupted with people. Doors Alexa hadn't noted were flung open around the square;
some soldiers wearing the Castle livery jumped the low walls of the Cloister opposite her, into the yard.
Withayip, Sinafin legped into Alexasarms.

The big Marshal—Mace—qgot to the horse before the others. Hisjaw tightened. "Weve logt
Perder." He stroked a soothing hand down the horse's neck. Two soldiers stopped and stood waiting for
his orders. He nodded. "' See to the volaran.”

Volaran. Flying horse. Right.

More bedllsjangled. Like everyone else, Alexalooked up. Two struggling winged horses—volarans
—with dumped riders whinnied and jostled. Even she could tell al four werein trouble.

Mace flung out his hand to the Marshdls near him. "Link!" A lady wearing the same dark burgundy
surcoat as he, and Thedliaand Partisin maachite green, joined hands. They frowned upward, and Alexa



saw an opal escent white sphere coaesce around the volarans and riders. The horses stopped struggling.

Mace's woman gasped and fell to her knees. The spherefailed on one side, drooped like a deflating
balloon. Volarans and riders screamed.

Alexaflung out ahand and jade-green energy poured from her fingers, hitting the sphere, making it
round again.

"Bring them down fast!" Mace shouted. Swest rolled down hisface.
The sphere descended in acontrolled fall and hit the ground— and the magic disappeared.
Suddenly weak, Alexa stumbled to a bench next to the Assayer's Office.

A metdlic clater came as one of the ridersflung off ahelm and let it hit the stones. Her long tangled
black hair blew in the wind. She leaned over to hold the other flyer, tears streaking her face. "Help!
Farentha, my mate, shesdying. Thejerir! Hedling spells, anything. My lifeblood for you. Anything!" She
sobbed.

"Keep linked. Send energy to Farentha," Thealiaordered. Her gaze caught Alexas. Thediasaid,
"We must teke Farentha to the Templefor the jerir and healing. Will you help, Alyeka? We need your

drength.”

Alexahad planned on leaving these people, but she couldn't. Not right now when someone needed
her, when she could save alife. Heart thudding in her chest, Alexawalked to the knot of people around
the winged horses. She'd never been able to refuse arequest for help.

Farentha's arm hung loosdly, showing muscle and sinew and the round bone of the shoulder-ball.
Alexaswallowed, glad shed had no breskfast. Sinafin jumped from her arms, leaving them empty of
warm, living comfort.

Other Marshdls came, linking handsin acircle and stretching their arms into the center toforma
living pallet for theinjured rider. Thealiabroke her link with Mace and dapped Alexas |eft hand into
Mace's, then grabbed Alexasright hand, hard. Alexa shuddered with the force of the current that shot
through her. The energy spiked, then evened out as Thediadirected it.

Partis began to sng a powerful healing spell—that knowledge dribbled to her from the others. The
rest of the Marshalls supporting Farenthajoined in the Song. A wave of warm, bubbling energy swept
from Thediainto Alexastorso, tingling her nerves. Shefdt asif she stood in the strong flow of ariver.
Her head grew light with champagne fizz and giddiness. Then the force moved from her, taking the
effervescence, letting her think again.

To her left, Mace jerked and whispered an oath. He glanced down at her with wide, brilliant black
eyes. Hewas huge, hislife-forceincredibly strong. A big, trained knight. He could probably kill her with
ablow. Yet aweat her shonefrom hiseyes.

She shivered, and as the current of energy passed through her again, trembled more. Partiss Song
segued into a chant that pushed her feet. The Marshals moved in unison to the opposite end of the
courtyard and the huge round Temple dominating the yard.

Alexafound herself humming with the others. She winced. She wasn't much better a singing than at
languages. Her verba skills were less than her written ones. The thought made her miss astep—sent the
energy into aragged beat. Thedliaglared at her and smoothed it out. Then agolden glow of
honey-sweetness from Partis soothed Thedliaand trickled in to affect Alexa. She amiled.



They were hedling the wounded one and she was helping! Through sheer willpower and magic.
Wonder touched her. Thiswasthe bright side of the magic that could kill—the Power to save.

"Huh!" Reynardus snorted as he stood under the Templ€e's portico, at the entrance. "What do we
have here?"

If Alexalet her mind rest, didn't try to force the sounds into words, she could understand him
through her connection with the others.

Partis was spinning the healing songspell, Thedlia handling the combined energy. And Mace wasthe
strongest persondity after Thedlia

"We have Farentha, closeto death,” Mace said, "and Dema, her mate, injured also. The Temple
holdsthejerir and isthe best place to heal them. Let us pass.”

Reynarduss face hardened. "They are independent knights, paid in coin. Why do we waste precious
spell-energy and strength on such a couple? Neither of them has more than one volaran— and no land.”

Anger surged in Alexaand she was surprised to fed it matched in Thedlia. Thedliagripped Alexas
hand and clamped control over both of their emotions. To Alexa's amazement, Thedia siphoned some of
the fury-hest into the hedling spell.

Reynardus|ooked at the wounded woman they carried—ypallid skin, face plain and round. His eyes
lingered on her injured side, the arm digned but wound gaping. He scowled. " She should be dead with
such aninjury.” His gaze fixed on the other rider who was part of the Marsndls circle. "And you, Dema,
with that leg you shouldn't be able to walk. What is going on here?"

"The Exotique Alyeka," Thedliasaid softly. " She hasthe vitdity and magic to keep them both dive.”
Everyonelooked at Alexa.

Asadl gazesturned to her, Alexa smiled weakly. For once she was glad she didn't know much of the
language. She had no clue what to say. Sincerity radiated from the older woman. Everyonefdt it. Even
Alexa. Even Reynardus.

The harsh lines on Reynardus's face degpened as he frowned.

Alexabroadened her amile. Sheliked seeing the man nonplussed. In thelight of day and without the
haze of anger clouding her vision, he reminded her of a particularly pompous attorney sheld had to work
with during her internship a alarge law firm in Denver. Reynardus was tougher on the outside, solid
fighting muscle, but Alexawould bet hismind wasjust as crafty, hiswill just asforceful asthat of the
lawyer sheld known. Oh yeah. Sheld trust thisguy just asfar as she could throw him.

Partiss voice broke on anote and Thealia sent amental command to concentrate on the injured
Farentha. They inhaled as one, and the circle squeezed into alozenge as they prepared to enter the door
to the Temple. Rhythm picked up as they marched through the door from the bright light of the courtyard
into the Temple's dim, incense-laden cool ness.

Oddly enough, Alexa sensed the person watching her most intently was Dema, lover of the deeply
wounded Farentha. Alexamet Demad's eyes, and though the other woman lowered her gaze, curiosity
hummed from her.

The Medicajoined them. In an exquisite blend of physica and mental management, Thediaand
Partisrearranged the circle until only they, the Medica and Dema supported the falen rider.



Legs shaking, Alexabacked up to the stone bench lining the circular wall and collgpsed onto aplush
pillow to rest and watch the drama. She'd wait until she felt stronger, and see what happened before she
abandoned the Castle for the Town. She wanted to know whether the woman sheld helped would live or
die

"Jexir.. .Chevdier Farentha," Reynardus said.

Since Alexawasn't connected with the Marshalls, those were the only words she understood. But
she read histone, gestures and stance well enough. He didn't think the woman would survive. Shelooked
bad off, but the guy last night had been just as bad, and hed madeit. Hadn't he?

Of course he had. Sinafin would havetold her if he hadn't. For reasons of her own, Sinafin took an
interest in the man.

Alexalooked around for the feycoocu and saw alarge purple furred muff afoot away from her on
the curving bench. The same muff that had rested on the table outside her suite door the first night sheld
come. "Sinafin?' she whispered.

/ have to be invited through the door of a person's living space, Sinafin answered. You brought
me in as a muff that night.

Just like avampire, Alexathought. She couldn't help hersdf: Theimage of atiny, fairy-sze vampire
with white skin, long black hair and teeny pointed teeth, wearing ared-satin-lined black cape over a
full-length black dressformed in her mind— A fairy vampire? A vampirefary? A—

"Exotique Alyeka," Reynardus sneered.
Hearing her namejolted Alexa She glanced over to the tableau.

Reynardus stood, legs apart. With a broad gesture he pointed to her, then to the wounded women,
then to the pool of jerir.
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Standing by the pool, Reynardus again pointed to Alexa, then theliquid.
He'd done that twice. How rude.

Asfar as she was concerned, she/d done enough dunking in the jerir. The others could take care of
theinjured flyer. They werethelocds, and they had the experience and knowledge. Sheld be an
observer, not a participant.

Alexarose and mimicked Reynarduss stance. She jutted her chin, pointed to hersdlf, then to the
pool of jerir and held up two fingers, then raised her eyebrows and pointed to Reynardus.

Vral.. .true, said Sinafin, and Alexacould tell by the others expressionsthat they'd heard the
feycoocu.

A rumble came from Mace, and an unenthusiastic agreement from the Medica. Alexastared a
Reynardus until his cheeks darkened abit and he peded off his gauntlets. She smiled sweetly. Sheld won
that round with him.

She kept the smile pasted on her lips as he continued to strip until he was naked. Obvioudly he didn't
want to subject his clothesto the jerir. Alexawasn't too comfortable with nudity, but she sure wasn't
going to show embarrassment.

Alexaeyed Reynardus. His honed, muscular body was impressive, and shed have said he had an
impressive amount of scarstoo, if she hadn't seen the man last night.

Then Reynardus turned and his body was limned by a shaft of torchlight. Alexajolted. He looked
like the guy last night. She blinked and stared, but the fleeting likeness was gone. She knew she wasn't
mistaken. The man last night must be aclose relative. Probably his son. Now that she studied hisface,
the resemblance was obvious. She wondered what it said about her that she only figured out the
connection after she'd seen them both naked.

Except the son had black-and-white streaked hair. Reynarduss words from earlier echoed in her
head: " A black-and-white is flawed" So he had aflawed son. That couldn't have been easy on either of
them.

Thealiaand Partis moved to support the wounded rider while Mace and the Medica stripped. Alexa
turned her gaze away from the large man. It was evident that this society—or this class of it—had fewer
taboos about nudity than her own. Her mores regarding nakedness were deeply ingrained—especidly
snce sheld fought al her childhood for privacy in foster homes.

The muff rolled until Sinafin was next to her leg, warming it, asif sensgng Alexas bad memories.

Keep your good customs, hut take good from us, too, Snafin said. The mix has happened
before and the blend has helped us survive.

Alexapicked up the muff and set it on her lap. It had no discernable sensory organsor limbs. "lsn't
being amuff uncomfortable?’

A chuckle cameto her mind from Sindfin. It is restful.



Alexaturned her attention back to the drama. Now Mace cradled thefalen rider in hisarms and
walked dowly to the shalow end of the pool. Thediawas helping the other rider disrobe with tender
briskness.

Partiss Song rose and filled the Temple. The dome and crystals reverberated certain notes back that
reached indgde Alexa and touched her very core.

Y es, she was seeing the other side of the coin—how magic could heal and save rather than destroy.

Sinafin settled more snugly into Alexas|lap. You are meant to be here. Meant to help the Castle.
Your homeiswith us.

The light became diffused, adding softnessto the scene. They all moved asif in an eaborate dance,
truly ateam, concentrating on the injured women. If she wanted, she could join with them, work with
them, be accepted. One part of her yearned to do that, another rejected the idea.

The Medica held the unconscious rider's torn arm close to her body—ready for hedling in thejerir
pool, Alexa supposed. Alexaswallowed hard. The pain would be horrible.

Splashes, then screams. From the Medica and the less-injured flyer. The men's faces looked
Strained but determined.

They dunked the terribly wounded one,

Alexacouldn't stand it. Thejerir ordeal was so rough, so demanding. They needed more hands. She
could help. Sheran to the poal in time to see Dema, the lightly wounded rider, go under. Oh hell! Alexa

jumped in.

It wasn't as bad asthe night before. More like being stung by a horde of hungry mosquitoes, then
lashed with tiny whipsin each scratch. Her hand dicked againgt arounded limb. She grabbed it and
found afemae arm. Good enough.

Out! her frantic mind demanded.

She shot from the poal like a superhero, hung a couple of feet in the air, then collapsed onto the
stone floor—with her rescuee. Damn! How humiliating. It was obvious that whatever magic she had was
uncontrolled. She hoped she wasn't turning red.

Roalling to her feet, shetried to look asif sheld meant to be so dramatic in the rescue.

All the others were out of the pool too. Reynardus wasn't buying Alexas pretense. He stood, thick
jerir dowly rolling down his body, giving her ascornful glance. He made acomment and a gesture that
Alexacould only interpret as "teach the fool some magic and manners,” then stalked away to a screen
near the edge of the room. Another splash came from that direction.

Dema scrambled to her knees, gasping, and crawled over to her lover. The other woman's chest
rose and fell dowly. Tearsjoined droplets of jerir on Demasface.

"Vivant!" She stroked the wet hair of her mate.
The others stared at Alexa
"Trey," said Thedia

Three? wondered Alexa, or maybe she meant "very." Wasn't there aFrench "trey" that meant



"vay"?
Very supid to go into the jerir three times.

Y eah. Her mouth set. That wasit. Find. Fini. Latin for redly done. Her soft heart had gotten the
better of her and sheld helped. Now she'd get out of the Castle. She didn't owe anyone anything. No one
was rushing to thank her; her effort hadn't garnered any respect. She was outta here.

She staked over to where shed left her muff, Sinafin. The little greyhound waited with perked ears.
"Come on, feycoocu. Let's go. Lead the way to the Town."

Ignoring curious glances, Alexaleft the Temple. The doors were too heavy to dam satisfactorily, so
shejust huffed a breath. She stepped from the portico out into the yard.

It wasfull of people. Alexarecognized servantsin their rainbow garb, the nattily dressed man from
the Assayer's Office, soldiersin the livery of the Castle, and more flyers dressed like the pair in the
Temple. Chevdiers.

And five different flying horses. She eyed them as she followed Sinafin, fascinated, tempted to linger
just to look at them. The small dog danced across the large paving stones, attracting attention.

"Fejcoocu.” The murmur ran around the square.

The sun was warm on Alexas clothes and they gave off afaint, astringent sseam. Shetried to ook
asif shewaked around in steaming clothes dl thetime.

The Temple was a one end of the wide courtyard. About ablock from it, a gatehouse sat between
small towers, showing a shadowed opening through the deep walls. A door?

Along the opposite side of the courtyard ran cloisters—covered walkways with openings of
triple-pointed windows. Next to that wall was along two-storied building. On her own side of the Castle
was the large Keep with severa towers. She could even see the top of the back one that held her former
rooms. Thewalk here was open, just part of the pavement. She started down it and soon reached the
gatehouse,

Marwey's young, handsome soldier was there, dong with a thirty-something, stern-looking man,
equally attractive. One glance a his expression and Alexaknew he was related to Reynardus. Another
son? But who cared? She wanted out. Out of the palitics, out of the Castle.

As she came near, distaste lit his eyes and he drew back. His mouth turned down and she sensed it
was more because of his own reaction to her than to hersdlf.

She nodded to the men and went through the archway between the low gateway towers and up to
the doors, whispering from the side of her mouth to Sinafin. "How do these damn doorswork?' Hell,
sheld never been ahistory buff.

Sinafin barked and an unobtrusive smaller door set in the huge ones swung in.

"Good job!" Alexagrinned. She was on her way out of the courtyard! She could feel people's
mouths drop open as they watched her and the feycoocu. At least they weren't interfering, trying to stop
her.

The Lladranan-size door didn't reach the ground. She had to step over athick partition. A security



measure, Alexa supposed. The next yard was larger than the one behind her. How big was this Cadtle,
anyway?

Frowning, she glanced back into the other court and found the Assayer's Office just off the Keep.

Sinafin followed her gaze. The Assayer's Office also opens onto the landing field. She jumped
back over the edge of the door and trotted to the men. Marwey's soldier faded back; the other stood
solidly, awary look on hisface. She circled around him, sniffed hisknee, barked in acknowledgment
and let her tongueladll. The Chevdier grinned.

Sinafin ran and hurdled the door again, skidding to astop in the dust before Alexa. Luthan, she
sad. Brother to Bastien we saved last night. Sons of Reynardus.

Why it wasimportant, Alexadidn't know, but she tucked away the information. She held out her
arms and the dog legped into them. Luthan watched them, eyes narrowed. Fedling alittlefoolish, Alexa
bobbed her torso in an abbreviated bow. L uthan's eyebrows winged up. Ahal Sheld surprised another
person with smple courtesy. Good, she had the fedling it would bein her best interest to keep the
Lladranans guessing.

Alexaturned and studied the new courtyard. She sighed. This one was about ablock and a half
long—various buildings jutted from the stone walls, in various sorts of architecture, interesting little dleys
running between them. Some of the buildings were of the standard gray stone; afew older, smaller ones
were made of acreamy yellow stone.

She glanced back and saw the top of the round Temple in the previous courtyard. It donewasa
striking white. She started forward, out of the Castle.

Thisyard had stone sidewalks around thick grass, brown-tinged with blades of renewing green. A
small round stone cupolastood in the center, looking new.

They had to cover the well, Sinafinsaid.

Alexadidn't want to know why. She had enough on her mind. So she strode down the right-hand
outside path toward the huge gate in the middle of the opposite end. Since this gate was between two
subgtantial towers, it must be the main entrance. She wondered if thered be amoat and drawbridge.
Cool.

But the coolest thing was that she felt in control of her life again. She was escaping the Castle.

Bastien had gnawed aturkey leg as he watched the incredible eventsin the Temple
courtyard—Temple Ward. He tossed the bonein atrash box and listened to an excited Urvey report all
the gossip. The Exotique had plunged in the jerir again and saved Dema, sheld flown around the insde of
the Temple, then she'd argued with the Marshalls, ssunned them al with her Power, and eft for the Town
with the feycoocu, vowing never to return.

When Urvey stared yearningly after the strange Exotique as she left the Temple with an equaly
grange-looking small dog, Bastien had given him leave to follow the new Marshal. Bastien had dways
been of acurious nature himself. His new squire could be aboon.

It sounded like the Marshalls, and specificdly hisfather, had made amistake. If the woman left the
Cadtle, Bastien guessed, the Chevaliers might also make amistake and invite her to join them as their
Exotique. He pondered whether he should intervene in the matter.

At that moment, Marrec, a Chevalier with Lady Hallard, hurried down the cloister walk, then



dowed as he saw Bastien. "Good, I'm glad you're here to accompany me. Lady Hallard wants a report
on the hedlth of Farenthaand Demafrom the Marshals."

"Yes, | voted for her to be the new representative of the Chevaiers. Good woman. She sent you to
question the Marshalls and you don't want to face them alone? | don't blame you.” He clapped the man
on the shoulder. "Just think of it asbeing in aden of clever thieves ready to skin you."

"Thanksalot," Marrec muttered as they entered the shadowed Temple.

The Marshdlsdidn't look stunned into immobility by Exotique Power. They looked angry and even
divided—until they noticed Bastien and Marrec. Then their auras melded into solidarity.

Still smiling, Bastien addressed Reynardus. "My congratulations, Father. With your usua charm you
aienated the powerful Exotique, Savior of Lladrana." Bagtien put as much swagger into his tepsashe
could and till tread carefully so asnot to jar any of hisachesand pains. He fdt asif any mgor effort
would bresk something looseinsde him.

The Marshdlsturned in abody to stare a him, some squinting. Even with light from the windows
near the celling, the Temple was dim. Bagtien grinned. One of his naturd giftswas excellent night vison.

"Don't you think you should be more diplomatic?' muttered Marrec.

Bastien ignored the comment, continuing to gpproach the people around the jerir pool. Heignored
the pool too, not wanting to remember the pain and how close hed come to dying from sheer stupidity.

Hisfather's mouth thinned into astern line and his gaze flattened—his usua expression around
Badtien.

"Alien isright,” Reynardus said. "A small woman of no account. No doubt her Powers are much
exaggerated.”

"Oh?" Concentrating, Bastien mentally located his quarterstaff in the stables of the Castle with the
rest of hisgear and volaran. His legs had started to tremble, but he had no intention of appearing wesk
before hisfather. A person was foolish to show any weakness to Reynardus.

With athought he summoned his quarterstaff, liking the sound asit smacked into his outstretched
hand. He leaned insouciantly on it. "1've heard that even untrained she had enough Power to kill Disparu.
That she claimed the famous Jade Baton. That she's survived three plungesin the jerir, and brought Dema
and Farentha back from the gates of death. That afeycoocu has come to companion her.”

Not to mention that she'd hauled his own sorry ass out of the jerir pool. He was glad he only
remembered aflash of Sartled femae eyes. "Quite alist for someone who has beenin LIadrana barely
two days. And now you havelet this paragon wak away from the Marshalls."

"Quiit baiting your father," Marshal Theadliasaid, coming up to him and brushing a perfunctory kiss
on hischeek.

Bastien ducked his head in courtesy. Doubt and concern clouded her eyes.
"l don't need you to defend me, Thedlia, especidly not from Bagtien," Reynardus said.

She spun on her hed and faced him, facetight. "There is such athing as common courtesy. It is
obvious where your younger son gets his rudeness.”



"Too true, Godmama," Bastien said. "Unlike my good brother Luthan. But witnessing my father
making amagjor mistake was something | had to see.”

"I made no mistake," Reynardus snapped. "The woman isuselessto us."

Badtien lifted his shoulders and let them fdl in an eaborate shrug. "If you say s0. But Luthanisinthe
courtyard, the Representative of the Singer. | wonder if he will agree—or Marrec'sliege, Lady Hallard,
the new Representative of the Chevdiers. If the Exotique reaches the Town, there might be
guildmemberswho think otherwise." Bastien rubbed his chin. "Not to mention the Sorcerersin their
Towers. I'd imagine one or severa would be very interested in an untrained, powerful Exotique. No
telling what potentid use they could put her to."

Reynardus stiffened to statue immobility, inflexibility. His heed tilted dightly. The unheard but felt
buzz of quick, mental communication among the Marshalls hummed around Bastien and Marrec. Marrec
widened his stance, ready for anything. Bastien's smile came and went at his companion's action.
Completely solid. Completely reliable. That was Marrec Gardpont.

A flush rose under Reynardus's cheeks, anger lit his eyes. He was wrong and he knew it. But he
would never admit that his pride caused mistakes. Not in dealing with the Exotique. Certainly not in
dedling with his sons. He wouldn't admit his arrogance was anything but asterling quality.

There was aflash of Power among the Marshalls, asif they'd cometo amajor decision, and the
humming energy among them quieted to the usud intricate melody that bound them.

Partis, Thedliaand the other Marshals whirled as one and started past Bastien and Marrec for the
Temple door.

"Swordmarshdl Thedia, | would like confirmation that Farenthalives," Marrec sad.

Thediapaused. "Shelivesand will hed. Well enough to fight, we think. She and Demaarein
gpartments above the volaran stablesin Horseshoe Close.™

Marrec bowed. "Lady Hallard on behdf of the Chevadiersthanksyou for their healing and lodging.
Wewill pay the proper fees.”

"Difficult,” Thediasaid, obvioudy wanting to leave and find her preciouslost Marshdl, "asit wasthe
Exotique who enabled usto heal them and sheisn't amember of the Marshdls.”

Badtien chuckled. "Then shewill have coin enough to livein Town for awhile, won't she?!
With anasty glance, Thediahurried after her felows.

Swordmarshal Mace stopped before Bastien too, and shook his head in exasperation. "You like to
cause trouble, don't you.”

"Y ou should al thank me for making thisa very short and easily corrected error,” Bagtien said.
Mace snorted. "Y ou don't know a damn thing about how much thiswill cog.”

A wide, beatific amile sretched Bastien'slips. "Oh, | know it will cost my father some of his pride, if
| figureright. And you so very noble Marshdls™

Mace grunted, said, "Good day to you, Marrec," and loped off.

The Temple emptied of the Marshdls, al on their new quest for their Exotique.



Marrec sghed. "Don't you think we could have used her?"

Badtien flashed him alook. "Don't you understand? The Marshdls Summoned her. With their ideas
of what Lladrana needed, their requirements. They brought awoman who would fit in with them. Sheis
predisposed to work with them. So let them have her, especiadly if shewill stir them up alittle. Thenwe
can figure out how to Summon someonefor us, the Chevadiers.”

Marrec's eyes widened. He met Bastien's gaze, then looked at the black-and-white stregksin
Bastien's hair. Marrec shook his head. "Y ou are a scary man." He turned and walked away.

Badtien laughed.

They al marched out of the Temple and into the courtyard. Thealiaraised ahand to halt. "We can't
all go after thegirl. It might overwhem her."

Reynardus snorted.

Thedliasjaw flexed, but she said evenly, "Partis can keep alow mental connecting Song with you
all, while we convince her to come back to the Castle.”

"Let her go," Reynardus said.

Shewhirled to face him. "Y ou say that when you've seen what she can do? Such energy she hasfor
our songspells, such Power that she flies from the pool. The battles are only going to get worse. What if it
isyou who needs great heding?'

Reynardus paed, his eyes narrowed. "It won't be me.”

"How can you say that? Any of uscould fal. I, for one, would want Alyeka near if that happened.”
The others exchanged glances. Mace spoke for them. "Thedlia, you and Partisgo, asaPair.”

"I'll gotoo. | am, after dl, the Lord Knight of thisgaggle," Reynardus said.

Therewasinternal muttering through their link, but no one voiced an objection.

Partisgrinned. "Very well, the three of us. Should be interesting.”

"| think that's what the shapeshifter kegps saying. I'd rather a predictable path," Mace murmured.
"We're losng her—Ilet'sgo." Thedliapivoted and started down the courtyard.

Alexahad just reached the end of the Straight part of the courtyard and started angling inward to the
main gate when she heard the voice.

"Exotique! Exotique, hat!"

Sheld been half expecting someoneto try to stop her, despite Reynardus's encouraging her to go.
But she bit her lip and kept walking, telling herself that leaving was the right thing to do. Sinafin ran beside
Alexa, but she suspected thelittle magica being knew Alexawasthinking hard.

It was true sheld been wronged. But it was also true that sheld listened to the Marshalls Song and
her own heart's yearning and stepped through the gate to this place. She had awayswanted to find a
home of her own, and had wanted to make a great and visible difference to the world. She just hadn't
redized it wouldn't be her world.



Huge god's, and huge goals came with huge price tags.

Could shewak away? Even as her stepstook her closer and closer to the main entrance of the
Cadlle, Alexadidn't think so. Setting aside the tempting idea of land and ahome of her own that one of
the Marshdls had offered her that morning, Alexa doubted she would ever be able to forget the wounded
woman this morning, the scars on the man last night, or the mounted mongtersin the Assayer's Office.

They were the stuff of nightmares even if she managed to get back to Earth. And who could shetalk
to on Earth about such horrors?

But she could have second, even third thoughts about her future in the Town. Timeto act, not to
react. The Town was even more unknown than the Castle, but shed landed on her feet often enough
before.

"Exotique, hat!"

Someone darted around her. Oddly enough, it wasn't any Marshdl, any soldier, any Chevdier that
stopped her. It was the young, skinny teen from the night before.

He stood in front of her and stared.

She stared back, redlized that he was tdler than she, and frowned. He squared thin shoulders, then
lifted hishandsin agesture that matched the pleaiin hiseyes.

"Exotique, jeaudio—"
Alexa, pick me up! Sinafin pawed at Alexas boots.

Scowling, Alexadid so. Sinafin durped atongue around Alexas face, then turned her pointy muzzle
to the youngdter.

Soeak again! Sinafin ordered.

The boy's eyes rounded and a nervous smile twitched on and off hisface as he stepped back a
pace.

"Exotique—" the boy said.
Exotic, Alexaheard in her mind as Snafin trandated.

Quick words tumbled from the teenager. "I heard you turned in your baton and are leaving the
Castle. Don't go! We need you so badly.”

Alexaflinched. Theword need awaystouched her heart, short-circuiting logic. Sheraised ahand to
stop the boy.

He shut hislips but watched her intently with large brown eyesfull of desperate hope that tugged at
her.

The heavy thump of metal boots came to her ears and she looked up the courtyard to see Thedlia,
Partis and Reynardus marching toward her, aphalanx of fighters. Unlike her, they didn't keep to the path,
but stepped off it to crossthe grassy yard.

She glanced around but didn't see anyone e se they might be after. They'd catch up with her shortly.
She wondered if she wasinsane enough to try another superhero flight.



"l can't stay herein the Castle," she said, and waited a besat for Sinafin to send the mental wordsto
the teenager. "The Marshdls have manipulated and lied to me since | arrived. | can't trust them.”

Colorful tunicsflapping around their armor, they proceeded down the yard. Ahead of her werethe
two big Towers with the large arch between them. She eyed the points of aniron grille near the top—a
gate that could descend to block any entrance... or exit.

The skinny kid stuck out his chin. "The Chevdiersdidn't lieto you. Y ou could trust them.”

"l can't beaChevalier. | don't ride," Alexasaid. And though the flying horses were beautiful beyond
belief, she had no intention of riding them ather.

"Y ou don't ride?" he squeaked, goggling.

"No. And I'm not going to learn.”

The Marshdls|ooped |eft around the well.

"Timeto go." Alexaturned.

"I'll take you to the Mayor! Helll help you, make you welcomein Town," the boy blurted.
Alexaglanced back at him. "The Mayr?' Shetried to pronounceit like he did.

He gave a quick nod, whipped around her and jogged to the gate. Alexa put down Sinafin, then
hurried to catch up.

Posted on one of the towers was a board with notices. Alexa compressed her lips. She couldn't
read the papers. No matter; she had brains and hands and awillingness to work hard. And magic. She
could survive outsde the Castle.

People streamed in both directions through the arched entry of the Castle, and the boy knew how to
weave through them, Alexa noticed gpprovingly. But the youngster didn't ook prepossessing. His pants
were of rough brown material and sagged over his skinny behind, where alarge patch had been
crookedly sewn. They were held up by ahank of rope at hiswaist. His shirt was a faded red and spotted
with unidentifiable stains, with arip under the right arm. His black hair stuck out in dl directions.

And he was going to introduce her to the Mayor?

Their footsteps echoed hollowly as they crossed the drawbridge. Looking down, Alexasaw a
beautiful, flowing blue stream in the moat. She sniffed. It smelled clean—no refuse or sewage. No
monsters or human body parts.

Theroad on the other side of the drawbridge was muddy. Tiny blades of grass poked through the
earth.

It was dl downhill to the waled Town—no more than a couple of miles. The Town looked as neat
and tidy asit had when sheldd glimpsed it from her window the day before.

The Castle towered behind them, and they would have to travel some distance before sheld be able
to view thewholething.

It was afortress, and the LIadranans were fighting mongters. Like the one who had nearly skewered
her on her way here. Would it be waiting for her when she went back?



A heavy hand clamped on to her shoulder and spun her around. She faced an irritated Reynardus.
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Alexaglared up & Reynardus, flung a hand toward the Town and said "mari* for mayor.

The boy giggled high behind her. Reynarduss mouth fell open in shock, and his grip loosened
enough for Alexato dide awvay and start jogging down the path to the Town, to her new life outside of
the Castle, away from the Marshalls. As she waved the boy ahead to show her the way, she got the
digtinct impression that sheld mangled the word somehow. Unsurprising.

Thealiawhispered urgently behind her and then the woman's hushand, Partis, joined Alexa, walking
fast. Alexagrumbled inwardly. Even ashort man of thisrace had no trouble keeping up with her a a
quick walk. Sheld never be able to outrun them.

"Feycoocu?' Partis asked, and held out hisarmsto aglegfully bounding Sinafin.

Thelittle greyhound cocked her head at him asif measuring the man, looked past him to Thediaand
Reynardus, then ahead, ignoring Partis.

"Feycoocu...fey-c000000-c000000." Thelilt in Partiss voice plucked achord insde Alexa

She watched him from the corner of her eye as she hurried. A bead of sweat ran down histemple,
but his round face glowed with good humor. He clanked beside her, and her own lipswidened into a
gmile as she picked up her pace. The Marshallsfollowing her ran in metallic armor under their tunics.
Sheld give them aworkout.

Partis continued to croon to Sinafin, modulating his tones until the range made Alexa shiver. The man
had amagic voice, for sure.



Sinafin twitched an ear, then stopped and et Partis scoop her up asthey ran. Sinafin barked, and
Partis laughed with the same note of pleasure.

"Mari..." Partis panted.

Husband, Sinafin said to Alexa

Alexastumbled, windmilled, but caught hersalf before she hit the muddy ground. "What?'
"Y ou are going to Town to meet your husband?’ Partiss eyestwinkled at her.

It wasimpossible to beirritated with this man. Reynardus could annoy her by just edging into her
vision—but Partis? No. A premonition that between Sinafin and the boy and Partisand Thedlia, they'd
talk her around, descended on Alexa. They had alot going for them. Shewas a stranger in astrange
land, didn't know the language or the customs, had no money. What she did have was magic she couldn't
redly control.

Still, shewas outside the Castle now, not completely in their territory, and had an aly in Sinafin. She
should be able to negotiate good terms. She was alone and ready to fight with words. That had
happened often in her life. Just one moretime. Frameit in a Stuation that she understood so the unknown
couldn't freak her out.. .and she could win.

They were coming up on the Town wall and gate, thewall much lower and the gate much less
impressive than the Castl€'s, but made of the same gray stone blocks.

Alexadowed to awalk on the path that was packed hard enough that even the recent rain hadn't
tirred up much mud. A durping sound caught her attention. Sinafin waslicking Partiss perspiring face.

Four guardsin blue and green, the colors of the shield over the arch of the Town gate, drew aside as
she and Partis came near. They seemed torn between staring at her, the Exotique, Sinafin or Partis. They
didn't even seem to notice the boy.

Then they looked up the wide path. As one, the four seemed to melt into the shadows of the gate.
Obvioudy they would be no help againgt even three Marshalls.

Squaring her shoulders, Alexa pinned the boy with alook. "Mayr," she enunciated, hoping it was
right thistime.

The boy chewed at hislower lip. Alexa sucked in abregth, ready to demand, when Sinafin barked
and sent amental command that rang in Alexas ears. Nom de Nom!

The teenager nodded hastily and turned to lead again.

Sinafin broadcasted, The Exotique has | eft the Castle. Those wishing to meet her, including the
Mayr, may join usin the back room of the Nom de Nom for consultation.

From the reverberation in Alexas head, she thought everyone in the whole Town had heard Sinafin.
The shapeshifter hopped down from Partiss arms, and Alexa skipped to keep up with the youth and the
dog. As she passed through the gate the road widened into a smal, cobblestone square. She heard the
clomp of many boots following her and saw two of the guards separate from the shadowsto join thelittle
parade.

Heat crept up Alexasface. All she needed was a baton to lead this— Suddenly her Jade Baton
hovered before her.



She heard gasps. Sinafin made a sound like agleeful doggy gurgle. Alexa set her teeth and gestured
to the young man to continue on.

All the streets opened into squares. The way she followed was a street large enough for two carts,
though sometimes narrow passages branched off. The buildings againgt the city walswere usudly three
stories high and made of stone. Asthey went deeper into the Town, the buildings became two or three
stories, and were sometimes of plaster. The plaster ones were multihued, showing the Lladranan love for
color. The more eegant, newer buildings flaunted bow windows.

There was no shade of purplein sight. Must be reserved for Exotiques. Too bad.

Finally they cameto athree-story stone building that leaned alittle. Alexablinked. Something
creaked overhead, and she looked up to see a square sign with a black-and-white circle. As she
watched, the circle spun and changed colors. First it was white | ettering on black, then black lettering on
white. Nom de Nom. Nom de Nom. She blinked, but felt alittle dizzy. She couldn't figure out how the
sgnworked. Must be magic.

Reynarduss snicker broke into her thoughts. No doubt she looked like a perfect fool, staring at
something they al knew was smple and standard in their world. She wished she could turnthe maninto a
toad.

Finally the press of the stares prodded her to enter the inn. Not only had the three Marshalls come
down from the Castle, but others had too. Reynardus's son Luthan, Marwey's soldier, even somefliers.
They dl watched her and waited.

Straightening her shoulders and lifting her chin, Alexagtrode in asif it werethe diner where dl the
law students hung out and she was about to announce she'd been named valedictorian.

It was smokey, but from open fireplaces, not cigarettes. The light was as dim asthe Temple, but the
inn exuded atotally different ambience. Pretty different from the diner hangout too, except. .. Except the
conversations held the same note of exhaugtion &fter trials, of convividity, of desperate living before more
Testing. The similarity stopped her for a second before she moved oniin.

Theinn reminded her of her undergraduate years—scarred wooden booths with worn cushions, a
long bar— Then she saw the heads on the walls. Her mouth turned down. She supposed now she should
be grateful that there had been no heads gracing her suite of roomsin the Castle.

There have never been heads in that room. Thisis where the Chevaliers gather, Sinafinsaid.
Of course there will be trophies.

Alexagrimaced. She greatly preferred diplomas. Sinafin snickered, jumped from her arms and
trotted through the room, taking aright at the end of the bar and scratching a demand that the closed
door be opened.

The boy that had led them there |ooked at the bar man, lifted his shouldersashigh ashischinina
shrug, and hurried to do the greyhound's bidding.

Keeping her steps and expression steady, Alexawalked into the room. Serving women and the
barkeep followed, opening indoor shuttersto the fading afternoon light, whisking dustcovers off deep
chairs, and wiping down the large round table that dominated the room.

Asthey bustled, lights came on from faceted crystals that looked like huge hunks of quartz set inthe
wdls.



Send energy to one, Sinafinsaid.
Narrowing her eyes, Alexa concentrated on the nearest quartz.

A brighter spark appeared within it, then it glowed white, while the othersin the room showed
ydlow.

Silence

Alexalooked around to find everyone staring at her again. She smiled. Theinn people rushed from
the chamber. The Marshdls and the man Sinafin had named L uthan marched in, long with an older
woman in gear that |ooked like the fighting clothes that the riders of the flying horseswore.

Sinafin whined and Alexa picked her up.
Go to the biggest chair, she advised.

Alexafrowned. It was wise strategy, but the chair would dwarf her. She sighed and went to the
chair, drew it close to the table. Then shelaid her baton down on the table, discreetly climbed on the
chair, scooted until her butt hit the back and crossed her legs. Who from Lladranawould know that she
didnt usudly st inachair likethis? It sure beat Stting on the very edge and letting her feet dangle.

Sinafin curled on Alexaslap. No heads here. See the banners? They are those of the Chevaliers
fallen to the Invadersin the past two years.

The banners crowded the rafters, most were tattered. Some showed stains that were probably mud.
Some had huge swaths of adark red-brown—dried blood? Some had holes that |ooked like they'd been
made from claws—or worse, acid. The scariest ones had lots of blotches: red-brown blood, greenish
old-dime stuff, thick black ichor blobs. There were even afew puckered tentacle marks like those that
had shown on the body of the man she'd saved from the pool. Pretty evident that would be from a
soul-sucker.

See how many there are? You can't see the celling. We need you!
"l getit already,” Alexagrumbled asthe Marshalls scraped back chairsto Sit around the table.

Reynardus sat opposite her at the round table, hisusua sneer on hisface. Thedliasat to hisright at
ten o'clock in relation to Alexa. Partis was between Thedliaand Alexa, on her |eft.

That sneer redly got on Alexas nerves, setting her temper smmering again. She leaned back in her
chair, back straight, composed her expression and petted the shape-changing dog. Tension and
anticipation coiled in her. This discussion would be al about her future. She wasn't going to be
manipulated or steamrollered. She was going to play it cautious, and canny—and win. What concessons
she could get, she didn't know. But Sinafin would be able to keep score and tell her.

She did know that the first one who dickered would lose, and she was ready to it silent until theinn
closed and the bartender threw her out.

Theinn does not close, Sindfinsad. It is open all day and night, every day.
"Twenty-four, saven," Alexamurmured.
What does that mean? The little dog pushed awarm, curious noseinto Alexa's pam.

"Twenty-four hours aday, seven days aweek.” Alexawondered if the days were the same.



Yes, answered Sinafin. But we go by moon-months.
Before she could say more, the older woman clomped forward and bowed to Alexa.

Lady Hallard, a major landowner, now the Representative of the Chevaliersto the Castle.
And Luthan— Sinafin pointed her nose at the man Sitting at three o'clock in relation to Alexa—was the
Chevalier Representative before you came and now represents the Singer. He offered the
Chevalier position to his brother, Bastien, the man you saved from drowning in the jerir. He
refused.

Alexahad heard this before in her dreams, but Sinafin's recitation helped ground her, get her mind
around the players again and put names to faces. Reynardus and his sons, one of whom was aflawed
black-and-white. The Marshadlls...

"On behdf of the Chevdiers, we thank you for heding our members, Farenthaand Dema. Hereis
our offering for your fee," Lady Hallard said, placing aworn leather drawstring pouch on the table before
Alexa

Money! Alexaexulted. Oh, she was better off now. She didn't have to depend on the Marshallsfor
everything.

Enough money, "zhiv" to house you in Town for two years. Little enough Jot two lives, but
the two you helped heal are independents, and all the Chevalierstook up a pool for them.

Alexahad contributed to enough pools, and been the recipient of one or two when she'd been down
on her luck, to understand how they worked. She frowned. She couldn't possibly takeit al.

"Tdl me, what isenough for one year of middle-classliving?' she asked Sinafin.
Insidethereisalarge diamond. It is enough.

Opening the bag, Alexagently sent astream of jewels, silver and gold coins pouring onto the table.
She caught her breath. Jewels. She was sunk. She had aweakness for even the cheapest costume
jewdry. It would make her greedy, for sure.

Gemstones glittered. Alexasfingersitched. Oh, the large sapphire and the little square emerald were
lovely. She could not stop hersalf from scooping up the bloodred spingl. It looked alot like onein
England's crown jewels.

Shetook the diamond, which was the largest and dirty white, to pay her way in Town, and the
spind, just for hersdf. The rest she did back into the pouch and shoved into Lady Hallard's hands before
her avaricious streak got the better of her.

Setting her hands firmly on Sinafin for trandation, Alexamet the weathered woman'seyes. "Thisis
enough. Divide the rest amongst the Chevaliers who contributed.”

First Hallard looked surprised and pleased, then she stiffened, and ruffled pride showed in her
expresson.

Alexalifted ahand to forestall Hallard's protest. "My needs arefew. Thisis enough.”
Again they matched gazes, then Hallard nodded and went back to her chair next to L uthan.

Alexalet out her breath unobtrusively and faced the Marshdls. Thedialooked dismayed. Reynardus



gtill sneered, asif the entireincident was of no import to him at al. The glow from doing agood deed
evaporated.

Leaning back in her chair, Alexawished she knew more about yoga so she could curl her fingers
right and chant "om™ and look seraphic as events played ot.

Silence unfurled from a seed to a blossom asthey dl waited.

"Enough of thissilliness” Partis said. "We Summoned you, Alyeka, and we need you. The events of
this afternoon amply provethat." He dapped a hand down on the table, cocked his head asif listening to
distant voices. "l speek for adl of us."

Then there was more quiet.

"I'mtired of this," Partis continued. "Lord Knight Swordmarshall Reynardus has disapproved of
what welve done for months, and in disgpproving, has made everything more difficult. | call for avote of
confidence to remove Reynardus as Lord Knight of the Marshalls.”

Gaspsran around the table.

Alexathought one of them was her own. But thiswas interesting, seeing real law and Power atered
before her very eyes.

"Not dl of usare meeting. Thisisnot private," Reynardus protested.

"l am linked to dl of us, and time flees with every second, letting horrorsinvade our land. We must
ensure our future.”

Reynardus flung his chair back to clatter to the floor as he stood, towering over the smaler man.
"The position of Lord Knight is determined by combat. Who isgoing to chalenge me, little man? Y ou?
Y ou aren't even a Sword who fights monsters, but a Shield who provides defense. Or do you plan on
letting your wife, your Sword, combat me?' he sneered.

Thedliarosetoo, her face set in pae, angry lines. "If you wish to battle Sword to Sword, | agree. If
you wish to fight Sword and Shield to Sword and Shield, both Partisand | agree. | do not see your
Shield hereto support you.”

Thiswas good. Better than watching amock trid. Better than watching somered jury trids Alexa
had studied.

She wouldn't have thought that Partis's face could harden, his eyes go cold, but they did. He
gestured to Thedliato sit. She hesitated, but did as he requested.

Partis smiled widdy, not anice smile. "Combet isn't the only way to determine the Lord Knight of
the Marshdlls. Thereisaso Testing, or have you forgotten?”

Reynardus's expression froze.

"Weall haveto Test to become aMarshall. Difficult Teststhat few pass. But we can adso designate
Teststo name aLord Knight. And who has been Tested the most the past couple of days? Who has
passed Teststo prove herself aMarshall, who has saved alife and taken one, who has hedled, has
braved thejerir three times? Who has shown honor, and independence, and leadership?'

Everyonelooked at Alexa.



Uh-oh! Thiswasn't aplay anymore. It had turned persond, and nasty.
No. No way. Not Joan of Arc. Not right now—maybe never.

"Marshdls choosing anew leader, in atime of war, which thisis, can measure the actions of
candidates in athree-day period—"

Three days. Alexajumped on the thought. She was used to winnowing out important information
from an ora argument. She hadn't been here three days. Maybe she was saved.

Now Reynardusredly did snarl, with sound and dl. "'l will not be mocked! How can you think to
put athing like her in my place!" Hisivory baton wasin hishand, pointing at her, astream of dark red
shooting straight at Alexa.

Sinafin jumped to the table. Barked. The red energy bounced off her and shot to the crystd lights.
Sheld shielded Alexa.

Alexas baton flew to her hand. Without thought she pointed. The bronze end turned into redl flames
and sparks of green hit Reynardus square in the chest. He made astrangled sound. Alexalsarm, palm
and fingerstingled.

The silence seethed with emotions—shock, anger, fear.

What would have happened to her if Sinafin hadn't taken the hit? Alexasinsdes chilled. Cold swest
dampened her spine. She had the nasty ideathat sheld have been fried for good.

A minute passed. Reynardus stood as still as stone, mouth half open, eyes bulging with effort—to
gpesk? To free himsdlf?

What had she done? He appeared trapped. How long could the spell last? Sheld used al her will,
but she didn't know the specifics of amagic spell—such as how long Reynardus would be statue-like.

Whenit didn't look asif he was going to move, Alexaregained control of her temper. But she had
some pointsto prove. "Don't anybody move," she said, knowing she sounded like a character in abad
movie.

She set her baton in her lap, hoping it didn't show that dl the strength had |eft her fingers. She leaned
againg the chair. Every musclein her body had strained in her salf-defense. Even her toes hurt.

Sinafin jumped back onto her 1ap and Alexa grunted. Thelittle dog sat at regdl attention.
Put your hands on me and | will bring energy from the storage crystals to you.
Alexa petted Sinafin with both hands.

Hold still.

Alexadid. In afew seconds, shefet agpritzing energy on her skin that sank into her, revitdizing her.
Shegrinned and said, "Listen up." She met Reynardussfurious eyes. "I am not a'thing.' | am amature
woman. | will not be treated as a thing—manipulated and lied to and sneered at. Thisishow it'sgoing to
mll

She stared around the table and wished she had pen and paper to draft alist of demands so she
wouldn't forget something. She did so much better with notes.



"Hirgt, Partis says everyone's linked together. How many of you are there?'
Thediasad, "Presently, not including you, we are ten. When we Summoned you, we were twelve.”
So Alexa had made thirteen. Bad or good luck? A witches coven was thirteen, wasn't it?

The older woman studied Alexa consideringly. "We have decided to expand the ranks of Marshall
to the greatest number historicaly, thirty-eight members—nineteen Pairs of Sword and Shield. When you
Pair—uh—find your Sword or Shield, that will make forty members of twenty Pairs.”

Alexasmind reded. Only forty People of this status! Thiswasarea high-stakes game. Sheld
thought towork up tothe big leagues

"Only three of you are here" Alexasaid.
"The othersin the Castle are dl linked with me," Partis said.

Shetried to remember al the faces, and recalled the Pairs had been color coded. Reynardus wore
fox red. Alexadidn't recollect seeing his partner. What woman would put up with him? Thealiaand Partis
werein maachite green. At least she didn't have too many new people to learn to work with. About the
szeof thelaw journd staff. Her mouth turned down. That was dl gone. Before.

"Wearedl linked," Thediaagreed.

"Right. Good. Well, then. | don't want aleadership position. In fact, | doubt that | can stay a
Marshdl. There would dways be bad blood between Reynardus and me. Working in asmall group with
such friction isimpossible. The group could never come together in acohesive whole." Feding mgjor
disappointment, she took her baton from her 1gp and shoved it into the center of the table. The wand had
become so important to her in such ashort time. That smacked of unnatural magic, too.

Everyone frowned.

Thedlialooked between Reynardus and Alexa. The Swordmarshal'sjaw tightened. ™Y ou areright.
We must be unified in our ac-tions and gods. But you miss a point. Reynardus has been a source of
discord al along theway. It does not appear that he will change his attitude. One reason that your spell
was S0 strong was that it used his own negative energy focused on you, another Marshdl, against him.
Thisisagaingt our rules. If we choose, we can dismiss him from our ranks.”

Vey interesting.

A chair scraped the floor as L uthan stood and gazed at hisfather. "I have consulted with the Cloister
of the Singer regarding Reynardus and his recent Song Quest. | would remind usall that most Song
Quests show differing life courses and meodies for aperson, based on crucid choices. Thisseemsto me
to beatime of decisonfor him."

The crygd lights dimmed. A wind whisked around the room, asif gathering an dement of the
amosphere—magic—and drawing it to Reynardus. He wastrying to free himself from the effects of her

trapping spal!

She hadn't liked Reynardus standing like an evil statue and glaring at her, but hadn't had a clue how
to break her own spell. She would havelost alot of face before the Marshdlsif sheld tried to release
him.

Reynardus glowed yelow, hisface contorted in arictus, every muscle of hisbody strained.



The wind whipped again. Alexaducked her head and closed her eyes, gathering al her strength and
will, and every scrap of memory of fantasy moviesto help her. Release! she chanted in her mind to the
wind. It pulled at her, plucking the command from her, and thundered toward Reynardus. She opened
her eyesto seethat he glowed white, blue-hot. Then the heaviness of the storm inside the room broke
and he wasfree.

From his teeth-snapping grin, Alexaknew he thought he'd broken free on his own. Had he?

Sinafin turned big brown eyes on Alexa. You wer e the one who forged the spell to bind him. You
freed him. He merely showed you how.

"Don't tel himthat," Alexamurmuredin apointy er.
Thedia stood and addressed Reynardus. "'Do you wish to remain aMarshall or not?"
"Of course”

"Alyeka has Tested to become Marshd | and has shown her vaor. We need her in our ranks. | will
remind you of our Oaths as Marshals to respect and support one another.”

His nogtrilsflared. He turned and strode to the door.
"Running away?" asked Partis softly.
Reynardus's spine stiffened. He spun, baton in hand.

"Asthe Representative of the Singer, | need to report whether the Marshalls continue to be aviable
body of leadership for therest of Lladrana. Do you cooperate with each other or not?' Luthan asked.

Thequestion hungin theair, fully as ominous as the wind that had zoomed around theroom a
moment before.

Thediamurmured, "The evil winsif we are not united.”

Reynardus took his seat, placed his baton on the table so gently it didn't make a sound. He steepled
hisfingers and looked over thetipsat Alexa. A series of emotionsflickered in his eyes— anger, pride,
triumph... and findly, acknowledgment and resignation.

Alexasensed hisfedings. He wanted to continue to resist the will of the rest of the Marshdlls
because she was an ement out of his control. But he'd have to bend his pride if he wanted to keep his
leadership position.

"Welcometo Lladrana, Alyeka," he said in ame odious voice that shed never heard from him, a
tonethat rivaled Partiss. Reynardus smiled wolfishly and separated his handsto tick off points. "We will
need to explain our Oath and Rulesto you. Y ou must learn to control your magic, master our language,
and fight with usas ateam. Wewill gart your training immediately.”

Shejust leveled her gaze a him. "No."
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Shock ran around theinn's table. Reynardus sat up straight. She thought she could see how hismind
was working. He scanned the others and his mouth soured. He must have redlized that he would have to
truly modify his behavior toward her or leave the Marshdlls.

"I will not have you dictateto me." Shelooked a Thedlia "l will not allow you to manipulate me
further. If you wish meto do something, you will request it of me, and you will explain until | understand
your reasoning. | will then follow your request or not. | agree that there are many thingsto learn.
Magic—" with asnap of her fingers her baton legped to her hand "—your language—" she stroked
Sinafin's head "—fighting." She kept the frown from her face. "But | will work out aschedule for that with
you. | will havefind agpprovd of my teachers™

She stood and lifted her chin. ™Y ou Summoned me. Y ou must trust yoursalves and this Song of
yoursthat you chose theright person. If you don't, we can part company. | passed your Tests. | killed
with magic." She hurt just saying the words, gill had trouble acknowledging it to hersdlf. 'l saved alife.”
Now that was an achievement. "So | think | have proven mysdlf to you. Y ou, however, have not proven
yoursalvesto me.”

They gazed a her. Partis broke the silence with a chuckle. He lifted hisleft hand and clasped
Thedids, then offered hisright hand to Alexa.

"St and feel us, then. Learn usthrough your senses." Hewinked. "A good first red lessonin the
Power."

Good advice, Snafinsad.

Thediahdd out her |eft hand to Reynardus and kept her nosein theair until the Lord Knight took it.
A grong current Szzled from the othersto Alexa. Reynardus was till plenty hot with anger.



She smiled sweetly a him before sinking back into the chair, and then closed her eyesand tried to
sense the Marshdls. Maybe she could get a handle on them that way.

At firg shefdt themin Pairs, and the auras of the individuas mingled together in the couples.
Something else she envied. The Pairs were bonded, linked in someinextricable way, by love or by
blood. Each had completefaith in hisor her partner, had trusted one another with their lives, their hearts.
More, there was a synergy that flowed among the Marshalls—all had been in battle together. Whatever
their arguments and conflict with Reynardus off the baitlefield, they trusted hisleadershipimplicitly ina

fight

The Marshdlsvibrated with intengity. They beieved in ther vison to save Lladrana They were
dedicated. Asdevoted to service as any public defender Alexa had known. She respected such
commitment; it resonated with her core beliefs.

Alexaliked what she sensed in these people—honor, dedication, willingness to sacrifice and put the
greater good of future generations above their own lives.

She couldn't deny that their purpose was the best sheld ever known. She couldn't deny that it wasa
great and worthy cause that appedled to her. Saving lives, defending a country from truly inhuman
mongters that only wanted to destroy—thiswas an ideal she could wholeheartedly embrace. Most of dl,
she couldn't deny that she felt akinship with them and knew that they would come to repect her and call
her friend. She could finally fit in and make a place for herself that would earn her the respect she
needed, the companionship she craved.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes.

"Well?'" asked Partis. "1 felt your touch." He cocked his head. "Everyone saysthey did." Hiseyes
crinkled. "A very unique, Exotique, but refreshing touch.” He let loose of her hand and the rest unlinked
too.

"You are good people,” she said smply. For the first time she noticed the beverage an
inconspicuous server had set in front of her. Frowning, shelifted it to her nose and sniffed. As expected
inaninn, it smeled acohalic. "What's this made from?"

"Hops," someone said.

"l don't drink acohol,” she said primly, not since that close escape from date rape a aparty in
college. Shewaited for their reactions. They didn't disappoint.

Everyone stared at her, horrified. Sinafin gave an undoglike squesk.
Then Partislaughed. "Thiswill beinteresting.”
Fun! Sinafinlolled atongue.

"Do you have anything made from..." She didn't know whether to say teaor leaves or what. Since
hops had trandated well, maybe teawould dso. "Tea?'

More stares. Reynardus sighed. "An expensive woman. | should have known we would Summon an
expendve woman."

Alexaguessed that teawas as exotic as she was. Shetried to remember if sheldd had any in her fanny
pack and if so, how much. If shedid, it would be good quality. Sheld been indulging in top-grade Assam
since Sophie's death. She sniffed again at the lager, de, beer, whatever. Sophie had loved beer.



Thewhole alien-ness of the scene crashed down on her.. .again. Golden-skinned people with subtly
different beautiful features. Light from large crystals. Aninn that smelled of beer and swesat but not
cigarettes. And a Jade Baton with a bronze flame that glowed before her, signifying Power and magic
that she didn't understand.

How her expression changed, she didn't know, but Sinafin dug sharp dog-clawsinto her thighs and
Partishummed low.

Thedliacleared her throat. "I have the pleasure—" she glanced at Reynardus and lifted her chin
"—to inform you that according to custom you may choose an estate—land and manor
house—tomorrow."

Your home! Sinafin exdamed.

Alexathought the feycoocu had only spoken to her. Yes, there are some rich vacant properties.
Be guided by me.

Oh boy. All her emotions were being tugged to make the decision they wanted. Her heart was with
them. With what they offered. Her head reminded her that if she returned to Colorado she would haveto
dart anew lifetheretoo.

The Marshallswould be her colleagues, and perhaps her friends. She thought of friends and
acquaintances back home. None pulled her enough to know that she should return.

Lady Hdlard tapped afingernail on thetable and dl eyesturned to her. "It iswell and good that the
new Marshall will beintegrated. But as| understand it, she has been wronged by the Knight Lord
Marshal Reynardus Vauxveau. |, mysdf, saw how hetried to use his Power againgt an untrained
novice"

Reynardus flushed at Lady Halard's condemnation.

Alexagtared. She wouldn't have thought anything could get to him. Women—maybe strong
women. From the dream-movies Sinafin had shown her, Thediahad manipulated him too, until he went
away to do the Song Quest.

"l believe the new Marshall must be assured that we are not only agood people, we are ajust
people. If the Lord Knight Marshal broke any vows and oaths, he must pay,” Hallard said.

Nothing in her voice or demeanor showed anything but seriousness, but Alexa thought there was
something of glee undernesth.

Partis said, "We guarantee you and the Representative of the Singer—" he nodded to L uthan
"—tha wewill handle this matter. In private.”

Y eah, thiswas good.

Lady Halard drew riding gloves from where they were folded over her belt and drew them on. Her
jaw wasfirm. "Before | accepted the position as Representative, | spoke to many Chevaiers—nobles
and their household knights aswell asindependents. There are many who don't respect you Marshals,
who cdl you secretive and obsolete.”

From the stony faces of the Marshdls, Alexafigured thiswasn't news.

The Lady continued. "We of the Chevaiers do not hold as much Power, but we are many, and we



arefighting as hard as you are. Further, we have more contact with the general populace. Asit stands, |
am willing to wait a couple more months to see how the new Marshdl works out. Be warned, shifts of
influence have happened beforein our history, and in thisdiretime results are more important than
posturing.” She snorted when she caught Reynardus's stare.

" think that isavery good introduction for us," said avoice from the doorway.

Two men stood there, both tall, one middle-aged and fat, the other Alexas own age and handsome,
but stern-looking, with asmall stresk of slver at hisleft temple. Both were dressed in robes, dark brown
and dark blue respectively. And they both had the faint blue aura of ajerir bath around them.

The younger man strode in, and Alexa realized he was the one who had spoken. His stare was fixed
on her. "l am Sevair Masif, Stonemaster of Castleton and one of the Citymasters. The Mayr sent me.
Grestings, Marshdl Alyeka." He bowed.

"Greetings." Alexabowed back.

The older man's face had turned pale, then ruddy. Masif gestured him forward. "Thisis Trademaster
Dragee."

"And your business?' Reynardus stood too.

The trader shrank back, but Masif'slip curled. "Obvioudy you do not recal, Lord Knight Marshal,
that | have been requested by my fellow Citymasters and Townmagtersto interact with the Marshdls. |
would agree with Lady Halard. The city and town folk are not pleased with the Marshdls at thistime."

"Isthat s0?" Reynardus said.

"Perhapsif you truth-vow that the Marshalsdid not linger intdling usthat Lladranas fenceposts
werefdling, it would mend the suspicion.”

Alexasorted that out. The Marshalls hadn't told the rest of the playersthat the land wasin danger?
Jeez. Where was the mediawhen you needed it?

There was silence. Color crept into Reynardus's cheeks.

"Further,” Masif continued smoothly, "you Marshdls have been secretive in giving usthe cure for the
frinks"

"Thereisno cure" Reynardus said, grinding out the words.

Madif lifted hisbrows. "It seemsto me that we have asked that very question for the past three
months, and thisisthefirgt time we have received an answer.”

Partis shifted beside Alexa

The trader puffed out a breath, straightened his shoulders, and swept around Reynardus and the
table to stand before Alexa. He pulled alarge satchel from beneath his cloak, reached in to take out a
smaller linen bag and put it before her. Then he opened the bag to reved a casket. "A welcoming gift
from the citiesand townsto Marshal Alyeka," he said in ahigh voice, bowing.

Thankfully, the box didn't gppear very strange. It looked like tin, and had two little hinged latchesin
the front. Alexaflipped them up and opened the box. The fragrance of good teawafted to her nose.

"Aah," she sghed, then grinned at the man.



He blinked in surprise, then smiled back.

"Thank you very much,” she said in Lladranan, then continued in English. "Y our thoughtfulnessis
very much gppreciated.”

His eyeswidened at her words, being trandated and broadcast mentdly by Sinafin, and he bowed
again. "Our pleasure." He shot anarrow look at the Marshdls. "We of Castleton, and the other citiesand
towns of Lladrana, wish to assure you of our ddight in having your help." He gestured to the box with a
be-ringed hand. " A token." With a speaking glance at Masif, he bowed again to Alexaand hurried from
the room.

"Dragee reminds me that should you wish to leave the Cagtle, we of Castleton will find a place for
you here or in another town, and work that pleases you."

Some of thetension |eft Alexa. Options, how nice.

"Hal" uttered Lady Hallard. "Masif took the words from my mind. Y ou, girl—" she nodded &t Alexa
"—are welcomein the ranks of the Chevaliers, with or without that Jade Baton. If you don't want the
land or annuity the Marshdlswill give you, you're welcometo join the Chevdiers.”

Alexadidn't deceive herself—they'd dl want her magic, her help, and had ideas about how they'd
want her to help, but at least they were up front about it. "My thanks, Lady Hallard.”

When the woman winced at her name, Alexaknew she'd muffed it.

Reynardusturned a cold gaze on Luthan, his son. "Isn't the Representative of the Singer going to try
to seduce the Jade Baton into the Cloister?"

The phrasing and tone would have put Alexain fighting mode, but L uthan looked as cool ashis
father.

"The Song has visited the Singer twice since the new Marshdl cameto Lladrana," said Luthan. "l
have indructionsto act only if certain eventstranspire.”

W, that seemed to have everyone thinking hard. Good one.

A clanging alarm pounded in dternating short and long bursts. Alexawas surprised to see the auras
of Halard, Luthan and the Marshalls flow together in a pattern of sheer determination as they shoved
back their chairs and ran from the room. Shouts came from outside the tavern, and she heard running as
the building emptied.

Fear flooding her, she reached for her baton.
No, Alexa. Not today. No battle for you yet, Snafin sad.

When Alexacurled her fingers around the baton and felt the warmth, it reassured her asmuch as
had Sinafin's words. Wherever she ended up in Lladrana, she was sure sheéd be fighting. She hooked the
baton in her belt.

"Marshdl Alyeka," Sevair Madf, the Citymaster, said softly a her elbow.
Shelooked up at the man and wondered what he might have seen in her expression.

"Let mewalk you back to the Cagtle. It has been an eventful two daysfor you."



Alexafound her voice. "Yes" She closed the linen bag over the box of teaand put the drawstrings
over her left wrig.

He offered hiselbow in agesture Alexahad seen in old movies and she curved her fingers around
hisarm and found it as muscular and hard asiron, then recalled held said he was a Stonemadgter.
Stonemason? It wasn't a profession you heard about much on Earth, especialy in Colorado. No doubt
it'd give aman some solid muscles, though.

"l heard you received adiamond as payment for saving two Chevdiers. Should you want it
converted to coin, let me know," Masif said as they |eft the private room for the taproom of the tavern.

"Thank you," Alexasaid.

Theinnkeeper and his gaff were clearing the detritus the Chevaliers had eft, and cleaning the tables.
Masif dropped some coins on the bar and the barman looked up.

"For the use of the back room and the Marshadl's refreshment," Masf said.

On their way back to the Castle, Alexa heard acommotion and detoured down anarrow aley that
opened onto asmall cobblestone square. In one corner cowered a couple, surrounded by an angry
crowd tightening acircle around them. Alexatugged away from Masif and started forward.

Sinafin jJumped in front of her and barked. They are no longer human. Look at them closely!

Alexadid. The man and the woman had pasty faces, unusua amongst the golden-skinned
Lladranans. Their bodieslooked puffy and their bellies hung over their belts. The man's hair and beard
were scruffy and the woman had long, lank hair. Hair had started to grow between her eyebrows. Their
mouths hung open in completeidiocy. They were revolting.

Alexatook an ingtinctive step back.
Mockers, Sinafin said, and Alexaknew she was|ooking at more monsters.

Tainted humans with small brains and big mouths. Too stupid to come out of the rain. Frinks
got them. They can cause great damage if not identified and killed. Sinafin jumped into Alexas
ams. Watch.

More people had gathered behind Alexa, and she was caught in a crowd and unableto leave
without caling attention to hersalf. Sheld had enough excitement in her life that day and was sure she
wasn't going to like what was coming.

"Whet are frinks?' she asked Sinafin.

The dog didn't answer.

"Does anyone have clean rainwater?' Stonemaster Masif asked.
"There hasn't been a clean rain for months," said aguy near Alexa

Shedidn't likethat newsether. Bad piling on bad, and Sinafin and the Marshalls expecting her to fix

"Herel" A woman standing in the doorway of ashop said, holding abucket. With her other hand she
tossed in aclot of white Stuff.



Salt, sad Snéfin.

"I knew there were Mockers around, just didn't know who.” The shopkeeper fixed her eyeson the
repulsive couple. " Should have guessed it was those two. Always were mean and selfish.”

Masf took the bucket from the woman with a nod and thanks.

"Makeway for Citymaster Masif!" someone caled. The man beside Alexamade an approving
noise. "Good to see one of the Citymasters here. Not afraid to do adirty job.”

Oh yeah. Alexawas sure she wouldn't like what happened next.

The crowd opened for Masif. He stood in front of the cowering man and woman. Incoherent whines
came from their open mouths.

Impassively he threw the st rainwater on them and stepped back. The water hit them and they
shrieked asif being burned. Their bodies swelled, then burst open. A multitude of white dugs wriggled
from the carcasses, along the cobblestones. People stamped and spit—~both actions shriveling the dugs.

Alexasmouth had dried in horror, so she had no pit and could only watch the white worms dither
by her. Sinafin jumped down and howled. Hundreds of the dugs died instantly.

Everyoneturned to stare at the dog. Then at Alexa.
"Exotique." Theword rippled through the crowd. People withdrew from her.
"Um..." Alexasaid. Warmth bathed her thigh—the baton! She pulled it from the belt loop.

People "aahhed." The baton flashed an eerie green that flowed onto the cobblestones. When it was
done, no dugs moved, and the bodies had turned into unrecognizable husks. Murmurs of satisfaction rose
from the crowd.

She dipped the Jade Baton into her sheath with trembling fingers. Sinafin leaned againgt Alexaslegs.

Boothed s rang on the sione as Masif joined her. A soldier from the Castle—the teenage girl's,
Marwey's, lover—pushed forward. He bowed smoothly to her, then to Masif, then to Sinafin. "1 would
be honored to escort the Marshd| of the Jade Baton of Honor to the Castle.” His tone was tiff,
resolution flashing in hiseyes. Alexawas sure he wanted something.

Masif cocked an eyebrow at her. HEd evidently seen the same thing in the young man, aneed.
Alexasuppressed asigh. Masif was dready an aly, and the soldier could be one more. She needed all
the friends she could get. So she held out her hand to the Castle guard. Gingerly he linked her arm with
his. His muscles were solid but shivered with nerves.

"My thanksfor seeing the lady to the Castle,” Masif said. Smiling briefly and showing white, even
teeth, he bowed to them, then spun away and strode off at a pace that would have been too fast for
Alexa Off on Town business, no doubt.

Sinafin barked and the young man started, dropping Alexa's hand. The little dog jumped into his
arms. She must have said something to the man, because he tucked her under hisleft arm and held out his
right elbow to Alexa again. Shetook hold of hisbiceps. The soldier started walking dowly, then
quickened his pace until he and Alexamatched steps. Sheredlized that he/d walked the same way with
Marwey, who was about her height. That relaxed her alittle.



He cleared histhroat. "I am Pascal, a Castle guard of the second rank. | have ambitions.”
Widl, who didn't?

Pasca looked down at her. "I want to Pair with Marwey, but | have little to offer. | am the third son
of afarmer. | an agood guard and want to be agood Chevadlier.”

"How can | hep?'

Hisface set into determined lines. ™Y ou will soon have lands of your own, but no Chevdiers.
Marwey said—" He stopped and flushed. His posture stiffened. "1 have trained with the Chevdiers and
am closeto winning my volaranreins.”

Wheat had olden guys won when they became knights? Spurs? Better reins around a hater than cruel
spursdigging into horseflesh.

Pascd it hislip, looking asif he were drowning in interview-mode. Sheld been there. She patted his
arm. Hejumped.

"l want to be your Chevalier," he blurted.

She missed a step, and he steadied her without even noticing. Nice. No way was she going to be
ableto answer in Lladranan. She was glad he was holding Sinafin. Y ou would be my..." What on earth
was the right word to use? She cleared her throat. "Employee?’

Heflushed again. "Yes" hesaid. "1 would vow my loyalty to fight for you.”

Alexadidn't likethat idea. She couldn't see herself sending this young man out to face monsters and
die. Maybe she could keep him on her land, when and if she got it. He and Marwey, safe. She glanced at
him and didn't know whether safety would gpped to him. At least she could give him options.

"Y ou would vow loyalty to me, and | would pay you.. .how?" She squashed irritation at her own
ignorance.

But hed brightened. "With payment for my further training as a Chevdier, with advancement in your
ranks—"

What ranks?

"Perhaps even with alittle land—or avolaran," he said in the same tone of reverence with which
shed once said "diplomain law."

She liked his energy, hisdirectness, his politeness. "Very well, if | receive an estate and funds, you're
hired."

His bearing took on alittle swagger of male pride, but his voice sounded choked. "My thanks."
Hetook her back to the safety—and restrictions—of the Castle.

In Castleton, the square once swarming with frinks was silent and shadowed. It started to rain.
Hours passed.

Asthe husks of the Mockers crumbled, ablack fog rose from them and mixed with frinks. A
shadow coal esced, made of mist and frink and Mocker and powered by the ancient, deadly will that
lusted after Lladranaand what it held. The shadow formed into a cobweb of amost-substance.



No onein theland would recognize this new thresat, know it existed. Thetool had not been used for
centuries. But it had been successful before and had been caled into being once more. It could be web
or more solid, manlike, but nothing else. Still, that would do. That would do very well.

It raised a shadow like a protrusion the Size of ahead, featurel ess except for the glowing red orbs
where there should be eyes. It looked up the hill to the Cadtle. Its prey was there—rich, exotic dreamsto
succor it.

Itsawful, gnawing hunger must be fed with smpler farefirst. A rip opened, mouthlike, and the
cobweb billowed in and out though there was no wind. It would feed on energy and magic and dreams
and souls. Beads of gray-dew dripped from the mouth.

Pure mdicious glee ran through it at the thought of akill and the luscious draining of the prey asit
fed. It drifted, then tumbled faster into the narrowest pathway between the first two buildingsit could
find. Stretching, it attached to each of the walls, adark net lost in even darker shadows. It was weak
now.

When it was strong and gorged and powerful, it would feast on otherworld flesh.

11

Alexadept that night in luxurious comfort with no nightmares of the render that had attacked her
between worlds or Sinafin dream-movies. Slowly she woke, and as her senses filtered information—the
deep softness of the feather mattress, the hue of light from the sun illuminating stone walls, the scent of
magic—she knew shewasill in Lladrana

She stretched and rolled onto her back, then looked at the canopy over her bed, past the bed
curtains and around the room. She liked the bedroom, and her Tower suite with the large Sitting room
and asmadl office.



Sinafin, asapink butterfly about afoot wide, fluttered to settle on Alexas somach. You dept late.
It is midmorning.

"It felt good to catch up on my deep. That jerir of yourstakesalot out of aperson.”
It is good you dipped three times.

Alexagrunted.

The Marshalls are having their morning meeting.

With agroan, Alexarolled to the edge of the bed and dithered until her feet hit the rug. "Better get at
it, then." She needed to make sure they accepted her as one of them, if she was going to fight for them.

Thealia will tell you true what happens at the meeting.

Alexacongdered that. It would mean she'd only have to ded with one person she knew instead of
face the ten of them, most of whom she hadn't sorted out, and the jerk Reynardus, to boot. "I think
Thediamight leave out things | need to know." 1t would be like reading notes of alecture, or atria, and
not being there hersalf. Sheld miss nuances.

From the wardrobe she took underwear that resembled the long underwear sheworefor hiking in
the Colorado cold, except the pants were footed. They fit. She pulled on the long, thin under-robe of
purple. It fel to midcaf. Then she donned alavender tabard—more like a sergpe—along rectangle of
cloth with aholein the middle that draped over her front and back. She fingered the white fur trim aong
the surcoat and sent a glance to Sinafin, who'd landed on one of the top corners of the bed.

"Y ou explain to whoever made these, that | never want fur on my clothesagain." Alexa shuddered,
remembering the Assayer's Office.

We eat them. You wear and sleep on things you eat.
"You eat ermine?’ Weren't they little minklike creatures? Ferrets or weasdl's or something?
Not me, but some nobles think they are a delicacy.

"Huh. Wéll, I'd bet some mongterswould think me adelicacy." Gruesome thought. She cinched her
leather baton-belt around her waist. The stick lay heavy against her hip.

An exotic-looking flower was embroidered over her |eft breast in purple on the tabard. Glancing into
the closet, she saw her wardrobe was lavender and purple, with one gold gown. She grimaced, shut the
door, and hurried from the bedroom into the narrow semicircular halway.

New shoes are outside the door, Snafin teased.

Alexahad forgotten about shoes, but none of the Castle corridors was carpeted. She opened the
door with ayank that set the harpstrings singing. In front of her were severad pairs of exquisitely made
shoes. One pair of black, one brown, one jade green, one purple. No onewasin the hdf-circle
anteroom of her tower, so she sat down and pulled on the shoes. The leather was soft and molded to her
feet when she laced them up.

When she stood and shifted back and forth, she nearly moaned in delight. They were the most
comfortable shoes sheld ever worn. Finding size fours outside of the children's section had away's been
difficult, though sometimes the Vel cro fastenings made up for it.



It wasafact of life: shewas small. Small there and even smaller here. And she was supposed to be
awarior?

Sindfin fluttered to her shoulder, folded her wings. The Song would not have called you if you
were not the right person to save Lladrana.

Alexasupposed shed hear alot of that stuff in the future, but she straightened her shoulders, lifted
her chin and took the stairs down at a quick pace. She was pretty sure of the way to the Marshdls
chamber.

When she reached the door with the fancy writing she couldn't read, she felt atwinge of anxiety
again. Well, sheld learn to read, and to speak, and to fight, and she'd do her best.. .until the Snap. She
grinned. Her best had alway's been good enough to scrape through, and the Marshals hadn't seen her in
action!

She flung open the door and marched in.

They were dl standing. Reynardus touched his baton and theivory flared white. "Thismeeting is
adjourned. We dl have much to do."

If she'd been paranoid, she'd have thought they had deliberately finished before she could
participate. Maybe it was just that they'd dways done things one way, that they weren't used to her being
there.

Maybe.

Theroom was long and narrow, with tall multipaned windows inset with stained glassin the center
showing coats of arms. The large wooden table had fifty chairs, with the Marshdls clustered at the near
end. One of the wooden chairs had acarving on top of aknight riding a volaran; another, awoman
reaching upward, mouth open; athird, a Tower with lightning around it; afourth, atown; afifth, aship.
Representatives chairs, Alexafigured. All the other chairs alternated—a sword or ashield carved on
them. Thelast one had a carved shild—and astack of cushions. Y ep, the Marshd s had expected her
and had noticed shewas smadll.

All except Thediaand Reynardus filed out. Since she wasiirritated, Alexa hitched hersdlf to St on
the huge table. With afind flutter of wings, Sinafin sat on Alexas shoulder.

Alexaswvung her legs. "Mind telling me what was discussed?" she asked the two.

"Since we had no Representatives today, we decided what information we would give them,”
Reynardus said.

The pompous jerk. She knew "spin” when she heard it. She kept her voice mild. "I hopeyou
decided that the best policy isfull disclosure. Dammit, now she sounded likeapoalitician. "Tell them

everything."
Reynarduss heavy eyelidslowered.

Before he could make a snide remark, Alexa pushed ahead. "From what | could tell from the map,
and what the feycoocu has shown me, you are fighting alosing battle. Y our defenses are faling and you
don't have the army to stop the, uh, creeping evil." How different the evil herein Lladranafrom that
spouted by paliticiansin the States. This wasevil. These were true mongers, not humanswith differing
beliefs. "Y ou need dl the help you can get. Arm the Chevdiers with magica wegpons, give them theright
gpellsto usein battle" Were these words redlly coming from her mouth? They should have sounded silly;



she should have felt slly. Shedidn't. Shefdt determined, fierce. And it was good to have apasson
agan.

She heard Reynardussteeth click together.

"There are severd problems,” Thediasaid. "We don't have thetimeto train them in battlespdlls. It
takes more Power to prime the magica wespons than we can spare.”

"If everyone had knowledge of our battle spells, there would be worse fighting amongst the
Chevdiersand in thetowns," Reynardus said.

It sounded to Alexaasif they'd donetoo little, too late, and time was running out. Alexa stared at
theMarshdls. "Am | dlowed any opinion, any input to the Marshalsat al?"

"Of course” Thediasaid.
Reynardus curled hislips.

Alexahad magic enough to gain their ranks, but not enough, yet, to have them listen to her. It would
take time, but she'd be like afaucet drip and wear them away. Deep inside, she knew that was one of
her functions here, and she would follow her ingtincts.

"| ask that you tell the other Marshals my concerns.”
"It will bedone" Thediasad.

Alexafixed her sare on Reynardus. "'Y ou don't have avery high opinion of the Chevaiersand
townspeople. And they don't have agood opinion of you Marshals either. Don't you think someone
needs to mend fences here? To be hones, | think the Marshadls, who are in the ultimate position of
power, should be able to bend. That's my recommendation.”

"Well discussit—" Thedliachoked.
"We have discussed it, and nothing will change," Reynardus said.

Acid pitched in Alexas stomach. She wished she could pound some senseinto their heads, but she
was the youngest and most inexperienced. Too new. Too Exotique.

"What el se was talked about?"

Thedlid's expression softened. "We decided to open Marshal Testing and increase our team to
forty. We dready have afew applicants.”

Reynardus grunted.

Thiswas newsto Alexa. She perked up. With an increase of Marshdls, especially younger
Marshalls, she bet sheld have a better chance at change. The balance of power within the Marshalls
could shift. She could only go aong now, make sure she was accepted and fit in. Later, she could help
the Marshalls steer anew path.

"That sounds good."

"And we are inventorying the magical wegponsin our armory in case we wish to dispersethemin
the future. The batons are the fiercest weapons, but we have several swords—broadswords and short
swords. A mace or two, and some quarterstaffs like Partis uses,” Thediasaid.



Again, too little, too late. And too late for Alexato do much about it.
Thedialooked at Alexa. Like thiswas supposed to placate her?

" Speaking of estates,” Thediasaid, "we aso dedt with Reynardus's fine for oath-breaking and
gifting you with your estate. Reynardus and | were on our way to the map room."

A thrill ran through her at theideaof land of her own. She could hardly believe it—it seemed to be
coming to her too soon and amost too easily. Discreetly she wiped her suddenly damp pams on her
tunic. Then Alexalooked at Reynardus, maybe not so easily. Shefigured shed have to battle him every
inch of theway.

Helooked asif he had tasted something bitter.

"According to the Lorebook, Reynardus must be fined lands or volarans for his oath-breaking.”
Now Reynardus didn't look happy with following ancient tradition.

"Two square miles or seven prime, war-trained volarans," Thediasaid.

"l toldyou | only have six," Reynardus said.

"So we agreed on the land. | believe that my ancestor sold abit of land to yoursin nearly that
amount.”

"One-point-eight,” Reynardus said.
"That will do," said Thedia
Reynardus huffed a breath and strode from the room. Thediafollowed.

Sinafin-butterfly roseto flutter in the air and Alexadid from the table to her feet. "Were going to the
magic map room that shows Lladranaand those falling magic fenceposts, right?* she asked.

Yes. You will be guided by me, Alexa. It'simportant.

Sinafin flew ahead of her, pink and silver wingsflickering in the gray corridor. They exited the Keep
and crossed the courtyard to an opening in the Cloister walk that led to the small map room.

Reynardus stood siffly, hands clagped behind hisback. A big chunk of land in the middle of
Lladrana glowed fox red on the map. It was far from the long northern border where the horrors came
from.

Since she often accompanied Thediato the map room, Alexa knew the placement of the
fenceposts. None had falen during the night. She sighed with relief.

Thediatapped asmal portion of red land that intruded on her green-tinted estate. "I accept. I'll have
Faith draw up the papersfor you to sign, Reynardus." Thediasmiled broadly. "Y ou do haveatimelimit,
according to past Lorebooks."

"Y ou studied up,” Reynardus snapped.

"l had Faith brief me. | can invoke a penaty if you don't make the transfer within twenty-four hours.”
Thediasmiled sweetly. "The usud pendty isahundred acres an hour. The oath-breaking was serious.”



Boy, were they gouging him. Alexamade sure her glee didn't show and tried not to think what
would have happened to her if the guy had fried her with magic. At least the Marshallswere taking this
serioudy. It nearly satisfied her.

A ticjumped near Reynardussright eye. "I'll Sgn theland over as soon astheink isdry onthe
contract.”

"Now for amore joyful land transfer." Thedliabeamed at Alexa. She walked to the animated map.
Aslarge as aking-size sheet, the map's backing was stiff, but the colors were vibrant, the northern
border glowing and with minute peglike fenceposts. The outlines of Thedlias and Reynarduss estates
faded.

Thesdlia picked up ahuge book from ashelf on thewall. "Currently the Marshals oversee severd
vacant estates.” Shewaved ahand and different portions of Lladranalit up.

Alexahad abad feding about how they had become "vacant,” but the degp yearning for her own
home kicked in. She wanted this so much she could taste it like her lost tea. And if the price was
forsaking everything else she'd ever known, it was higher than sheld ever expected. But it was aprice she
would pay.

She looked at the mountain range to the north. Sheld like living in view of the mountains again, but
didn't want to be on the front line of invasion. Since most of the North was "vacant," shefigured others
felt that way too, or had died trying to preserve their land.

Therewas alittle curve of mountainsto the east. Hard to think of mountainsin the east, but till...

Sinafin flapped in front of the map, indicated with an antenna a decent-size chunk of land. Here,
Alexa, pick here.

It wasin the west, severa milesin from the coastline. Since the map had reverted to the
green-brown of a geographic-dtitude map, the land Sinafin pointed to showed green with ralling hills.
Alexathought that meant it would be good for farming. And pretty to walk on.

"A very good choice," said Thedia
It wasn't anywhere near Reynarduss estate. That was apoint initsfavor.

Thediafound apage in the Lorebook. "It was an Exotique's land many years ago, and hasa
four-gtory brick manor house, three villages and agood annua income."

Would people who once lived with an Exotique be more friendly than those who hadn't?
Here, Alexal
She shrugged. Sinafin hadn't steered her wrong yet. She nodded. "Ayes.”

Sinafin pulsed pink and silver like aflickering neon light. "Si— Feycoocu, you're hurting my eyes.”
Alexaremembered Sinafin didn't want the Marshals to know her name dmost too late. Sinafin stopped
thelight and zoomed around the room. Alexa had never seen abutterfly zoom, but Sinafin managed it,
and as she did so, sheinserted imagesinto Alexa's mind. Green grass and large deciduous trees, a pretty
red house with bay windows on severd floors.

Alexaswalowed hard. Thislooked like aplace sheld only dreamed of. "Yes," she whispered.



Hers. A place of her own and ahigh placein thissociety if shefulfilled her potentia, and shewas
used to fulfilling potentid that only she believed in. Others had expected that she'd spiral downward from
the foster homes; instead she'd climbed upward. Steady and determined. She could do that here too.
Win ahome and land and even the hearts of some people. She could make friends. She could findly fit
in."Yed"

Six mornings later Alexa cracked open an eye to see the bright landscape out of her turret windows.
Shewanted to roll over and deep, but her new waterfall chiming clock wouldn't et her. She dragged her
weary and aching body from the soft comfort of the bed and donned her new clothes.

She wished shewas back in law school. It had been easier. The classesfor the bar, the shared
anxiety, the camaraderie and Sophie—all had gotten her through. Her lessons hadn't been as hard and
her memory hadn't been astaxed asit was herein Lladrana.

Her brain felt asif it would leak out of her ears any minute. And nothing compared to the bruises
and aches of her body as she learned how to ride and fight with the other Marshalls.

She had no red friends except Sinafin, who absented hersalf from the boring daily
grind-Alexainto-the-mud to play and take care of unknown feycoocu business. The little shapeshifter il
experimented with formsfor Alexa. Sinafin seemed to enjoy plucking images from Alexasbrain and
trying them out. Alexa had shared her roomswith everything from a Gilamongter to a penguin. Mercifully
the foot-long cockroach had only lasted an hour.

Since Sinafin wanted Alexato learn the language, she didn't vist Alexain her dreamsto explain
things. Even riding wasn't as bad as struggling to speak, read and write Lladranan. Alexaknew gloomily
that she'd always have an accent. And if it never got any better, it would be an accent that people
laughed at. Apparently she sounded drunk.

Since her voicewas atool of her trade, she was painfully aware when she durred her words. But if
she wanted to speak in any sort of natural manner, she had to accept that her tongue would mangle
words. She could only hope that with use and time, her verba skillswould improve.

Alexaturned off her alarm and looked at the view while she dressed. The brithenwood tree wasthe
same spring green asthe fields. Bushes and trees were budding. The rains had been heavy thisyear. Even
30, Alexa had never seen afrink. It didn't rain frinksin the Castle grounds anymore. The Marshalls
believed Alexa's presence had something to do with that, which made her fed even more odd.

She couldn't see past the heavily forested hillsto the piece of land that was now hers, and which she
hadn't visited yet. A large estate with alovely four-story brick manor house, Thediahad said. The
thought of it, the support of Sinafin, and her daily healing of Chevaliers were the only things that kept her

going.

The Marshallswere helpful, but distant. Reynardus had stopped outwardly sneering and now treated
her with exquisite courtesy and asmirk that drove her crazy.

Most of the Chevaliers accepted her, glad of another strong arm in the war againgt the invading
horrors. Sheld experienced a couple of instances of ingtinctive revulsion like that Luthan had shown at
their first meeting, but no further atacks.

With effort and care and conscious sengtivity, she could make friends. Sinafin liked her.

And Pasca and Marwey. The former soldier now wore her purple livery and wasin amore
advanced Chevdlier training than she was. He used one of thefive volaransthat had come with the estate.



Baby Nyjaliked her too. Alexa spent at least an hour every couple of days with the baby, making
sure she wasn't abused, that she received dl the care she should have.

Alexa pushed hersdlf hard, harder than the Marshalls expected, but she needed to prove to herself
aswell asthem that she was as good as any one of them, and equa to Reynardus.

Shed actudly moved from one-on-one training to being with aclass of squiresto working with
young Chevaliers. Six hoursaday of fighting and sheer determination to learn made her the equa of
anyonein her class. Except with volarans.

Her five primeflying volarans made her awedthy woman. All but the one Pascal used lazed their
days away in the pastures of her estate. She didn't think she'd ever magter the skill of flying on ahorse,
and after the third time she broke her arm and it was healed magicaly, the Marshdls agreed with her
assessment.

The fighting force would be split, some on the ground and most in the air. The Marshals worked
with the Chevdiersin thisway too, though they mostly flew. Alexahad chosen to stay on the ground.
Learning to ride ahorse was daunting enough.

Now, still grumbling, sheleft her suite and descended her Tower Stairs. The other Tower rooms
were empty and Alexadidn't know whether to be pleased or wary. She often liked being aone, but it
was along way from the other Marshdls apartments, though with one instantaneous mind-cry they'd
come running, if she cared to have them here.

The day was cooler than it had looked as Alexa hurried to the map room. She'd developed the habit
of meeting Thedliatherein the morning before they started their work. Alexahad shaded her estate on
the map in deep green, with the emblem of her baton on it. Theland of other Marshalls was aso shown
on the map, as was the estates of the Chevaliers. Alexaknew where the land of Lady Hallard, the new
Representative of the Chevdiers, was, aswell asthat of Reynardus's son Luthan. The most important
location was Singer's Abbey, where the oracle of Lladranalived. It shone gold on the map, and Alexa
had vowed to defend it with her life.

Sheld sworn to defend Lladranaitsaf with her life.

Mogt of thetime all she had to do was cdl up theimage of the baby Nyja, or Pasca and Marwey,
or the Chevaliers she helped, or the map with her estate on it, and the vow would connect bone deep.

Not this morning. She hadn't dept well; achill of foreboding had plagued her with black dreams.
Sheld discovered that anight like that usualy meant something bad had happened—Chevdiersdied, or
more of the magica yelow fenceposts were down, or horrors had been seen in the newly turned fields
for planting.

She'd reached the map room and hesitated. It was rough walking in and seeing the changes, worse
knowing that the gray and black that breached Lladranas borders and inched inward showed lesser and
greater evils. Really bad was when dots of red, or alarge blotch, showed where people had
fdlen—usudly Chevdiers, someloca people, some mercenary foot soldiers.

Dragging in adeep bresth and straightening her shoulders, she entered the chamber. It was a
medium-si ze room with good light from high windows and the ever-present crystal's. Thedliawas dready
there. Alexafrowned. The Swordmarshall was obsessed by the map, and her own estate and relatives
weren't even near the failing borders.

"Another fencepost failed and three Chevalierswerelost in askirmish at dawn. They stopped the



larger monsters—four renders, adayer and a soul-sucker—but such a cost!”

Alexadrew near and saw ared smudge in the northwest. She scanned the map with the blue
force-lines that showed the magica border between the magica fenceposts, the missing fenceposts and
the boundary. In the few days she'd been in LIadrana, two fenceposts had gone dark and the defensive
border that depended on the energy had failed between them.

When Thedliaturned, her face was haggard. She gestured at the map. "It's only amatter of time
before the occasiona grester beast becomes an ondaught we will have difficulty in stopping. Look herel™
She pointed due north of Lladranas center. "These were thefirst fencepoststo fal and it's the hardest
boundary to defend. Every day thelight of the fenceposts on either side of the hole dims. Soon they'll go
out." She clenched her hands. "We don't have enough people. We became complacent, didn't realize the
knowledge wed lost. Then the fenceposts started dying and everyone in Llandrana knew we were weak
and vulnerable. Moraefd| and fear increased.”

Thealiaspoke alittle too quickly for Alexato understand her every word, but most of the terms
were unfortunately part of her daily vocabulary—"fencepodts,” "boundary,” "borders," "defense,”" "beadt,”
and dl the monster namestoo.

"That'swhy you Summoned me, right? To hed the boundary?' Alexaasked.

"Y es, you will show us how to make new fenceposts. That isyour fate." Thediawent to the
bookshelves, pulled out alarge vol-ume and thrugt it at Alexa. "Thisisthe history of the fenceposts. Buit it
doesn't tell us how they are made! Not even the Sorcerers or Sorceresses of the idands know."

Alexatook the heavy volume and opened it on anearby table. She till couldn't read well, so she
flipped to pictures. The fenceposts were shown, about twenty feet tall.

"Takethe book," Thediasaid. "Perhapswhen you read it, you will understand something we don't.”
Therewas amixture of bitterness and hopein her tone.

Alexashivered, reminded herself she wasn't done. Forming her words dowly, Alexasaid, "A new
classof Chevdierswill befully trained soon." She knew because sheld trained with them. "More young
men and women are contacting the Chevaliersto fight." For serviceto their country, for glory, for wedlth.
They'd find mud and horror and death. So would she,

A little strain disgppeared from around Thedliads eyes. "Yes. It isagood class. You wereright to
choose Pascd for your first Chevalier." Now she watched her words and spoke more dowly. "You are
al good in that class. Some excdllent volaran riders.”

"Let meknow if there is someone very talented in other classes that would need avolaran,” Alexa
sad.

Thedliafrowned. "We should not just give away volarans.”

"A person of extraordinary ability should dways be given achance. We need dl the strong fighters
we can get." Alexagestured with her Jade Baton.

A corner of Thedia's mouth turned down. "None of those who have Tested for Marshall have

Alexafrowned. "Feddedid."
"Her husband failed. She did not want to bond emotionaly with someone else, or by blood. She has



no close relatives who wished to Test for Marshal. She declined the position.” Incredulity tinted Thedlias
voice.

The door swung open with aloud creak, spilling bright light into the room.

"Ah, Swvordmarshdl Thediaand the Marshdl Alyeka, studying the map, asusud,” said Reynardus
withafdseanmile

"Sdutations, Reynardus,” Thediasad.
"Sha utashhuns," said Alexa, and felt hersdlf flush. She knew her accent sounded "drunk™ again.
Reynardus looked down his nose at her. Alexa gritted her tegth.

Sheredly hated that—he was too tal and had too straight anose, and he had that insulting look
down pat. She longed to see the nose broken, hiswhite tabard smeared, but that wouldn't happen. He
was an excellent fighter, and if his nose ever was broken, it would only lose the arrogant straightness
temporaily.

He smiled, sending atwinge of darm up Alexas spine. He was up to something. Striding between
them, he went up to the edge of the map. His smile widened and he tapped an e egant finger to where the
skirmish had taken place the night before, on the northwest coastline, near afalen fencepost.

"I think it istime we showed our new Marshdl the redlity of the Fidd," Reynardus said.

Hedidn't do "benevolent” well. He till came off as pompous and patronizing. Alexas ssomach
lurched. She had the sensation of being on abicycle and having the training whedl's yanked away. Inhaing
unobtrusively, she said, "Of course.” She gripped her baton alittle too tightly, but it was better than letting
her fingerstremble.

There might be fighting. There would probably be magic to perform. And sheld haveto ride there or
be taken by someone else on volaran. Three things she didn't do well. Y.

"Good, good." Reynardus dropped a heavy hand to her shoulder in false bonhomie,

He didn't even sway her. One thing she had mastered was achieving her balance—physicdly,
mentally and magicaly. She could stand straight and steady inagde.

She smiled too. "I mush changeinto m' paddin’, an' pick up m' new sh-chain mail 'ntown.” Tailored
to her, shédd aready spent abunch of Power on making it magicdly light and tough. "I'll ride down." She
trusted agentle mare to take her there.

Thedlia cocked her head in the way that meant she was mentally communicating with someone.
"L uthan has agreed to fly you. HEll meet you at the Nom de Nom."

Dead monster heads again. Oh fun.
"Ayes." That she could say well. She nodded to the Marshdls and left.
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Sitting in the Nom de Nom, Luthan stared at the Exotique woman before him. Ever since hed met
her, held tried to mask his aversion to her—based mainly on her appearance, for which he was deeply
ashamed.

With reluctance, Luthan had agreed to fly the new Marshall to the Field of the last skirmish, where
three Chevdiershad lost ther lives.

Shelooked at him with clear, green eyes and he sensed that she was well aware of his discomfort
with her and hurt by it. He winced inwardly. LIadrana needed thiswoman, and if the Song wasright, this
Exotique would be only thefirst to cometo LIadranain the next two years, when the harmonics of the
two worlds resonated in syncopation. So he should try to accept her as soon as possible.

It was not only her aien looksthat put him off—she was such an unknown quantity, capable of
drange actionsthat disrupted life. For the Marshdls, that might be good. For Luthan persondly, he
didikedillogicd startsand turnsin aperson—hed lived with enough disruption in his childhood, with a
brother heloved but didn't understand.

Theworst wasthat he believed his godmother Thedliawas trying to matchmake, Pair him to this
strange Exotique woman. He imagined the Marsha s were desperate to keep her in LIadrana, and Pairing
would do that. But such an emationa tie between him and this one would never happen.

Shedrank her tea, her eyes as watchful and examining as his own, making no effort to break the
slence engulfing them. He wondered what she thought of him. More, he wondered what sort of man
would be attracted to this odd little creature.

Ping! The sound insde his head froze him. He strove to keep his breathing even, his pulse steedy,
hismind at rest so the vision would come clear, and last.



The woman's auratrembled, then was replaced, and L uthan saw true. Now she sat in front of him
with skin adarker hue and along scar running down her left cheek. Her hair was longer. Behind her, his
hands on her shoulders, was L uthan's brother Bastien.

He looked more contented and relaxed than ever in hislife. His dark eyes gleamed with
self-knowledge and purpose. As he caressed the woman's shoulders, love shone in a golden auraaround
them.

Badtien! Bagtieninlove with aMarshdl! The rebel and rogue and troublemaker. A black-and-white,
Badtien had aways gone of f like arocket in any direction his brilliant mind took him, followed his
emotions asif they were oraclesfrom the Song.

Bastien! Oh, how he deserved thislady. She would shake him up, perhaps help make him into the
man al sensed he could be— agreat man. In the vision, she reached up and placed her hand on hisina
touch that spoke of equa love. Luthan softened. Y es, Bastien deserved love. Hed had little enough of
that from their parents.

The Exotique met L uthan's gaze with an amused one of her own and said something. Bastien shifted
behind her and winced, obvioudy the butt of teasing.

"Arr you dll righ?' The Exotique's accented words in the here and now, the hesitant touch of her
fingers on the back of Luthan's hand, broke the vision.

A small line of concern showed between her brows. Luthan laughed. She sat back quickly.

Now when helooked at her and saw alady who would sort out his brother, al his uncomfortable
fedings about her vanished likemigt. His sight, asaways, left him alittle giddy.

L uthan reached out and patted one of her hands. "I am very well, Lady."
She eyed him with suspicion, then shrugged. "I am cdled Alexa.”
"Alyeka," he said, and frowned when he knew he hadn't pronounced it correctly.

He leaned back in his chair and drank deeply of hisbeer. It grounded him, but he couldn't keep
from smiling around the rim of his glass. The complications between Bastien and Alyekawould be
entertaining to observe.

“I'm called Luthen."

"l know. | have heard of you. Y ou are a Chevdier, the Representative of the Song and the son of
Reynardus." Her words were very dow but distinct.

Luthan thought it agood sign that she put histitlefirst. She saw him asan individua, then, not merely
asthe son of aman her voicetold him she didiked. Many people didiked hisfather. Including his sons.

Reynardus would loathe this one. Small and female and too strange to be understood and
manipulated.

But Bastien—her Power and her uniqueness would snag Bagtien's lively curiosity, just as her status
asaMarshal would repd him.

Now that he knew she'd be Bastien's, L uthan studied her. Her short, fine hair was pure silver. Her
face was attractive enough, coming to a pointed chin and holding those big eyes.



"Yes," hesad. "Reynardusis my father." He shrugged. "Y ou can't choose your forebears.”
A fleeting grief shadowed her eyes. She sat up straighten "No."

"l have abrother, Bastien." He watched closdly, but saw no flicker of recognition. Had the two met
yet? Bastien wasin the Field, due north.

"Ah've heard of Bastien." She pronounced their names correctly, even if she misspoke words.

Luthan smiled, trying to calculate what gossip she might have heard, who might have spoken to her
of hisbrother. "Don't believe everything you hear of Bastien. Hesagood man." Even if heis
misguided. But Luthan cheered to think that this woman would put Bastien on theright path.

Luthan stood and bowed to her, offered her hisarm. As her eyebrows rose, he noticed they werea
light brown. Odd. But no ingtinctive twinge of revulsion occurred, and he grinned. He was over that
afliction.

A few minutes later Luthan introduced her to hisvolaran. The volaran was huge, aslarge as some of
the greet horsesin Earth's past. It was abeautiful black, and when it had studied her in the Landing Field
with big brown eyes, she saw intelligencein its gaze. Perhaps not intelligence that the Lladranans
recognized, or intelligence that was humanlike, but aclevernessal the same. She got theideathat the
L ladranans underestimated these creatures, but it wasn't something she felt qudified to comment on.

Luthan set her on along saddle and mounted behind her.

Alexafigured that Thediawastrying to matchmake, but knew it wasfutile. Alexawould dways be
an Exotiquefirst to Luthan. A pity, because he was a strikingly attractive man, better looking than both
his father Reynardus and his brother Bastien, whom she'd rescued from the pool. Shed hesitated to
mention Bastien because she didn't want to get into family dynamics. Still, she sensed L uthan wasthe
most honorable man shed met in Lladrana. Y ep, redlly too bad.

They took off in a steep ascent that clutched at Alexaslungsand gut.
When they steadied, Luthan yeled in her ear, "Sing with me.”

He sang a pellsong through, then Alexajoined in and they repeated it twice. At the end, they were
encased in amagica bubble sheld formed. She admired the sheen of the outward curve of the spell.
She'd helped in the magic! Formed the bubble that kept them warm and the air quiet around them.

"Areyou going to Test to become aMarshd|?" she asked.

Luthan hesitated. "Not now. | have responsbilities to the Singer and her Friends. They convinced
me that the best use of my talents would be to represent them. | probably will Test for Marshall sometime
inthefuture”

When hisfather retired from the Marshalls? Did they retire? Alexawondered if he worked well with
hisfather. He certainly was more diplomatic than Bastien. She/d heard how he'd baited Reynardus,
pushing him into following the rest of the Marshdlsinto Town after her.

Luthan said, "Has anyone told you of the distance-magic of the strongest volarans?'
Shedidn't think so, but could extrapolate. "Um, they can shorten it?"

"Ayes. Ingtead of flying one volaran-length with their wings, they can fly afurlong, amile—" he



patted his mount"—more. It depends on their physica strength, the strength and wildness of their Power.
Or my Power. My brother Bagtien, raised my volaran. All of our relatives have volarans hetrained. All of
the Marshdls and the best Chevaliers have horses with great distance-magic. Well beusing alittle
digance-magic thisflight."

"Intereshtin’," Alexasad.

Sincethelittle attempt at conversation had included severd explanations and definitions of words
from Luthan, and neither of them seemed to care whether they spoke or not, Alexaleaned back to enjoy
theflight.

They flew northwest to the coast. Under them, dightly distorted by the bubble, werefields, rolling
hills, forests—all apatchwork of different greensthat tugged at her heart. A beautiful land, a verdant
land, aland too lovely to be desecrated with nasty monsters, blood, war and rotting bodies.

Wasthat why they invaded? Because L ladranawas o pretty? Alexa didn't know. Nobody had told
her why the horrorsinvaded. Maybe no one knew.

She caught her breath as she saw the ocean. From the map she'd known of the ocean, but hadn't
emotionaly understood the landscape of Lladrana. The seawas a changeable panorama of blue and
green and gray, stretching to an endless horizon, dotted with idands. To someone used to the jagged
pesks of the Rockies defining the western horizon and man-made buildings blocking the east, the ocean
was mysterious and too vast for comfort. But it too, was awvesomely beautiful, and she had wanted to see
it.

The coastline was rugged, like pictures she'd seen of Oregon. Alexalooked inland, trying to seethe
magica fencepods.

Thiswas the northwest border of Lladrana, and though the fence was failing here, the mongters
didn't often creep over. They seemed to prefer invading where no water existed.

Straining her eyes, Alexadiscerned afaint blue-white line afew milesinland. Shefollowedittoa
glowing yellow beacon, tall and straight. A fencepost!

The line between the good beacon on arough outcropping, the end post, and the next fencepost
inland, one lying on the ground, was a dull white. She narrowed her eyes. The downed fencepost barely
glowed, asif its energy leached into the ground. Squinting, she peered into the distance. Thethird post
inland was down and black on the landscape, looking like a huge fallen tree trunk. She wondered what it
was made of . Everyone wondered. No one knew.

L uthan murmured a command and the volaran angled to a gentle descent. Details of the land jumped
out at Alexaas shetried to wrap her mind around another aspect of her new redlity.

Two fenceposts were down, cut off from the energy of their neighbors and the wholeline. At least it
wasnt like agtring of chegp Christmas lightsin which, when onewent out, dl of them failed. With ahint
of nausearrising in her throat, Alexaredized that if al the posts went out, there would be no Lladrana.

A group of Marshdls and Chevalierswere dready surveying the ste. The ground where the volaran
settled showed trampled, short spring grass and mud. Dark patches of blood stained the ground, and the
dark outlines of thefalen Chevaliers. According to Lladranan custom, aspell was cast on the dead and
they sank into the ground to fertilize it. Memoria tablets were erected in their home chapel. Everyone
accepted that the death would lead to new life on the land.



Since the battle had happened just after dawn that morning, three shields of independent Chevdiers
stood point-down where they'd falen. The banner of alesser noble waved over her grave.

Alexafdt Reynarduss gaze on her. Everyone would be watching her, seeing if she could fix the
boundaries, if shewasatrue, powerful Exotique. She hadn't ever thought of hersdlf that way. Hadn't ever
wanted to be awarrior except in the courtroom. But she would fight and defend, and, if necessary, dieto
make thisland safe again. She thought of the gurgling baby Nyja she had played with the night before.

Yes, thiswasabad timefor Lladrana, and if she could saveit for the future, what atriumph that
would be! What a difference that would makein so many lives. To save awhole culture. Sheld have
made her mark.

She hadn't wanted fame, but she did want to make adifference. Even if the memory of her deeds
was never recorded and lost in the mists of time, she'd know that shed made a difference. Her life, her
struggle to be the woman she was, would be validated. The result was more important than any
acknowledgment or fame.

Sliding off the volaran, her knees gave way, and shewould havefdlenif the flying horse hadn't
shifted to support her. Oh boy. This was redlity. And did she have any incredible deeds within her? What
happened if she didn't? Would they throw her out of the Marshalls, just as sheld begun to think of them
as her peer group?

The other Marshdls gpproached. Reynardus smiled that nasty smile of his. "Now, let's see what you
aremade of." Hejerked his chin at the boundary line, then waved an expansive hand at both the downed
fenceposts.

Alexawanted to frown, but sucked in her breath and nodded. She was circled by sober-faced
Chevaliers and people planting fields who'd stopped to watch. The two fallen posts were rdlatively close
together, no more than afew hundred feet apart. This too was something that had no explanation—how
far gpart the magica posts were. Thedliawas of the opinion that it was determined by their creation, and
that circled back into the complete lack of knowledge of how to make the fencepogts, how to revive
them, how to regenerate the boundaries.

Deciding to start at alogical place, Alexawalked to the first dead inland post. Wind whipped her
tabard over her surprisingly comfortable chain mail. She clinked as she walked.

With one last glance at the gathered onlookers, she pulled her Jade Baton from the loop at her hip
and curled her hands around it. As awaysit warmed to her touch and began to glow. A sigh escaped
her. She could only do her best, and hope that it would prove her to be atrue Marshall.

Placing one foot on the boundary, she walked it like atightrope. Her caresfell away and she was
conscious as never before of the world around her. Whatever expectations others had of her, she was
free to enjoy this moment of lambent sun behind pearly clouds and abrisk seawind that left the taste of
sat on her mouth. Her nose twitched and the light scent of brithenwood came with its tune. She glanced
around and found a copse of trees nearby. Clouds blew away and left a dazzling sky. Sunlight caressed
her face and warmed her tunic. The earth beneath her feet felt soft and welcoming. Lladrana accepted
her.

A smple melody rose from her heart, amelody she'd never heard before, and didn't really hear
now. She experienced it. Notes comprised the sun and blue sky and the greenly budding brithenwood
and the whiff of rich earth and salty ocean and the susurration of waves and wind. It bubbled through her,
giving her peace and joy. She began to dance.



You have found your Song! The pink-and-silver butterfly danced with her.
"Sdutations, Sinafin,” Alexasad.
Sinafin's eyes gleamed and she curled her antennae.

Alexaflung out her arms and twirled. The bronze flames at the end of her wand fired into redity,
burning strongly in the wind. Her tabard whirled out with her, like petals on a blooming flower, and she
amogt liked purple again. She laughed, caught her bresth and gathered her dizzied senses and continued
along the border, weaving dance-steps dong the boundary.

Soon enough she found herself at the next fallen post and stared down at the dimming beacon. It
looked alittle like atelephone pole. With shock she redized that the deep carvingsin the post were
depictions of mongters. Various dayers, renders, soul-suckers and other monsters she didn't recognize,
including some flying ones, were shown in various desth throes.

She stared. Walked down to the base of the pole that was thicker than the top end, then back to the
rounded top. Every inch of the thing was carved, even the ends. Each image was about three inchestall
or wide and incised about an inch into the pole. She couldn't tell what the beacon was made of—in some
gpotsit looked like wood, in others like stone. Its color varied from black to deep red to pink, in no
design she could deduce. Occasiondly a mongter image even looked asif it were fashioned from a
jewel—ruby, sapphire, topaz.

Her baton tugged at her hand and she followed it. Acting like adowsing rod, it angled to the post.
About afoot and a half up the thing, pale jade gleamed. Jade, like her wand. Alexa swalowed. Two
friezes of dying jade mongterscircled the pole.

She did her own piece of jadeinto its sheath and touched her finger to the jade. It flared bright
green.

Sinafin perched on Alexas shoulder.
"Watch out!" Screamshbit theair.

Alexapivoted. Mongters headed straight to her in ajangle of dissonant notes. Time dowed and her
mind numbed as she saw the horrors up close and dive, with their soleaimto kill her.

They carried no wesgpons, they needed none.

The dayer was huge. Tdler, wider than the render, with long, bilious yellow fur. Two horns curved
among the nasty spines covering its head, larger spines marched down its back. Itsarms had spinestoo.
Both legs had a spine-spur on the hock. Tiny red eyesfull of kill-lust stared at her.

Two soul-suckers glided on each Sde of the dayer, tal and thin, reptilian skin glistening with naturdl
ichor. The long tentacles near their ams writhed asif waiting to hold her and suck thelife from her. The
huge black eyes of one of them caught hers, and she fdt trapped, unable to move. Chill infused her.

One of therendersdid in front of the soul-sucker and broke the spell. Tall, nasty, sted-bristle hair,
fangs dripping. Its eyestoo, werered. Its claws were aready extended from the paw-handsto kill. It
should have lumbered, but when it ran, the motion was smooth and deadly.

A warhawk's scream broke the moment. Alexa stumbled back, then watched Sinafin, in bird form,
dive-bomb the soul-sucker. A tentacle whipped up but missed the hawk. A render jumped at the bird
and claws clanged together on empty air. The dayer swiped, and severd spines shot from the back of its



arm, peppering the air where Sinafin had been an instant before.

The mongters were a stride away. The Marshalls and Chevaliers were too far away and too
scattered to save her.

Alexaacted astrained, raising her wand, using it as a weapon— asword with agreen blade. Words
tumbled from her mouth, and they were the right words, afighting chant. Blood thundered in her ears.
She ducked, did under the razor-claws of arender, swiping at its middle as she jackrabbited by. Guts
and gray ichor spilled.

Panting, she turned, dipped on gore, fell and rolled. A good thing, because the soul-sucker's
tentacle-arm whipped to where she'd been. She kept rolling, cut the feet off another render, scrambled
away from more pouring blood.

She was smdller than what they usudly fought, reacted differently, took chances she shouldn't have,
jumped through holes that should have been too smdll.

Shelit on her back, head thunking against the ground. As another render bounded to her, something
blocked the sun behind him. He svung.

"Helleval Fry, you hulking beast!" Alexacalled.
A burst of jade energy hit his chest. He staggered back, then pawed at himself. Jade fire burned him.

Shouts. Ground vibrations. Volaransran like horsesinto the fray. Marshalls and Chevdiersjoined
the battle. Thedlia, face grim, leaned down, grabbed Alexa and jammed her on the rump of the volaran.

Alexasbonesjarred. Her jaw snapped shut. A golden bubble coalesced around al three of them as
the volaran took flight.

Alexawrapped her arms around Thedliaand goggled at the iridescence curving around them.
Partisis my Shield. Now you know what that means. | fight. He protects. We work as a team.

They rose higher and the bubble thinned. Asthey circled back and landed, Alexa saw Partisleaning
on agtaff, watching them, baton ready.

But the small influx of monsterswas dead. A dayer, two soul-suckers and four renders. Their
bodies littered the ground. Thistime Alexahummed an antinausea spell under her breeth. Better to ook
white and shaking with fear than to stand and puke her guts out.

Wrong image. Guts already strewed the ground. She breathed through her nose. The spell blocked
some of the stench.

Partis approached them, round face serious but otherwise pristine. Reynardus had hung back—but
his brother and Shield hadn't come dong, and it was against the code for a Sword to fight without a
Shidd.

Alexahad had no choice. And no one had thought she'd be fighting anyhow. Like most women,
shed probably be a Shield.

Thediawas an exception in that. Looking a Partis, dtill fresh, and thinking of her own clothes
covered with mud, spattered with nasty stuff, Alexafigured defense work would suit her fine.

That'swhat she'd been trained for at home. The only clients she'd had at the start of her career had



been those in need of defense.

Partislifted her off the volaran. Though he was the smalest Lladranan man sheld seen, he had plenty
of strength to toss her around—as held proven in thar fighting exercises.

Everyone stared a her, gpparently checking her out for wounds.
"l andlyzed her energies. Sheisfine" Thediaannounced.

Partis lifted her purple tabard and held it up. Huge blotches of mud and ichor caked the tattered
garment. Alexa swallowed. She hadn't even been aware that the thing had ripped, had been shredded in
the back by render claws. A strange singe darkened the left Side near her shoulder. Alexa patted her left
shoulder and under her arm. Everything seemed fine. Excellent armor, maybe alittle warm to the touch.

"Well done, Marshall Alyeka," Partissaid.
The Chevaiers nodded.

Reaction hit. The adrenaline supporting her faded. She needed to sit down.. .now! Forget about
saving face or pride or anything ése. She'd dmost been killed. By monsters more horrible than any
nightmares. She didn't know how she'd survived. Her blood drained from her head at the sametime her
swest turned cold.

"What—" Thedlia sounded startled. Suddenly her volaran was steady against Alexas back, and the
horse's big blue eyes studied her.

Alexamanaged awegk smile. Ducking degth and fighting overwheming horrors might be dl ina
day'swork for the Chevdiers and Marshdls, but it was damn new to her, and she didn't carefor it.

Concentrating on keeping her feet, evening her breathing and heart rate, she dmost missed the
concerned glances and muitterings of the group. She heard her name mangled, and her attention
sharpened.

"Yes?' shesad loudly asif aquestion had been addressed to her.

Shiddmarshdl Faith's mouth thinned. "We promised not to lie to you ever again. Or manipulate
you."

Uh-oh. Alexawas sure she wasn't going to like what was coming next.

"It is extraordinary that monsters attacked in the same place they'd been defeated hours before.”
Faith'sbrow wrinkled. "I can't recdl the last time this happened.”

"They camefor the Exotique Marshdll,” Reynardus said coally.
He probably wished they'd gotten her too.

"Yes" Thedidsjawsworked. "We were distracted and not protecting Alyekaas we should have.
Thiswhole matter isvery odd." Shelooked straight at Sinafin, who had settled atop the volaran's head.

"S—the feycoocu?' Alexas voice cracked. Horror rose through her. Surdly Sinafin wouldn't betray
her.

The butterfly curled antennae in Alexas direction. You needed to be blooded.



Sick with betrayd, Alexa stared at Sinafin.
You needed to be blooded, Sinafin repested.

Blooded. Spilling blood of monsters? Alexa shuddered. Her lipswent cold. "WEell speak of this
later." When sheld sorted mixed emotions, predominantly hurt, and could think rationaly instead of fedl...

Someone cleared histhroat. It was a Chevalier Alexavaguely recognized, atal, loose-limbed man
with atough face. Hewore Lady Hdlard's colors. His name was.. .Marrec.

"There was adreeth,” Marrec said.
All sound ended, even the dight swish of Sinafin'swings.

"It was more shadow than substance, not fully materialized, but it loomed over the last render to
attack Alyeka"

"Impossble" Reynardus said. "Did anyone e see this?'
"Improbable, perhaps,”" Faith corrected. "But not impossible,

Thewar with the Dark is escalating, the reason we Summoned Marshall Alyeka. That means
additionad mongterswill invade. A dreeth soundslike the next logica step up.”

Worse and worse. The volaran'swarm, curved side behind her comforted Alexa. "What's a
dregth?' she asked.

People stared at her. "A large bat-winged creature with sharp curved beak, poisonous teeth and



bloated belly," Luthan said.
A dragon? Sheld dways had a soft spot for dragons. Didn't seem like that would survive redlity.

Luthan frowned asif in concentration and an image formed before Alexa. Not adragon. A flying
reptile like one of those during the dinosaur age, only bigger, fatter. A pterodactyl, pteradon. Ick.

She thought through Marrec'swords. It had not completely materidized. Apparently it could come
out of thinair, just as the other monsters could rise out of the ground at their last, farthest penetration of
Lladranaif there was no magica boundary behind them. The rules of magic in thisplace were as
convoluted astherules of law at home.

Alexarecalled the shadow blocking the sun right before sheld killed the last render. She didn't want
to think of killing the render, of fighting for her life, of being betrayed by Sinafin. She didn't want to think
aadl.

It was al too much. How did she pretend to be norma ?
She paid little attention to the discussion around her as she fought another battle. Terror.

A smdl bark came at her feet. Sinafin again. Thistime as a cute black cocker-spaniel puppy with big
brown eyes. That didn't help her fear.

Asascrawny kid, Alexa had seen such apuppy and yearned for it with dl her heart. But it played
happily in apet store window with littermates and the price wasn't even within the relm of Alexas
dreams. No one would buy a puppy for afoster child who'd been in their home for a couple of weeks
and would probably move on in another couple.

Sinafin lolled her tongue and tilted her head with long ears. This was the shape you loved the most
in all your dreams. | can keep this shape forever, if you want.

Alexasniffed, picked up the puppy, and waked with the shapeshifter away from the group and to
the fallen pogt, then back out to the cliff. Alexawhispered into silky ears. "Why did you do it?'

You needed to know what it is to fight and fear and kill and survive and know that this could
happen tomorrow too. Your training is not a game.

Maybe Alexahad wanted it to be.

More, you needed to know that you are a natural fighter. Your body and mind and spirit and
magic will meld together and protect you when you fight, and you will win!

"I don't think s0."

The puppy wriggled in her ams asif impatient, and licked her under her chin. / would never ask
anything of you that you could not do.

"Huh." But Alexarubbed her face against the puppy-soft fur, wiping the tears that had leaked
unwillingly from her eyes.

Do you want me to keep this shape? Sinafin twisted until her tongue lapped up any trace of
Alexastears.

"No. Itisn't natura for adog to remain a puppy forever." Alexas own words rang to her soul. She
hed wanted to remain anovice Marshdl forever, playing at fighting instead of thered thing. Well, who



wouldn't? So she was human. So sue her.

Sinafinyipped. / thank you, then, for your courtesy. She sounded sincere. / will continue to
experiment with shapes until | find the proper one for us.

Us. That sounded good too. A unit. Alexalooked acrossthe field. The Marshallswere walking or
riding volaransin pairs, asusud. "Do Shiddmarshdlsfight too?!

Of course, when necessary, but their primary function is to defend their Swords. Snefin
jumped to the ground.

Alexashrugged. Wdll, now she knew what it wasto fight and kill and nearly die, just as sheld known
what it wasto be part of healing and helping others survive. Someday she'd have a partner of her own,
be one of aPair. Then she'd beintegral to the Marshall team.

Not wanting to stand a one anymore, she crossed to join the rest.
"There should be ablooding ceremony,” Albertus, the oldest Marshdll, said.

A gleam gppeared in Reynarduss eye. "Oh, by al means,”" he purred. With anegligent wave of his
ivory baton, he trangported amangled render—probably the most revolting one—that lit with a
gckening thud between them.

Alexashortened her breath and stared beyond it, not focusing on her kill. The thought made her
shiver. Killing would be apart of her life now. Maybe even daily. Sheld have to accept it.

Though killing monsters, especidly those who tried to kill her, wasawholelot easier to judtify than
any other killing sheld donein her life, renders and soul-suckers were not flies or mosquitoes.

"Allow meto do the blooding,” Luthan said, emerging from the group.

Hisleathers looked unstained, and Alexawondered if held been in the short massacre. He wouldn't
avoid battle.

Luthan continued. "Asablood relative to aMarshal—" he nodded his head at Reynardus"—a
Chevdier in good standing, and Representative to the Singer, | am asymbol of three of the six
communitiesof Lladranan society.”

Reynarduss lipsthinned, but heinclined hishead.

With fascinated repulsion, Alexawatched as L uthan bent to the still body on the ground and dipped
hisright index finger in a dark messy wound. She gulped. She was not going to like this. She stood
soldier straight, eyes ahead. Suck it up, tough it out. If thiswasthe price for being recognized by the
Chevdliers, sheld pay it.

Luthan's finger was warm. And sticky. And it smelled awful. She froze as he dabbed once on her
cheek.

Cheersrose.
A gentlesmile curved hislips. "Very well done, Marshdl Alyeka | sduteyou.”

Beneath disgust, pride bubbled, triumph even. It wasjust asfantagtic afedling asbeing sworninasa



new attorney to the Colorado bar. She was part of acommunity, had the knowledge and skillsthat that
community vaued, spoke acommon language. Her mouth turned down at that—not quite, not yet, but
shewould! She'd redouble her efforts.

"You cal that aproper blooding streak?' Reynardus sneered, swiping his own fingers knuckle-deep
ingore.

L uthan straightened and looked down the aguiline nose he had inherited from hisfather. Heraised
one brow. "Yes. It'saproper blooding, especidly since we don't know how render-ichor will affect
Alyekas skin. | know you would not wish to harm our newest Marshall.”

Alexahadn't thought whether the green monster blood could hurt her, but her cheek didn't tingle or
burn. Just smelled nasty. She wondered how long she'd have to wear the mark.

Reynardus stood, emanating waves of frugtration. He said a string of words and not only was his
hand clean again but the various hegps of dead mongter flesh disappeared. Hisvoicerose. "l trust none
of you wanted to claim the bounty for thesekills™"

"None of us are independents that need zhiv," Luthan said.

Alexaguessed that meant thislittle foray had been open only to top-ranking people or their trusted
Chevdiers. In any event, they'd made quick work of the horrors. " And none of uswould claim the new
Mardhdl'skills"

"I will ensure Alyekareceives her bounty,” Thediasad.

Huh. Shed made money in defending her life. Alexa shifted and felt the pull of sore musclesand
bruisesthat would gtiffen later. Not the best way to make money, and not the easiest, but it would be
good to have, dl the same. She wasn't sure how much she had.

A butterfly again, Sinafin fluttered into sight and lit on Alexas heed. It istime to go, shesaid,
booming to al minds. Alyeka will ride with Luthan. Thereis another stop we must make.

Alexacouldn't catch the faceted eyes of the shapeshifter to protest, so she just sighed and accepted
Luthan's offered arm.

Ever snce held gone zombielike in the tavern, held changed toward her, and she didn't think she
liked it. The whole thing screamed of some sort of magic at work.

Though shewas learning quickly, and controlling her own magic didn't spook her as much asit did
origindly, the thought of someone el se having amagical vision about her cregped her out.

"Look!" Marrec cdled, and pointed.
Everyonefollowed hisfinger to Alexa. Again. Asusud.

A loud gasp came from the crowd as people pointed at her, and behind her. She turned to look
back. The boundary line that had been dull, glowed, and jade flames about ayard high flickered.

Shewas ahero! She grinned. She could like being a hero.

Luthan lifted her up onto hisvolaran. She liked the stdlion and sensed it gpproved of her too. That it
was even proud to carry her. Shewondered if its attitude had worn off on Luthan.

Sinafin flew up and perched on the volaran's head. Theflying horserolled his eyes and flicked his



ears.
/ think it's time you see something, Sinafin broadcast. Her eyestwinkled.
"What?' asked Alexa.

A surprise. The feycoocu proceeded to flap her wings, pointing with one, then the other. After
Luthan and Thedlianodded, Sinafin took off in aspiraing rise.

L uthan mounted and gathered her to him. The pulsations of his auramade Alexathink he now
thought of her asthe way he would a close rdlative, acousin or even asister. She cleared her throat. The
last and only other person who'd considered her that was Sophie. And Alexawould have died for
Sophie, had done al she could to help her lost friend, in law school and &fter.

Then the volaran ran to the edge of the cliff and took off. Alexawastoo petrified to scream. Instead
she clutched at Luthan's ey arms. He hummed at her asthey fell.

The flying horse spread hiswings, and they caught an offshore breeze and circled upward into the
blue sky.

Alexatrembled and mentally checked her underwear. Still dry. She hadn't actualy wet her pants, it
only fdt like she might. Asthey flew near the cliffs, over the rocky beach below, she huddled next to
Luthan. He continued to croon, but there was anote of amusement in thelilt of hisvoice. Alexadidnt
care. She preferred flying in airplanes.

About fifteen minuteslater they angled inland and beneeath them lush green fiddsturned into arising
plain and then ralling hills. The landscape was so gppedling that Alexawas able to bresthe normally and
watched the clumps of sheep and cows and villages below. Findly, they started an easy descent. They
landed on abig green lawn attached to a mellowed red brick manor house of four stories.

L uthan dismounted, set gauntleted hands on hips and surveyed the countryside. He muttered,
sounding alittleirritated, "Who chose this estate?”

"What?' asked Alexa, yawning to pop her ears.
"Who chosethis estate?" he repeated, dowly and distinctly.
"Ah heard yoush thefirs time," Alexareplied.

Sinafin drifted down to land on Luthan's shoulder. He flinched and she nearly fdll. Ralling her
antennae, she flew over to perch on Alexas shoulder.

Alexasmirked at Luthan's narrowed eyes. He took his gauntlets off and dapped them againgt his
leg, looked at the lawn, the house, across the land into the distance. "Why did you choose this particular
land as your Exotique estate?"

"What?' Now Alexalooked around, trying to absorb everything. This place was beautiful.
Absolutely, positively beautiful, obvioudy well-kept and equally obvioudy wedthy.

Your home, said Sindfin.
"Mine?" Alexahad never dreamed of having something as beautiful asthis.

Do you like the house?



"It'sadream house," Alexa breathed.
Sinafin preened. | told you to trust in me.

"You did good," Alexasaid. Since Luthan was dill aring into the distance, it didn't seem like he
was going to help her down. She dipped onto her somach, then did off the volaran, her tabard rucking
up. It was a couple of feet before her soles hit the ground. The volaran whuffled.

Luthan came forward as her knees sagged, and braced her with amuscular arm. " The feycoocu
advised you to choose thisland as your Exotique estate?' He was|ooking a Sinafin, who pulsed silver
and pink. The Lladranans sure liked color.

"Yes, shetold meto pick thisland.” Alexareminded herself to speak as dowly and precisely as
Luthan. "But it was on the map. | didn't know it would look like this." Now steady on her feet, she
detached herself from Luthan to walk around. The lawn rose gently to frame the house. There weren't
any bushesin front of the place, but she could plant some.

Frinks got the bushes.

Alexas mouth turned down. The only frinks sheld seen were acouple of nasty little dead shells
Sinafin had dragged in asacat.

Luthan stared at her with solemn brown eyes. "There haven't been frinksin therain at the Castle or
Cadtleton since you were Summoned.”

"Oh." She couldn't think of anything elseto say.
Joining her, Luthan offered hisarm. Do you know the history of this place?"
"Not dl of it."

He started walking up to the manor house. "Many generations ago, it wasaMarshdl'shouse. An
Exotique Marshdl's home. Then it passed to his son, who didn't care to Test to become aMarshall and
accepted alesser nobletitle. After awhile, adaughter married aweathier man, moved to his estate and
sold thisone.”

"Who owned it last?" They'd come to the covered portico in front of the house.

L uthan shrugged. "Again, minor nobles of the Janin family. Thelast one was ayoung Chevdier who
died two years ago, leaving no family. A soul-sucker got him."

Ild,].ll

Thiswasthe physical evidence of her placein thisworld—and and ahome of her own that she
would have had to work decadesto achieve in Denver.

Shetook a step to it, and her muscles ached. Oh yeah. The pricefor this place would be steep.
Alexaglanced around at the fields, the woods, the landing place for volarans, the stables housing volarans
of her own. Partid payment for this place of hers had aready been taken from her in the form of the
Testing of the Marshdls. She had killed for it.

She could be killed for it. She could pay more in blood and flesh and stress and other ways she
didn't even know.

But she could belong. All the Marshalls were considered powerful and odd—being an dien



Exotique would just be alittle harder for regular folks to accept, wouldn't it? And among the Marshalls,
asthey cameto know her and she to know them, would come respect and friendship. With most of
them, she sensed that.

Alexatook the wide stepsto the door, and there, dightly above her head, was aknocker in the form
of the Exotic flower. A knocker, not adoorharp.

"What isit about this estate that interests you?" she asked L u-\\than.
"Pardon?' Heraised his eyebrows.

Alexashook her head. "Don't act innocent now. Y ou were fascinated that this estate was mine.

Why?'
Hislips curved upward in the merest hint of asmile. "1 don't want to frighten you off."

She gtraightened to her full height and waggled athumb at her chest, an action he watched with
fascination. "1 am the big, bad Exotique Marshall. Able to wield the Jade Baton. Ableto dice rendersto
bits—"

"Able to dance aong the magica border and revive the boundary lines. The Singer's Friends will be
interested inthat," he murmured.

Her mood deflated. " Probably won't last.”
"Perhaps not, but that you could resurrect them &t al isincredible.”

Alexashrugged, feding a bit uncomfortable under his scrutiny. "We've wandered from the subject.
Thismanor in relation to mysdf interestsyou."

Luthaninclined hisheed. "True"
IIWI,V?I
Heturned her and pointed. "My brother Bastien's holding adjoinsyours. It issmall, but fruitful.”

Bastien, the guy she'd rescued from the jerir. The black-and-white that taunted his father,
Reynardus. If Luthan was the honorablefirstborn, good son, Bastien was the rebel and rogue of abad
son. Too bad they weren't twins—they could have been the basis for a good-twin, bad-twin story

"Not impressed with Bastien," Luthan said. Now he was actudly smiling.

"Will he be agood neighbor?" she asked. She glanced again in the direction Luthan had pointed, but
wasn't too interested. She wanted to get inside the house. Her house.

"Hewill probably not be much of aneighbor & dl. Bagtienisusudly inthe Field.”

That meant he was a Chevalier who fought alot. Well, he'd had the scars and musclesto proveit.
Sounded very macho. Huh.

" S0 he has an estate and a couple of volarans?' She traced the door knocker with her fingers, trying
to get a sense of the place before she entered. It exuded cheer. Her heart started to thump hard.

"Twdvevolarans.



That got her attention. "Twelve?1 only havefive." She pouted. It didn't matter that she had no
intention of riding any of them.

"Helikesvolarans." Luthan lifted and let the knocker fall. It echoed insde.

A moment later the door swung open and Alexafaced aman astal as she was, and much rounder.
His eyeswidened at the sight of her, hisface puckered into agrin, and he squealed with delight.

"The midressis here. The Marshall Exotique! 'he called over his shoulder, asif addressing the entire
household.

How many people were in her entire household?

Luthan took her hand and led her in. The entryway wastiled in brown-and-white marble squares. A
sweeping staircase to the right curved upward to the second floor, and beyond.

The proportions of the place appeared to be dightly less than Lladranan standard, more Earth-like.
"The Exotique built this house," she said.
L uthan raised an eyebrow. "Right.”

Alexaswallowed again as she saw the staff arrayed before her. Then she smiled. In typica
Lladranan flamboyance, they formed arainbow. The butler and housekeeper wore purple. Down at the
end, aboy in his young teens wore deep reddish brown. Servants she didn't know the namesfor, let
aonethe names of, were clad brightly in blue and red and green and yellow.

The butler bustled forward. "Welcome, welcome." He bowed, and bowed again.

She did the greeting thing, knowing it would take monthsto learn the names of dl the gaff. She only
hoped she had monthsin the future to do so. Then she took the butler up on his offer to show her the
house.

At the door of her suite, Alexadismissed him. Luthan had gone to inspect the stablesfor her. She
had afeding hewas aso calculating how far her place was from his brother's and trying to recall who
else were her neighbors so he could tell her more stories. Be informative and hel pful. She didn't know
what had happened between them in the tavern, but he could be astaunch dly. Especidly with hisfather,
Reynardus. She got theimpression that neither of his sonswas afraid to stand up to the man. They must
beapaninhisass.

She smiled and stepped into the first room. It was the sitting room, with a desk near the window, a
lovely fireplace, and some chairs, settees, tables and other furnishings that looked old and well-cared for.
Somebody had taste and money. She sighed, glad she didn't have to furnish ahouse hersdf. She hadn't
spent any time in houses like this to know what would fit or what would look tacky.

Her smile broadened as she noticed there was no purple anywhere. She walked to the bedroom and
looked at the bed. Little stairs again. Too bad. Y e, the windows were large and curved at the top and
had nice dull-gold-colored curtains. Everything in here pleased her too.

Alexaclimbed the smdl stairs and sank down into the rich feather topper of the bed and knew sheld
made amistake. It felt too good against her sore body. Before she could settle, she scrambled off the
thing, but looked &t it with longing. Sheld like to spend the night here, but her rounds of lessons and
mestings at the Castle tomorrow would prevent that. The Marshals would probably have ameeting to
discuss what took place today, ad nauseam.



Mestingsin Lladranawere only dightly better than the meetings at the big law firm where shed
interned. The best meetings she'd ever had were partnership meetings with Sophie over pizzaand beer.
Those days were gone and never to return.

And the Lladranans didn't have pizza.

Alexa stood and closed her eyes and tried to fedl the house around her. It was agood place, no
terrible tragedies, no hideous mongter invasions. Day-to-day life. And she wanted the home with every
iotaof her being.

Thetiny chimes at the threshold of her Sitting room-bedroom door tinkled and L uthan looked in. He
smiled if he sensed her magicd probing, and approved.

"We should leave now if we wish to reach the Cagtle by dark.”

Alexaredized she was holding on to abed-curtain rope of velvet she'd used to steady hersdlf.
Reluctantly, she dropped it and nodded. "Y es, let'sgo.”

"We can fly over Bastien'sland so you can get an idea of your neighbor,” Luthan said, alittle too
casudly for Alexato believe that he didn't care about her decision.

"Sure" shesaid.

He offered hisarm, and shetook it, feding alittle slly. Odd. She hadn't fet silly in the house or with
the folksthat worked here, but now was awkward. It was L uthan. He no longer acted asif shewere
totally repulsive, but she wouldn't ever forget that his ingtincts had been againg her.

With great courtesy and easy strength, he helped her into the saddle and settled behind her. The
volaran nickered, and Alexa sensed again that he was pleased she rode with them. It lifted her spiritsa
little a leaving a place where sheld prefer to stay. To explore every room while knowing that everything
init was hers. To learn the quirks of the people who kept it comfortable and safe for her. To claim her
home.

Shesghed.

Thevolaran ran and lifted off with awhoosh of great festhered wings, rising in alarge circleinto the
sky. Luthan moved with the beast and Alexatried to follow hislead in how to Sit, where to place her
hands, how to balance her weight. It was easier thistime.

L uthan gestured below. "That's Bastien's estate, Freehold.”

Alexaglanced down to see well-tended fields and alot of corrdsthat indicated volarans. Friendly
nelghs and greetings came from acluster of animas, and there was some lifting of wings. She sensed
L uthan expected some comment.

"Everything looks cared for." Even from this height she could see the flying horses were hedlthy and
just plain beautiful.

Luthan relaxed incrementally behind her and she redlized another thing that bothered her wasthat he
was S0 diff dl thetime. His bearing would do arigid Marine proud.

"Bagtien isagood landholder and an excellent Chevdier," Luthan replied. It wasthe last he spoke
during the entiretrip.



The guy was odd.
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Alexahated being ahero. Word of her reviving the border— even for the short time of aday before
it died again—had spread through L ladrana and the Marshalls had sent her on agoodwill tour. Alexa
deduced they wanted to prove that their decision to Summon an Exotique was agood idea. To show the
rest of Llad-ranathat the Marshalswere il viable, strong leaders.

She fdt like everyone was now looking to her to save them. A load of responsibility burdened her,
likeinvisible weights on her shoulders.

Though she waslearning alot about Lladranaand the status and popularity of the Marshdls, Alexa
didnt likethetravel. It rained continualy, so the countryside looked more mud brown than spring green
from Alexas carriage window.

She supposed the inns she stayed at were the best each town had to offer, and somerrivaled the
Cadtlesluxury, but shewastired of degpingin dien beds. Shetraveled with aretinue, only two of them
of her choosng—Sinafin, who was having a greet time, and Alexas new maid, Umilla

The Marshdls hadn't been pleased with Alexa's choice of servants, but Alexahad ignored dl their
protests. She liked the black-and-white; the woman treated her with respect, didn't laugh at her accent,
and Umilla pronounced her name correctly. Umillanow wore Alexas purple livery. Alexahad had
quams about that, until she noticed Umillatook pride in the clothing and no longer walked with a stoop.
There was no denying that Alexaneeded help in dressing hersdlf in the chain mail.

Three otherstraveled with Alexa—her language teacher, the Castle Medica, and an older woman
who taught Alexamagic and was the strictest prof she had ever experienced. Alexawas doing well in her
magic lessons, but not aswell in her language lessons. Just when she thought she understood some



concept of grammar, the rules seemed to change.

The worst was that everywhere she visited she was a curiosity, the Exotique. Sheld never been a
wildly outgoing person, and now she struggled to keep a smile on her face and be civil—she had pat
responsesin fair Lladranan to common questions, but anything unusua meant hating speech. Shefelt
stupid, and shefdt like afreak.

After ten days of touring, they reached an inn called The Singer's Hand, and Alexa desperately
needed time done. Time pretending to be anorma person. The past two nights she'd avakened in the
middle of the night and nearly wept for home and faces she knew.

That day Sinafin had been prodding her at every ingtant, impossible to bear. Alexa had managed to
talk to the folks who approached her in the private room behind the taproom until everyone's questions
were stisfied—all during the day and until the gray, rainy evening. With alittle Srategy, she euded
everyone, even Sinafin, dressed in some ordinary clothes and pulled on aroyd-blue cloth cloak that the
innkeepers kept for guests.

She opened the back door and peered out at asmall cobbled courtyard between the inn and the
gtables. Thelight was bad in the sputtering rain, and the sun had just set.

To her right was a passage between outbuildingsto afield of long grassand an old orchard. Theair
smelled fresh and the heavy drops were now just intermittent splats. She closed her eyes, lifted her face
and took in the scent of Lladrana. Sweet rain fresh with hints of blossoming trees, a scent near to one she
remembered from her childhood.

A littlewak would be just the thing to refresh her spirits. She wouldn't go far, just to the orchard.
Theinn stood on the edge of amidsize town, and Alexa had no intention of getting into any more
complicated situations. Sheld been in enough over the past weeksto fulfill anyone's craving for
adventure.. .and it wasjust the beginning.

So shedrew the cowl of the cloak over her head until it nearly reached her eyes, and stepped from
the building. Shed learned by experience that wet cobblestones could be very dippery. Picking her way,
she headed down the path between the stable and the inn.

She must have migudged the path, because she ran into athick cobweb. It clung to her, blinding
her, covering her nose and mouth. It smelled of rotted bodies.. .death. The more she fought againgt it, the
tighter it became.

Panic struck.

She broke the binding on her left hand and pulled it into the cloak, fumbled with the baton fastened
on her left hip. Her feet dipped and she landed hard, the jolt of pain clearing her mind just enough. She
freed the baton. Comfortable in her hand, it steadied her enough to mentdly order Fire!

Heat pulsed from her, congtriction vanished. The smell disspated. Shelay inthe wet courtyard for a
minute, panting, trying to gather her thoughts. What had happened? She'd run into a spiderweb. They
were stronger and gtickier in Lladrana, she guessed.

"Hel-lo there, darlin'. Did you dip?' A man swathed in arain cloak and with abroad-brimmed hat
shadowing hisface grasped her arm and lifted her easily to her feet. When she swayed, he steedied her

againg hisbody.
She gulped air, her mind il dizzy. " Shd-shd utashuns,” she gasped.



He hugged her closer, chuckled. "I can see why you dipped. Tricky waking out here. Did you see
some sort of green light?”

She shook her head, trying to dispd the muzziness. It had just been a spider web.
"Ah, wdl. Must have been anilluson.”
He settled her better against him. Her head rested on his chest.

He was warm and strong and smelled redlly good. Like aspicy pastry. She could do with agood
piece of pie.

Or withaman.
He wouldn't have to be good. Just good in bed.

Thiswasthe firg time since sheldd stepped through the silver arch that sheld thought about having
seX. It seemed adamn good idea.

More, sheredized that she hadn't been intimate—physicaly or emotionaly—uwith anyonewhilein
Lladrana. Well, maybe Sinafin picked up on Alexas emotions now and again and had been agood
friend. But it was difficult to identify with someone who was about three inches high in her dreamsand a
foot max inred life. Sheld held Sinafin, but Sinafin had never held her.

No one had held her with tenderness and affection since she'd been Summoned, and the press of
events had kept her from that redization. She had put her physical needsin storage, just asshehad asa
child.

But thisman reminded her of dl the wonderful activities men and women could do together—and
being held ranked very high on that list, maybe even higher than sex. Kissing should definitely bea
priority too.

Asshelet him take more of her weight, he seemed to get the sameidea.
"Well now, do | have awilling woman?'
Thelilt and rich texture of hisvoice more than pleased her.

For amoment caution lit her brain. She rubbed her eyes. The cobweb seemed to have affected her
mind and her senses. It was taking awhile to recover. So she stared at him without seeing much, noted
the worn flying leathers of a Chevalier, and a couple of patches of rank. That was good enough testimony
for her.

He stood her in front of him, and tipped up her face, his till shadowed by the hat. ™Y ou look alittle
peaked, darlin'. Y ou sure you know what you're doing?' He adjusted the cloak around her, smoothing it
down, making no attempt to hide that he lingered on the curve of her breast and hip.

She liked that smple honesty. Little sparks of interest Sgnaling redl attraction flickered inside her.
With proper blowing, those sparks could ignite into hot flame.

Absently, she dropped her baton into the cloak's deep inner pocket.

"Ah know what ah'm doin’." She decided to be honest too. No thinking about every word before it
passed her lips, trying to regulate her speech into proper LIadranan. She didn't care that she sounded
drunk. Hewasn't laughing at her.



Shelooked up and his face was shadowed by the broad brim of a hideous hat made of something
shedidn't want to think about. In the twilight, she couldn't see hisfeatures, but hisjaw was strong and his
mouth soft. He didn't smile. No, he wasn't laughing &t her.

"Do you work here at theinn? | haven't seen you here before. 'Course, | haven't been herefor a
couple of months."

“"No, Afmtravlin'," Alexasaid.

"Ah." Now he amiled. He gfted hisfingersthrough her hair. "Very fine. Very slky. Almost unusudly
0. You arouse my.. .curiogity.”

That wasn't the only thing, and she knew it. Shefdt hiserection. It built alow firein her, feding a
man's passion for her. No man in Lladrana had touched her with desire, had expressed any interest in her
sxudly.

She put her ams around hiswaist and leaned againgt him. A very big erection. For her, avery big
turn on. "Mmm," she said, dmost humming. The Lladranans and their preoccupation with sound had
rubbed off on her. She wanted him to rub againgt her for agood long time. All night. And she waswilling
to rub againgt him too.

"A willing woman," she purred.

He envel oped her. He was larger than she and he brought his cloak around them both and bent his
head over hers, moving his cheek againgt her hair. He sniffed asif inhaing her scent and enjoyingit.

His body was hard and strong and masculine, something she hadn't experienced for too long. His
scent was dightly wild, musky, foresty, spinning her into alittle erotic fantasy equaly wild.

"It's been arough spring. A night of comfort and passion and grace would be very welcome for me,”
he said softly.

His hands stroked down her back to her hips. When they came up to her shoulders, he massaged
her tense musclesthere.

Comfort and passion and grace. What an odd combination of words to describe lovemaking, but
the words and the way he said them melted something inside her. The Smple sentence gave her images of
rolling and laughing and being completely unselfconscious asthey daked their desire. Therewasa
gentleness about this man too.

"Worksfor me" shesad.
"I'm bunking in the stable loft. It'swarm and dark and, most especidly, private.”
"Ohyeah," shesaid in English. "Ayes, ayes" shesaid in Lladranan.

Thistime his hands went beyond the small of her back to dide over her bottom. Helet his hands
roam over her, then squeezed, lifted and angled her into his body, where his hard arousal met her
sengtive flesh. She moved her own palmsto his shoulders and found they were astense as her own. His
gpparent noncha ance wasn't completely true. She dug in and he grunted. When shereturned his
massage, he let out alittle groan.

He could give. So could she.



She could receive. She was sure he could accept that with grace too.

His breath came more quickly near her ear. "Y ou are S0 smdll.” He set hisfingerson her waist, felt
her butt again, squeezed. "Thiswill be addightful madness." Hisvoice had roughened, grown husky.

"Ayes," Alexasad, for once very sure of her accent.

He smiled, aflash of white, even teeth. Hisface shifted, and she snatched for amemory. Then his
soft mouth came down on hers and her mind spun away and she let the sensation rule.

Hiskisswas s0oft, testing, first pressing againg her lips, then withdrawing. He siept histongue
across her mouth and she surrendered to him, to his tenderness, to his desire, to her own needs so
suddenly unlocked.

She opened her mouth wide and accepted his probing tongue, caught it and sucked it and drew the
taste of himinto her to savor.

He groaned softly. "Let'stakethisinsde. | want to feel you. More."

She wanted to fedl him too, over her, under her, in her. Covering her with hisbody, blocking all
thought and al responsibilitiesand al considerations of tomorrow. Her hands shaped his shoulders, did
to the back of his ngpeto play with hishair. Then she speared her fingersinto histhick mane. Textures.
Hishair wasfull of textures, some strands thinner and silkier than others.

Hedllled. "Do you sill want me?’

"Wha—7?" What was he talking about? Of course she wanted him. She stroked hisface. His mouth
had set into aflat line.

"Isyour need so great that any man will do, even a black-and-white?"

"Huh?' She framed hisface with her hands; smooth skin with the dight roughness around the jaw of
incipient beard. "Y u arhhh bee-yu-tee-ful "

“I'm ablack-and-white," he said.

She sniffed in disdain, " Shtupid.” Shetugged his hair. "Fedls great. More kisses... Ah haven't had
kissesthat sng to mefor along time.”

Now his mouth quirked. He set a muscular arm behind her body and lifted to bend her back,
curving her lower body hard and intimately against him. She whimpered at the contact, the fierce
anticipation that Szzled in her blood. Her back was bowed and he took her mouth, rougher now, parting
her lips, thrusting with histongue, letting her fed the edge of histeeth.

Hest filled her. She grabbed his hair with both hands.
He laughed into her mouth. Laughed! She was ablaze with desire and he was playing games.

Her feet didn't touch the ground as he whirled her into hisarms. Great move. He had alot of great
moves, with hands and tongue and body. She supposed she should be concerned, but nothing mattered
except daking this great need for sex, for intimacy.

"I will assure you that al those old legends about black-and-whites are true.” He chuckled and
hurried sure-footedly across the cobblestones. "We are phenomend lovers. Women just have to get past
the fear of taking alover with wild megic.”



Shedidn't doubt it.

The stables were too dark to see athing, and smelled of the sweet musk of volarans. Another
different scent for her. Heflung her into the air and she shrieked until she sensed the strong lift of magic
that whisked her down onto a soft cushion. He was there in an instant. More magic. She spared a brief
thought for how magic could change sex, then forgot everything as he came down on her.

The sheer pleasure of hisweight, of someone close, of a man close, made her gasp. She felt too
good to protest.

Hislegs spread hersuntil hisarousal settled where she needed it most. Just the pressure of him
drove her higher. She reached up, found his head and brought his mouth back down to hers.

She needed. She needed him more in that moment than she needed anything else Lladranahad given
her. Hiswarmth. Hissmple desire for her asawoman. His honesty.

Sliding her fingersthrough his hair as she sucked on hisfull lower lip, shereveled in thetextures.
Using thetips of her fingers, she traced his bone structure. Elegant. Y es, he was beautiful. She wished
she could see the golden tone of his skin, the brown-black of hiseyes.

Then he rocked his hips and nothing mattered except the climb to bliss.

His hands released the clasp of her cloak, undid thetie at the top of her dress, then did under the
breast-strip and covered her breasts.

She shuddered in delight as he palmed her. Flesh touching flesh, finaly. But it wasn't enough.

Her fingerswere fast and agile as sherid him of his cloak. She pushed a him and herolled and she
was on top of him and yanking his shirt from him and throwing it aside and diding her handsdl over his
firm chest and—

Feding alot of scars.

A small cry of distress escaped her. Hislarger hands covered hers, brought them back to his chest,
to his nipples. She rubbed. He bucked and groaned.

But she touched his face again, the smoothness of it, even as her other hand traced old wounds.

"I've been lucky," he said, hisvoiceraspy. "But | believe we are both thinking too much. Timefor
action. Timeonly for feding. | needtobeinyou or I'll die"

He set her asde and, with an oath, stripped off his pants. She scrambled to find him. Touched the
hard muscle of hisarm.

Hisfingers hooked in the neckline of her dressand ripped it from her. Then helifted her and brought
her down on him.

They both whimpered in passion.
Only mindless hest. Only the rough climb. Only hard thrusts.

Just as she was at the edge, she saw two huge, beautiful crystals. The crystal's resonated, drew
close, touched.

Exploded.



Alexaclimaxed. Behind her eyelids, little shards like rainbows drifted and sparkled.

Shewent limp and fell on him. Above the pounding blood in her ears, the fast thud of his heart, she
heard him give along, low moan.

They lay together in adamp tangle.
"Merde," he said, more prayer than curse.

For amoment her heart clutched. Thiswas now the after. How would he treat the after? How
would she? With grace? She hoped with al her heart that it would be so, and wanted to curse herself a
the return of reason.

Herolled alittle and shelay loosdaly beside him. He tucked her closeto his body, her head pillowed
on astrong shoulder.

“I'm Badgtien VVauxveau.”

Shock zipped through her to her toes. He wasn't anamel ess, uncomplicated lover. This could mean
trouble.

He laughed harshly. "Y ou go siff. | suppose you've heard of my esteemed father, the Lord Knight
Marshdl of Cadtle.” He snorted.

Obvioudy she had to say something, but she didn't know if her tongue gtill worked after such
incredible sex. She sure wasn't thinking in Lladranan. Her mouth worked a couple of times before she
could form thewords. "Y es, and of your brother L uthan, and of you.”

Badtien shifted alittle. "1 hope | lived up to my reputation,” he purred.
Alexacleared her throat. "I think you've lived down toit."

With that, he sent aquesting hand down her body, touching her nipples, diding over her somach to
the delta between her legs.

"I can go down."

"Not neshesh—necessary,” she croaked, completely aware by the tingling of every nervein her
body where his hand was, how easy it would be for him to sweep her up the road of passion again.

"And who do | have the pleasure of pleasuring?' He continued to put apurr in histones. What was
with the men of this country, anyway, that they could wring emotions from her with just their voices?

Hisleft arm jiggled her alittle, asif prompting.
"Alexa," shemumbled againg hisarm, and tensed, wondering if he would withdraw now.

"Very nice." No purr. He sounded distracted. His fingers went lower on her body, between her
thighs, and began to work ancient, natural magic.

She reached out and found him, ready to go again. Bastien Vauxveau. Incredible sex. And that
crystal thing. Wow. Fantastic. Over the top. How could it be more than one night? So she'd better make
the most of it.

Thistimeit wasfaster, moreintense, asif they'd both memorized exactly whét the other liked best.



And thistime shewasready for the vison of the crystas, shining, meeting, joining, shattering. But
thistime melody was added. Naturally. It was her |ast thought before she cuddled closer to her fabulous
lover and they subsided into deep.

She woke to his hands on her and araging need. She pulled him upon her, needing to fed him. She
might be aone and untouched by anyonetherest of the day, the week, but in her memory she could
steep hersdlf in the whole of him.. .and remember.

Thewesk gray light of morning insinuated itsdlf into the room through asmal window. Narrowing
her eyes, she could findly see him, hisintense expression, his heavy-lidded eyes and sensud lips. No, she
hadn't forgotten how he looked, and she suspected she/d measure every Lladranan man by Bastien
Vauxveau.

She grabbed his strong shoulders, ignoring scar ridges, and arched with precision, sheathing him. He
closed his eyes and flung his head back, adroplet of sweat trickled down his throat. She wanted to taste
all of him. She wastoo short. He was too strong. The need was swamped by others.

God, how held learned to move within her to build her desireto the limit. She panted, clung to him,
focused on the dance of their bodies together. Every time it was better—too much better. Too
spectacular. It couldn't continue.

But it did. He was relentless, focused on hisbody and hers, how they meshed, how he could move
to increase their passion increment by increment. She hadn't ever been pleasured likethis.
Singlemindedly. Totally. Every sensud spot on her body singing with need. Surely sheld go mad. Die,
maybe. Go mad, then die.

His skin under her hands dicked. His bresth came in ragged moans, yet he gave himsdlf aslittle
quarter in this struggle for the ultimate climax as he did her. Control was dl. Sensation wasal.

She knew the shattering neared when the crystals appeared, drawing together to make abright star.

Music sarted again. Her song? Wasthe other his? They twined together in amelody, strengthening
asthe crystals flowed to each other.

They touched.

Fireworks burst inside her, were her.

Her cry mingled with Batien's.

He collapsed on her and she welcomed hisweight, asign of earthly redity in afiery universe.
Thistime the star that was two crystaslingered.

There was adark streak along one of the star points. It offended her. Didn't belong amidst dl the
lovely wonder.

She sent alightning bolt of her jade magic to the point, splintering it. In the next ingtant, she grabbed
crystal shards and reassembled them into new, bright angles.

Bastien jerked and howled, clutched his chest.

Alexasat up, watching, horrified, but it wastoo late. She hadn't thought that she'd hurt him. She'd
just seen aflaw and fixed it.



A flaw. The flaw he was born with as a black-and-white? Surely not. It wasn't that difficult to
correct, so someone should have doneit along time ago.

She shouldn't have repaired it. She had no right to messwith a person's magic. Shejust hadn't
redlized _Sheleaned over Bastien and stroked his bare chest, glistening with swest that highlighted his
scars.

"Areyou dl right?'

He grimaced, then amiled, stretched hisarmsand legs. "A pangisadl, darlin.' | have them now and
then." Picking up her fingersthat played with his chest hair, he kissed her hand. "Don't usudly have such
frissons with alady, though. Please accept my degpest gpologies.” Even in the dim dawn light, the red of
embarrassment touched his cheeks.

Frissons. A Lladranan word she didn't know.
Hissmilefroze, he glanced away. "I am ablack-and-white, after dl," he mocked himself gently.

Alexadidnt like that he put himsdlf down. The frisson-thing must be something that manifested in
"flawed" people. She bent down and brushed hislipswith hers, softly, softly, tasted his mouth with her
tongue and hummed approval. Then she leaned back to observe him again. Thistime she combed his
wonderful hair with her fingers. The black strands had a different texture than the silver, and the contrast
was as pleasing to the touch asit wasto the eye. "Y ou are verr-y beau-ti-ful, black-and-white," she
murmured. His chest hair was vari-colored too.

His body relaxed under the covers—at least most of it did. She saw one muscle that wasraring to
go. Since shedidn't want to discuss anything, or admit her tampering, she let him draw her mouth to his
for another kiss.

"And | suspect youre till drunk, darlin’,”" he whispered just before their lips met and rubbed and
explored.

Thiswas much better than any explanations. She'd dedl with any complications of degping with
Badtien later. Way |ater.

She woke again and knew not much time had passed. Bastien till dept, so she studied him. So
sweet and sexy. The sex had been fabulous, and the intimacy had filled her lonely heart. Mot of dl,
they'd given and received equaly. He'd been honest and hadn't wanted anything but alittle loving. She
sghed.

Timeto face redity. Holding and kissing and sex and intimacy was for the one night. No matter what
sort of connection sheld felt, it wouldn't last. The amplicity of being with him would be flegting. Redl life
would intrude.

She should just take the gift of the night and leave. But she lingered. Sheliked how he looked,
roughly handsome, not as elegant and classy as his brother Luthan. His cool hair, silver and black and
tantdizing to thefingers. Incredible body, though scarred, strong, muscular, damn good on top and inside
hers.

Wincing at the thought of the scars and how much pain he'd endured, she flopped onto her back and
stared at the beams of the stable. Thisguy was areal hero. Hed fought and probably felt the
bowel-watering fear and still fought some more. She didn't know how he did it. Frankly, she didn't want
to learn.



Sheld like himin her life, but quashed the thought. Sheld always considered areationship a
partnership and had tried a couple on, but they hadn't lasted. Her best rel ationshi p—business partnership
and deep friendship—had been with Sophie.

At the thought of Sophie, she sat up and put her head on her knees. It was easier to recall Sophie,
and dl the fun they'd had together, herein Lladrana, than if she were back in Colorado where everything
would remind her.

Heaven knows what people thought had happened to her. Though she'd | eft the businessin as good
shape as she could have, that wasn't saying much, since haf the partnership was gone. She shoved those
issues aside. Nothing she could do about them.

Nicer to stare at Bastien and remember the night. They'd been great together. Maybe, just maybe, it
could carry over to thelight of day. A partnership would be good, and perhaps easier in Lladrana. Partis
and Thedliahad agreat intimate partnership, as did the other Marshals who were married. Some
Chevdierswere the same.

She found she was needy, more needy than was wise. But sheld been alone so long, with everything
and everyone very strange in thisnew world. Having as her closest companion atiny pink fairy or a
shape-shifting muff was more than alittle odd. Was it too much to hope that maybe, just maybe, the
intimacy with thisman could last?

He snuffled beside her, drawing her attention. Even deeping he looked like Trouble—rough and
dangeroudy attractive. It would be better if she locked away her odd yearnings. The upset he could
causein her life, just when she thought she was coping well and had found aplace shefindly fit in, could
be more than the great sex and whatever "bond" they had between them was worth.

But she wanted him. She set her teeth. Thisindecison wasn't like her. Thisemotional dependency.
It may have been dl too human to want alover by your side, and she could understand her need, but it
wasn't wise.

And there was the sweet Song rippling between them, meaning abond had been formed, no matter
how smdll.

What was that bond? Could it happen between alot of people, or just afew? She knew it didn't
have to be sexua, though she could understand why that would be a strong bond. Reynarduss Shield
was his brother—this man's uncle—she realized. She hadn't asked the Marshalls or Sinafin or her
teachers about the bond or bonds between Sword and Shield or lovers, so she only had herself to blame
for being ignorant.

"Y ou're looking too thoughtful after anight of extraordinary sex," Bagtien said, smiling.
She glanced down to see him studying her.

He stretched, hisleft arm extending from the blankets and wrapping around her. He pulled her back
down to settle next to him. She had to admit the rumor wasright. He had a great way with women.

Alexasroked hisface. "Sha utationsh, Bagtien." His face went completely still. His eyeswidened,
narrowed. "Y ou're the new Exotique Marshdl.” It was her turn to freeze.
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Y ou are the Exotique the Marshals Summoned, aren't you." Bastien jumped from the hay and
gtarted dressing. ™Y ou must have a Jade Baton about you somewhere.”

"How do you know?"

"l can see you now."

Sheflinched. "Of course." Shekept al intonation from her voice. Racid prejudice again.

His gaze sharpened. "I didn't mean it that way."

Alexashrugged and stood shakily. She picked up her ripped dress, hunted for her underwear.

The man cursed. "Everyone knows of the new Exotique, and my brother kept me apprised of
events”

"The very honorable Luthan," she said. "Bagtien whois Trouble."
Hislopsided smile was completely charming.
Finished dressing, he swept her agraceful bow. "That's me.”

"Therebd." Sheeyed hishair again. ™Y ou use the stories about black-and-whitesto your own
advantage.”

He raised an eyebrow. "Of course.”

Alexablinked. She understood every word he said, every inflection of hisvoice, every nuance.
Further, her tongue now mastered the language better. It was till difficult and imperfect, but she could



now spesk and be understood. It must be from the link during their lovemaking. No wonder the
Marshals had wanted her in bed with someone thet first night. When minds and powers connected
during sex, some qualitieswere transferred. She wondered what Bastien had got.

"l gpeak better now."

It was the wrong thing to say. He stared down at her. "Merde, the Marshalls set thisup, didn't they.
And you were oh-so-willing. | should have guessed, but my magic iswild, it fluctuates. Sorry, the plan
won't work."

Her spine stiffened. She enunciated each word. "I did not seduce you. | did not even know you
were here.”

His eyes narrowed. "Didn't you?' Hislip curled. Y ou were avery convenient damsd in distress last
night."

She recalled the spider web—how natural wasit? Shook her head, it wasn't important in this
discussion. Shelifted her chin. "1 did not planthis”

He raised his eyebrows. "Then the Marshals did. They used us both. And they'd continue to use me
if 1 hung around. | won't do that. Nothing will make me stay. When you Pairbond with someone, he will
be your Sword or Shield. Fight with you and the Marshalls. Y ou come with too many complications,

Lady."
Just what she'd felt about him, but she'd been willing to take a chance. Now he wasrgecting her.

So much for any intimacy, for any pitiful bond she'd fdt. All illusion. Story of her life. Anger, hot then
cold, swept her. "1 would not dream of keeping you."

"Good." His scan of her was long and penetrating. "1 can't believe | didn't know it was you. Maybe |
didn't want to. Maybe there was abefuddling spell?"

"l don't know such agpell,” Alexasaid through gritted teeth.
He shrugged. "Doesn't matter, this stupidity won't go any further.”

Humiliation and anger bubbled through her. She'd never had a one-night stand. She'd never had
someone leave her so fast. True rgjection.

He did down the ladder and led hisvolaran out of itsstal. With aquick tuneful whistleit was
saddled.

Alexacrawled to the edge of theloft and peered down at him. "Thanksfor the fu—" She got the
correct, derogatory word from his mind but just couldn't say it. She'd thought it had been more than sex.
He'd been tender, charming. She had thought they'd shared redl intimacy. Shelicked her lipsand
substituted another word. " Thanks for the sex. It helped meimmensdly." Her clenched fistswere out of
gght.

He turned back and looked nearly as angry as she did. The dant of sunlight coming through the
half-opened door it the Slver in hishair, cresting ablazing white aura

Bastien bowed low with asweep of hisugly hat. Though she didn't know al the nuances of bows,
she was sure he scoffed.



"My plessure, Lady Marshdl.”
Then he and his prime volaran disappeared from view.

She hurt, and wondered how in heaven she had gotten emotionaly tangled up with himin just one
night. Maybe it wasn't just last night. Maybe it had started even earlier.. .the night she saved him. A lot of
people believed that saving another'slife formed abond. She remembered doing the deed, but it didn't
seem that he did. Hed been out of it that night, so it wasn't surprising. Nothing in theland of Lladrana
would drag the fact that she'd saved his hide out of her. She couldn't bear that he might feel aburden and
look at her with forced gratitude.

But that wasn't the problem. The problem was that she felt something for him—some emotion that
shedidn't want to scrutinize. Felt abond to him, more than to anyone else on Lladrana, even
Sinafin—and just from sex. That was scary. What sort of hold on her could he have through sex if he
pursued thisaffair? A good thing that he wanted to walk away—okay, face facts, he was running away
asfast as he could, flying away. Could he have used magic on her? Since a black-and-white was
supposed to have strange energies, maybe he had bewitched her without meaning to. Not good for her.

Good that he was flying away home— Shit! His home was next to hers. She muttered afew more
Anglo-Saxon words at thisturn of events, then remembered he spent littletime at his estate and morein
the battlefield. She didn't think he'd be knocking on her door to borrow anything, and she certainly wasn't
going to traipse over to his place.

Time to shove the emotions aside and skate on aflippant surface, concentrate on shallow thoughts.
She looked disgustedly at the dress he'd torn off her. She had her breast-strip, and the panties she'dd
ing sted on having made, but she couldn't see dinking into theinn clothed only in underwear and acloak.
Besides, she had liked the dress alot. It was very comfortable and a bright blue that flattered her very

pae coloring.

She chewed her bottom lip and tried to recall amending spell. It wasredly ahealing spell to be used
on rent flesh, but it should work on cloth too.

She gtarted humming, remembered the three-note memory key to prompt the spell. Then thewhole
tune came. With atip of her finger shooting jade energy, sheran it down therip and watched in great
satisfaction as the fabric rewove itsdf. 1t only took aminute, and such asmall amount of energy, that
sheld rechargeit just by walking back to the inn, drawing on earth energy.

It still amazed her that she could tap into energy from the natural elements—earth, fire, water, even
ar sometimes, though that was the hardest for her. Therewere alot of cool things about magic and
Lladrana—including acceptable plumbing. Right now she redlly needed a shower.

She dressed quickly, descended the ladder. V olarans peeked over a couple of stalls and whickered.
She greeted them, then | eft the stables to step into another gray day. Except for a couple of vacations,
sheld dwayslived in Denver, where the sun shone an average of three hundred daysayear. Thisgray
westher wore on her nerves. But at least it wasn't raining.

When she reached her room, Sinafin sat in the middle of Alexasbed, abig, fat, white Persian cat.
Sinafin grinned, agrin al the moreirritating because it was cat-smug.

Have a good night? Sinafin purred.

"It was agreat night. Thismorning hasn't been so hot." Alexa stripped and ducked into the small
corner bathroom, which held ashower cubicle. Turning the water on hot and hard, she decided to spare



her vocd cords and communicate mentaly with Sinafin. / told you | don't like it when you become
Mrs. Morris's cat.

That cat had been the bane of her existence when she'd been fostered by Mrs. Morris. Arguments
about the cat had led to Mrs. Morris passing Alexaon to someone else. Just aswell. Mrs. Morris had
treated the cat better than any child she'd ever fostered— at least sheld given it more affection.

| felt like a cat this morning, Sinafinsaid.

Great. Dumped by aone-night stand most gracelesdy, and now stuck with asnotty cat. Where are
the others?

| told them you were slegping in. They are shopping for suppliesin the city.

Rdief fluttered through Alexa. At least her humiliation wouldn't be public. The water streaming over
her refreshed her, cleansing her of the sweat of man and sex. Good.

Whereis Bagtien? Sinafin asked, purring again.

Alexasnapped the faucets off, grabbed atowe to scrub her body so only her own scent rose to her
nostrils. She tromped into the bedroom. Sinafin was lying on her back in the middle of the bed, front
paws curled over afat ssomach, back paws sticking straight up, looking at Alexa upside down. Sinafin
did cat very well.

"How did you know about Bastien?' Stupid question—Sinafin knew everything. Alexarecdled
Badgtien'swords. "Did you use a befuddling spel 17

The cat didn't reply. Jeez, sheredlly hated when Sinafin was a cat.
Alexaasked, "Did you cast aspell on usto makelove?

Sinafin purred. No. / would not flout your free will.

"Huh. Bastien's gone, taken off into the blue."

That got action. Sinafin rolled to a crouch, whipped her tail back and forth, growled. She stared at
Alexa, then her whiskerstwitched and her big blue eyes narrowed. You corrected his energy stream.
Hewill be very powerful now.

"Good for him." Alexadug out her brush, went to amirror and pulled it through the tangles of her
hair.

Heis good for you too.

"The operative word hereis was. Past tense.” God, she was glad she could talk to Sinafin and usea
large vocabulary, not halting, short wordsin Lladranan. "We had great sex. He was awonderful lover.

Hewas a.. .jerk thismorning. He couldn't get away from me fast enough.” That sounded like awhine.
She would not whine over aman, especialy aman sheld known so briefly.

Everything about him was past tense. She had to get a grip. One night of hot sex and adieus
shouldn't wind her up likethis, even if shed never before had a one-nighter.

Sinafin leaped off the bed to cross over to achest under the bay window, craning her head to look
outsde. Heis gone.



"Told you s0." Now that felt good. Telling off Mrs. Morriss cat and having the damn thing know
what Alexameant. Alexa pulled from her bag her "longies,” the shirt and tights worn under chain mail,
and put them on.

The cat turned back to her, stared at Alexa, then back out the window. There is a melody spinning
between you.

Alexashrugged. Shedidn't think so.
Hewill be back.

Alexasnorted. "Seeif | care.” But shéld decided. "I'm tired of traveling. It'stime we return to the
Cadtle" Shewasready to study hard, fight hard, win her placein thisworld, prove to everyone, including
asweset-loving, hardheaded man, that she was the best Exotique ever Summoned.

Joan of Arc step aside, Alexa had hit town.

Shetrained and studied determinedly. When the alarm that called the Castle to arms clanged, she
took the Field on horseback—four times the first week. She worked with a Sword and Shield team as
an extraShidd, learning al the defensive tricks. Oddly enough, working with Mace and hislady wasthe
easest on everyone. Unsurprisingly, Reynardus refused to link with her.

Alexadso Paired with various Chevdiers. She and L uthan were a competent but uninspired team.
She thought shed have trouble connecting mentally with the man—son of Reynardus and brother to
Bastien—Dbut the bond was smooth and comfortable.

After the battles, Alexawaked the land and examined the fenceposts—those fallen and dead and
those till pulsing with vitdity. Theinert oneswereinteresting to look at, but told her nothing. When she
touched the live ones, there was something about them that she dmost recognized, like an answer to a
test question lurking in the back of her brain. And like such an answer, it couldn't be forced.

In her rooms at night she studied the Lorebook of Fenceposts, read each word for hidden meaning.
She looked at the pictures— excellent drawings of individua fenceposts. The battlefields were
familiar—near the gray-green ocean, or with mountains towering in the background, dotted with trees,
oak, brithenwood and pine.

One morning during her second full week back, Alexa sat cross-legged on athick pile of carpetsin
asmal chamber with her magica professor, Madame Fourmi. Alexawas pretty sure she'd progressed
from Magic 101 to Advanced Spelltuning. Of her various lessons, magic was her favorite, mostly
because it wasless"kill" oriented. Learning to ride ahorse wasn't too bad either, except that it made her
body hurt, and she'd much rather have a headache or energy drains from magic than an aching body.

To add a surface familiarity, sheld made up namesfor the other classes—L earning to BeaMarshall
(Shiedld Defense), Teamwork with Marshalls and Chevaliers (Level Two), and The Language of
Lladrana. She dill didiked the language lessons the mogt, though she was progressing satisfactorily, up to
aC+.

"Very well, Alyeka, breathe deeply and center yourself,” Madame said now, giving her standard
indructions.

Alexacould take three bresths and fal into alight trance where logic didn't whisper that magic was
crap and where she could access her magica energies. Thiswasthe best state in which to learn the kills
she needed.



She met Madame's eyes. "'1'd like to ask a couple of questions and see if we can't solve aproblem
that's bothering me."

Madame looked intrigued. Alexa had gone adong with the syllabus until now.
IIAySI?I

"|sthere aprocesswhere | could lock away some memories or emotions so they don't affect me?'
Sheld had some miserable nights dreaming of Bastien. He had revived her interest in sex al too well, but
she suredidn't need to relive again and again the humiliation of their last scene. Not to mention the
nightmares where she fought monsters and awoke in a cold swest.

"Areyou speaking of fear? Being an intelligent woman, you must redize there are good reasons for
fear."

Y eah, it triggered adrendine to prepare her body for combat, and she didn't like it, but she'd sure
useit. She chose her words carefully.

"1 am most concerned with the rgjection | fed when | meet certain LIadranans. Occasiondly itis
ingtant revulsion on their part. | can't change what they fedl, but | can change my reaction. When this
occursit distracts me. If it happens on the battlefield it could befatal.” Sheld thought up her logic
beforehand.

Madame pursed her lips, but there was a softening in her eyes. She'd have heard how aMarshall
had attacked Alexaand been killed the first night she was on Lladrana.

"Ayes, thereisaway to do this—to separate the emotional content of memories, or use akeyword
to set aside emotional reactions.

"Good!" What was the use of magic if it couldn't enhance her life?

Tapping afinger to her lips, Madame considered Alexa. Y ou know, there was once an Exotique
who was Summoned who didiked looking aien so much that over the course of several years he was
ableto gradually change the color of his skin and his eyes. Even his bone structure. Would you want to
dothis?'

"Ttho!" Shewasn't any beauty, but was happy with her gppearance, even her prematurely silver hair.
Shejust got tired of the stares, hated the revulsion, and would gladly tuck Bastien'srgjection into a
lockbox deep inside and throw away the key.

"Very good." Madame nodded approval.

"Very good" had been her highest praise so far, though if she hadn't been agood teacher and Alexa
hadn't respected her, Alexawould have asked for someone else. She didn't think they'd ever be friends,
but they got dong well enough. Alexawould have added her to her holiday card list with some of her
other profs.

With atilt of her head, Madame said, "We might also consider asmall spdll rather likea'glamour.' It
would initidly make you more 'likabl€ upon first impression, then gradudly weer off astheindividua
cameto know you."

Madame rubbed her hands. "A chdlenge. | knew you would be achalenge, Alyeka" She smiled
widely. "Of coursg, if a person took adidiketo you, it would not sway them." She dipped back into her
standard serious mode. "Asfor those who.. .have an extreme reaction to you, we can prepare your



response, and | will teach you how to separate your emotions from the memory. But | believeit would be
wise for you to know of their repugnance and be on guard.”

"Yeah, shurr," Alexareplied, knowing her speech sounded durred. Hearing and comprehending
L ladranan was much better since sex with Bastien, but her speech till fluctuated.

"Very wel. Wewill start on ameditation exercise, then segue into the spelltune you wish to learn.”

A tune—that meant it would be of medium difficulty. Not afew notes of asimple spell, and not a
long, laborious mgor Song.

"Very well," Alexaechoed, and an hour later she could look back on that |ast scene with Bastien
andfed nothing at dl.

Badtien lay in the hospital bed in the northernmost Chevalier Clinique of Lladrana. The building was
asmplerectangle, the only floor a hospita ward with beds on each sSde of thewall and atiny officein
the back. The wallswere alittle too pink for histaste, so he usualy looked at the white celling.

Hed tried to put the country between him and the woman he'd made love with and who had
mended hisflaw. Looking back, sampling the Song between them, he knew she'd spoken the truth when
sheld said she hadn't planned to seduce him. He aso believed it hadn't been set up by the Marshalls.
They'd have followed up by now. Sheer coincidence. Or hiswild magic at work. But he'd felt trapped
and wanted to run, so he had.

He'd tested his Powersin battle, taking risks he shouldn't have, trying to learn hisnew limitations.
Now hewasin trouble. His brother had found him.

He could tell Luthan wasin abad mood just by the quick ringing of his spurs on the stone floor.
Bastien turned agroan into a sigh and refused to open his eyes, flinging an arm across hisfacein an effort
to avoid his brother's gaze.

He yelped at the pulling pain on histriceps.
"I've heard you've been courting death. Areyou crazy?' asked L uthan.
"I'm ablack-and-white," Bastien said.

"Y ou usethat as an excuse. Just what are you doing? Are you trying to kill yourself? If so, | would
like an updated copy of your will to file with the Chevdier Loremaster. Y ou look worse than our father,
and he hasforty more years of fighting than you."

Bastien would have sighed but knew hisribs couldn't take it. His brother was so stern and upright.
The silence stretched, and though it was comfortable between them, the quiet was unusud. Carefully,
Badtien removed hisarm from hiseyes.

Luthan studied him with narrowed gaze. Then he smiled. "But you aren't a black-and-white
anymore. The brilliance you were gifted with by being so shinestrue and strong, unimpeded by any block
to your energy flow." He spotted a chair near the next bed, drew it over and sat. "Thisisvery interesting.”

Luthan took on a patient stillness, trance-deep in his own Power, and closed his eyes.

Bastien stared. It wasn't like Luthan to leave himsdlf so vulnerable, even with Bastien and in aplace
guarded by Chevdiersand dogs.



If Luthan was seeking his sight the matter of Bastien being cured was more important to others than
just thetwo of them.

Badtien shifted uncomfortably. He had known he'd changed, but hadn't wanted to acknowledgeit.
Mogt of dl, hedidn't want to admit that it was the woman who had changed him.

But his mind worked faster, clearer than before. It scared him that he was no longer the man heldd
been. He'd taken chancesthat should have killed him.. .but hadn't.

His brother started to hum, dow and lilting, making the space between Bastien's shoulder blades
tingle asif an arrow were pointed at his back. When Luthan used that Song it was bad newsfor Bastien.

It was their Song, the Song of the sons of Reynardus Vauxveau, the Song they'd made between
them and shared. When big brother L uthan hummed that song and used his Power he was dways right.
He always won the argument and Bagtien |ost.

He wanted to pull the covers over his head. He had a bad fegling about this. He was sure Luthan
would want him to do something he didn't want to do. Like see the woman again.

Asheld flown away from the Exotique who'd sizzled his blood, melted his bones, and straightened
out hisenergy flows, held assured himsalf he wasn't a coward, and knew helied. It didn't matter that she
was an Exotique, or that she was powerful. It mattered very much that she wasaMarshall.

Hed tried very hard not to think about how they'd come together, to forget the best sex of hislife.
Luthan's eyes opened and he grinned. "Will you look at that."

Merde. Bastien could plainly see the gparkling magical line— shining white, coming from hisbals
and hisheart and his head, merging and shooting out of sight. In the direction of the Cagtle. Luthan had
shown him what he hadn't wanted to see.

"Y ou have a connection. | can guessto whom."

Bastien kept hisface stony.

Luthan leaned forward. "1 know, Bastien."

It was alosing battle, but he fought anyway. "Y ou can't know." | saw.

One of Luthan'svisons. Worse and worse. Bastien said, "I don't want to hear abouit that."

"Y ou don't want anything. Especialy nothing that's good for you. So you try to forget in battle. That
won't work, brother."

Luthan had tried the same thing after held | eft their father's house. That time, Bastien had ddliberately
gotten into enough trouble to need Luthan'srescue. After that, Luthan had accepted hisresponsibilities
and turned into the most honorable Chevalier.

"It's odd that our father hasn't noticed the connection, but he hasn't been looking for it." Luthan
studied the thread. "1t's very thin, but strong. Must have been at |east two mesetings and an exchange of
blood or other bodily fluids.”

Though Bastien hadn't admitted it to Alexa, he vaguely remembered that she had rescued him from



the jerir. He wondered if he'd bled on her somehow, or if the jerir connected them somehow too. Asfor
the other time— His cock twitched just thinking about it, which waswhy hetried to forget.

" wonder when that happened and how." Luthan tilted his head. "No one knows. Y ou were dways
awonder, Bastien."

Quiet for ten heartbedts.

L uthan stood up, pulled hisriding glovesfrom his belt and drew them on. "Go to the Castle and
formdly Pair with her. Make that connection stronger.”

"Thereisno connection.”

With one whistling note L uthan plucked at a cord deep within hisbody and had Bastien arching out
of bed. "Y ou can't deny that. Not to me. Not to yourself. Not anymore. | won't et you."

Badtien had been afraid of that.

Luthan got in hisface. "We need Marshal Alyeka Paired sexudly and with afighter. Go to the
Cadtle, accept your destiny. Y ou will be an excdlent Swordmarshdl.” He straightened.

Bastien could fed the look of stubbornness mold hisfeatures, hisbottom lip stick out. Childish, but
satisfying. What was it about rel atives that ways brought out the child?

"The North needs good fighters, needs me."
"I will not dlow you to continue to try to throw your life away,” Luthan said.
Ild,l?l

"If you leave this place for anywhere except your own estate or the Castle, | will have the Singer's
Chevaliers hunt you down and take you to her for aforced Song Quest.”

"Y ou can't do that."

"Yes, | can." Luthan's smilewas smug. "'l havethetrust of the Singer. By theway, sheisinterested in
you, asisacertain feycoocu. If | wereyou | would not irritate either one of them.”

"A feycoocu? Marshdl Alexasfeycoocu?' He hadn't seen her in the stable, had awavery memory
of abluelight near the jerir pooal, of eyeslooking down from the rafters of the Assayer's Office.

"And shapeshifters are as unpredictabl e as Exotiques and black-and-whites." Luthan flicked his
fingersin goodbye and exited on alaugh.

Badtien fdl back againgt ahard pillow. Luthan was obvioudy enjoying the hell out of this. Merde.



16

"Today wewill study the movement of air,” Madame Fourmi said as Alexa entered the chamber
where shetook her magic lessons.

Theair in the room was stuffy and held aheaviness that oppressed. The air outside had been spring
fresh with alight breeze carrying the scent of newly turned soil and blossoms.

Everything in Alexarebdlled. "I don't think so," she said, then smiled widdly. "Not today. | think I'll
explore the Castle instead.”

Madame raised little pointed eyebrows. "That is perhaps not wise. Y ou need to learn all you can as
quickly aspossible.

"A person can't bewise dl thetime," Alexareplied. Shetook a stride back into the hall and ran
lightly along the passageway and down some stairs, and rocketed out of the building into the Temple
Ward.

She had no doubt that someone would keep amenta eye on he—maybe Madame, maybe
Thedia—but Alexadidn't think they'd interfere. She'd aways been aperfect little student. They'd cut her
some dack.

It was agreat day to ditch class. She abandoned the cloister walk. She hadn't explored the Castle
yet, and wanted to know her surroundings. She'd think of it asawalk around campus. She chuckled and
lifted her face to the sun, closing her eyes.

For amoment she relaxed, breathing deeply, letting her sensesrest, though she felt magic—Power,
they called it—all around her. When she opened her eyelids she noted the gazes of the soldiersand
Chevdiers. Shedidn't care. Being an Exotique had some privileges and one was acting as strange as she



wanted to. She'd lost alot of her self-consciousness. Maybe because she'd begun to fit in. There were no
Marshdlsaround.

She sauntered to the north end of Temple Ward. By now she knew the Castle was made up of three
courtyards—wards. There were also acouple of cul-de-sacs, like Horseshoe Close in Lower Ward
where the Chevaliers stayed.

Temple Ward was the middle courtyard, and the places she usualy went were in the yard—the
Marshalls living space, including her tower, the esting hdll, the kitchen and the Council Room. The
magical map room Thealia haunted was across the ward from the Keep. Of course there wasthe Temple
itsdlf, huge and round and dominating everything ese. There was dso the Assayer's Office, which she
avoided.

Sheld been in the Lower Ward severa times, mostly passing through, and had seen Horseshoe
Close and Hall, gone out to the Chevalierstraining ground and the Landing Field.

But she didn't recall ever being in Upper Ward, so it drew her feet today. She passed the curve of
the Temple and approached a gatehouse between two small towers. Smiling at the soldiers on duty, she
greeted them and passed through the small building, then stopped to survey the courtyard.

It was a skewed rectangular shape, with the left set of buildings against the wall that probably
defined the edge of the hill on which the Castle was built. She thought most of the servants lived here.

Theright wall bulged with the huge curve of the back of the Temple. Little storage areas seemed to
crowd in the gtraight sides of the available space.

She walked until she reached the very end of the ward and found awall with awooden door bound
with iron. With atug and an application of magic, the door opened outward. She peeked through to see
acharming tangle of vines showing large buds of green draping courtyard walsthat angled to apoint.

When she sniffed, the scent of spring wafted to her. Smiling, she entered the garden. She was
halfway acrossit before she redlized it wasn't empty.

On astone bench aman dumped against the wall, staring a her with aserious, londly gaze. A
Marshal—Shieldmarshall Ivrog Vauxveau, brother to Reynardus and uncle to Bastien and Luthan. This
was the man who kept Reynardus from death, who defended him on the battlefield.

"l didn't mean to intrude," she said, pronouncing her words carefully. "Should | go?”

With agraceful gesture, Shieldmarshdl Ivrog invited her to Sit beside him on the bench in the garden.
Fedling alittle uncomfortable, but curious, Alexadid. For awhilethey sat in slence.

Since shed joined the Marshdls, shed cometo value al of them except Reynardus, and since this
man was bonded to Reynardus, she'd never learned to know him.

He gave her adow, sweet smile that amazed her. Rumor painted him as an angry, bitter drunk.
Unobtrusively she sniffed for the smell of liquor.

Not unobtrusively enough. He laughed, then sank back againgt the sun-warmed wall again and
closed hiseyes. "I'm not drunk and won't be in the future. Y ou've changed my life, Lady." Hefound her
hand and held it.

A huge orchestrd melody swvamped Alexa. Shed never mentdly "heard” anything likeit. Even when
the Marshdls wove a Song between them, deegp and rich, it was never more than Sx "instruments,” one



for each Pair. She swallowed, but the music was so fascinating that she didn't pull away.

She could amogt, amost grasp the Song of the Vauxveau family—that's what the melody had to be,
thewhole, rich tunes of each family member that this man knew and carried. She sensed he wastied to
them dl at this very moment—alive performance. Reynardus, of course, was the strongest, atrumpet,
but she was surprised to understand that neither L uthan nor Bastien were overwhelmed by Reynardusin
any way. The smdlest, threadiest noise wasthat of Reynardusswife, awhining, plaintive note.

For amoment she just listened, and as she relaxed and let the music take her, she closed her eyes
and could actualy "se€" it. It appeared like aliving tapestry, woven of individua threads.

Reynardus wasthe rusty fox red of histunic, the color of the Vauxveausfor ages.

L uthan was a deeper red, more like amaroon. He was the heir. Would his vibration turn red when
he ascended?

Bastien was midnight blue approaching black, with glints of slver as his complex Song twisted and
turned.

And the man beside her was pale blue, the blue of ahot Colorado summer sky.

Fumbling with her Power, Alexatried to "see" into the past. There wasn't much there. The threads
led into darknessin the past, yet she sensed that Bastien's Song had been kinked and uneven, and Ivrog's
nearly flat and gray. Now they were both vibrant.

She opened her eyes and the pastel colors of new spring in the garden around her were pale and
uningpiring in comparison.

Ivrog didn't stir beside her, but said, "Did you see your Song?"
Alexasat up graight. "Mine?"

He chuckled. "Y ou are adow pattern of notes, very infrequent, but twining about Bastien's till. You
and he have abond. If | wereto guess, I'd say it was asex bond of very limited duration, but astrong
connection forged between you dl the same." He squeezed her fingers. "Do you want to 'see?"

Alexapulled avay. The Power had taken her warmth as a price for seeing the melody. She was
cold now, al theway to her lips. "No."

"It's not everyone who can see the meodies that bind ustogether. 1t's my specid gift, one not valued
much—not avery great gift. But | sensethat you come from a people more visud."

With TV and filmsthat wastrue. "Yeah,” shesad. "l guess s0."

"Perhaps that'swhy | was given this gift. To help you. Now that you have 'seen’ the mel odies once,
you will dways be ableto do so0. Y our mind has learned the skill. Will this benefit you?'

Shewas pretty sure sheld be able to figure out the patterns and connections around her more easily
now. "Yes My thanks, Shiddmarshal Ivrog.”

"So I'verepaid you for hepingme,” he said.
She cleared her throat. "How?"

He opened eyesthat were the lightest shed seen in Lladrana, an amber brown.



"Y ou came and changed Reynardus's song. Because of you he was forced to visit the Singer. And
while hewas in the Singer's Cloigters, he was away from me." A long sigh escaped him. "For thefirst
time in decades, he was not so close, not thereto carp or criticize. It gave me time to see mysdlf for what
I'd become and start changing. Then theres Bastien.”

Alexastood up. "I don't think—"

"Wewon' talk about your connection, if you don't want to, and | won't tell anyone of it. People
could know if they looked or listened closdly, but | doubt they will." He grinned. "Y our melody is not of
theworld of Amee. Y our Song does not flow the way we expect. It corkscrews.”

"Figures" Alexamuttered. "l supposeit's purple.”
Ivrog closed his eyes, frowned. "It changes color. Y ou aren't of Lladranayet.”
Ilokw.ll

"But back to Bastien. Y ou mended his Song, smoothed his tangled thread. Something | don't think
therest of the family hasredlized either. He wasin dire straits during afight and reached for anyone who
could help—unconscioudy, | think. | gave him my energy. When al was done, histriumph blazed through
me and it cured me. So smple. | have no more craving for drink."

He unfolded himsdlf from the stone bench, and as he stood, she saw for thefirst timethat he was the
tallest member of hisfamily, taler than Reynardus.

Ivrog placed ahand over his heart and bowed. "1 will aways be grateful.”

She flushed and rose to her feet.

"Very beautiful," hesad smply. "Y our coloring.”

They stood in the lovely silent garden, looking at each other, and Alexafelt peace emanate from him.

"l know everyone you meet tells you how much we need you, and the Marshalls expect you to find
away to revitaize our boundary. That was the Singer's prophecy, that you could keep the invading
horrors out. But | would have you know that you have other giftsfor touching and helping our people.

Y ou saved Farentha, the independent Chevalier. Y ou mended Bastien, and by that, you helped me.
Thank you."

Tearsroseto the back of her throat at his quiet tone. "Y ou're very welcome.”

He nodded. "It is good we shared this time together. Now when you try to link with Reynardus, |
know you better and can ease the bond.”

"My thanksto you," Alexasaid, feding uncomfortable. No one had thanked her for anything since
sheld gotten here and she hadn't realized how much she'd needed validation from these people.

Now that she had it from Ivrog, she wasn't quite sure how to handle the "you're welcome'
gracefully. She gave him back alittle bow. "Farewell," she said.

Hislips curved and he settled back onto the stone bench in the sun. "And you."

The garden was noticeably cooler to her now, though Ivrog didn't seem affected. Probably since
sheld spent energy "learning” her new skill visualizing the Song-bonds between people.



As sheléeft thelittle courtyard for Upper Ward, she redlized that she'd had amagic lesson after al.
Madame would be pleased.

During the next few days, Alexalooked a the unattached male Chevadierswith new eyes,
consdering them aslovers.

Since shewas now very wedthy and of high status, and looked to remain that way, she was agood
catch. Further, she was still an unpaired Marshal. The man who bonded with her would be sure to
become aMarshdl in hisown right and might find the Testing process easier than others.

There were severa men who had asked her on a date—a couple of soldiers at the Castle, acouple
of noblemen, and four or five Chevdiers. It was asif shewerewearing asign saying "I'm available.” They
seemed to sense she was looking around. For afighting partner and abed partner if nothing else. The
one Alexaliked most was Faucon Creusse. So she accepted when he asked for a second date.

Alexamet Faucon a the Nom de Nom. He escorted her to one of the back tables with the elegance
of anobleman deferring to aprincess. Sheliked it, alot. Sheliked him alot. And the nobleman bit
wasn't too far off the mark. Like many Chevaliers, he had arank and atitle and an estate, but she hadn't
quite figured out the system. He seated her in the back booth of the tavern and took his place opposite
her, facing the room. Now she knew it for the protective gesture it was and felt touched.

When Faucon lifted a hand and a man with a superior air glided to them, she guessed Faucon was
pretty high on the noblelist. The servant carried atea set. Alexa caught the fragrance of stegping teaand
she nearly moaned. The tea sheld received from the Trade-master had been good, hearty stuff, but
nothing specia, and shed used it all.

She hoarded her smdll stash of teabags asif they were gold. She only had one Assam bag left, and
the lowly emergency store brand bags were now treasures.

The man set fine china cups and saucers before her and Faucon, and poured a stream of golden
brown liquid into each. Alexas nose twitched. Her mouth watered.

"My valet, Broullard." Faucon gestured.

Alexahoped her mouth hadn't fallen open. Valet? Had he actually said the word? She repested it.
"Vae?'

"Y es, quite estimable, and an excdlent fighter too."

An edge of Broullard's mouth lifted. He nodded to her, and she nodded back. Both Broullard and
Faucon wore tailor-made flying leathers of the highest quaity with shirt and trousers underneeth of richly
patterned silk.

"Broullard will be overseeing our med." Faucon smiled and adimpleflashed. "I had some delicacies
flown infrom my estate. Somefoods | don't think you've sampled yet."

Uh-oh. She sure hoped she didn't disgrace herself. So far the food had been fine, something she
hadn't thought much about, good and filling and tasty. But now she wondered how her ssomach would
take"delicacies”

Broullard put atiletrivet on the table, acting asif it weren't scarred by generations of Chevadiers. He
placed the tegpot on thetile. "Hauteur." Broullard nodded. That was Faucon'stitle. "Marshdl." Another
nod. "I am needed in the kitchen." He glided away.



When sheld agreed to adate with Faucon at the Nom de Nom sheld had no ideathat it would be
such aproduction. Live and learn. They sat in apool of reative quiet, and no one seemed to be watching
them. Alexa could only guessthat in thistime of war, aquiet socid date was respected. Or maybe it was
just that the Chevaliers were as eager for her to Pair with someone as the Marshalswere.

Sheld worked with several males and females, including Faucon, but no Pairing had redlly clicked as
afighting team. She hadn't wanted to Pair with anyone and have them become her Sword or Shield.

Everyone wondered about the Snap. If she Paired with someone, it was much more unlikely that
when the Snap came, sheld let it take her away from Lladrana. Sinafin repested to Alexathat the timing
of the Snap wasincaculable, individua to each Exotique, so Alexahad put it from her mind.

"Alyeka" Faucon put his hand over hersand drew her back into the moment. "Y ou must know that
| find you very attractive. Fascinating and unique.” Hisfingers stroked the back of her hand. His gaze
szzled with maeinteres.

"Thank you." So being an Exotique could work the other way too. Some men would be turned on
by her unusua looks and background. That was interesting.

With Faucon covering her left hand with his, she used her right to pick up her teaand sip. Thetaste
was 0 wonderful that she had to keep from gulping it. How easily sheld gotten used to fine teas from
around Earth.

The habit of drinking tea had been both a declaration that she was an adult and her own person, and
agtatement that she was someone more than an orphan shuffled around in foster homes.

Shelifted her cup to him in apersond toast. "And thank you for the tea. It's exquisite.”

He flushed, squeezed her hand, and she wondered if he could answer some questions. Delicately
she placed her cup in the saucer and smiled a guileess smile that sheld practiced for hours and had hoped
to use on pompous attorneys and hostile witnesses. Sheld been operating too much on ingtinct to use it
her first daysin Lladrana, and now Reynardus wouldn't buy it.

"Y ou must have heard that the Lord Marshal Reynardus and | occasionally are at odds.” Big
understatement. " Tell me what you know of the Vauxveaus."

Faucon's glance sharpened. "The Lord Marshal has awife and two sons. Heisadifficult manto
work with." He took enough timeto pick hiswords. "I trained under him a season. He is more impatient
with thosewho aren't hisequd.”

When Faucon looked back at her, she saw agleam of humor in his eyes. He shrugged. "And who of
usisequal to aman of great Power who isone of therichest in Lladrana, of the highest rank, and has
proved himsdlf in beattle for over forty years?'

"ThediaGarmain," Alexasad without hesitation.

Faucon chuckled and lifted her fingersto hislips, brushed them with hismouth. "Y ou fly in exdted
company, my shere"

She wished that gesture had lit afirelow ingde her, but it hadn't. Maybe she was thinking too much
and should go with the flow.

At that moment Broullard herded a couple of flustered tavern maids to the table. One woman
carried atowd-covered steaming dish. Broullard placed alarge stonetile painted with orange and red



flourishes on the table, set athick, round wooden plate carved aong the edge on the tile, then gestured to
the maid to deposit her burden.

Visbly nervous, the woman lifted the towel to reved alarge puff pastry.

It smelled ddicious, the golden brown crust looking ready to fal into flakes at a breath. So Alexa
held hersand sdlivated.

Wieding ahuge, thin paddie-spatula, Broullard transferred the delicacy from akitchen serving dish
to the wooden platter. Not aflakefell to thetable.

Themad sghedinrdief.

Broullard directed the second woman to set the table for Faucon and Alexa. Cream-colored china
edged in gold with Faucon's orange-and-red coat of arms, and heavy silverware was whisked in front of
them.

Alexalooked at the brash heradry and glanced at Faucon, wondering how it felt to know you were
always associated with certain colors and symbols. Well, she had alaw degree, right? That meant she
could put an Esg. after her name and her partnership had had ascale asalogo. Not so different. She
caught aglimpse of the purple cloak embroidered with the big, strange flower. Y eah, way different.

The vaet now diced the round pastry with apie server. Asthe scent of crust brushed with
powdered sugar and cinnamon rose, Alexaleaned forward. He placed anearly melted piece of cheese
dotted with nuts and covered in pastry on Alexas plate, then did the same for Faucon. Broullard stepped
back.

Alexacouldnt wait. She nipped off the point with her fork and popped it into her mouth. An
incredible mixture of tastes flowed over her tongue. Best of al wasthe cheese. She closed her eyesand
savored.

When she opened her lids, Faucon was watching her and smiling. His expression was the softest
shed ever seen on a Chevalier. Maybe her heart was mdlting alittle like the cheese. She hoped so. This
was aman she could redlly like and respect.

Hetook abigger bite and forked it into his mouth, let the taste linger on his tongue and then
swallowed. He looked at Broullard and the maids. "Very well done, Broullard, Shemmaand Dodu. Very
well indeed. Thank you."

Theway he said it made Alexathink there were bonusesin the wait staff's futures. Oh yesh, thiswas
anice man.

Too nice. She suppressed asigh. He might be fegling the hots for her, but she found the dish more
arousing than she found him. Shed work onit.

With ahand, Faucon dismissed the servants.
Alexatried not to look like she was gorging. Shetook sips of her tea between bites and didn't hurry.
"Y ou like the sweetcheese?"

Hed pronounced it "antremay.” She rolled the word around in her head as she let the pastry dide
down her throat. "Yes, | likeit very much.”



Hiseydidslowered. "1 hope to dways provide you with savoriesyou like."

She thought of them together on abed and atrickle of desire stirred insde her, she was sure.
"Perhaps," shesad.

After acouple of minutes of blissful eating, she went back to pumping Faucon for information.
"Tell me..." She hesitated, picked up the teapot and poured hersalf another cup.

Histongue flicked abit of pastry into hismouth. "Anything, my shere.”

"Luthan Vauxveau..."

Hisbrowslowered. " Surdly you aren't interested in him." He looked at her, then relaxed back and
took abite of the sweet-cheese. "'l can't seeit.” He said it with the confidence of an observant man. "Y ou
spend time together, but not agreat dedl. Y ou treat each other with respect but no passon.”

"There are some people... Luthan Vauxveau—" she drew in arelaxing breath "—and the late
Marshdl Defau Digparu.”" The man she had killed. " They react to me with an dmost inginctive revulsion.”
She'd been plodding through histories about past Exotiques word by word. That phrase had appeared
time and again, so shed memorized it. "Most people stare and point. Gawk. Why?* Maybe she could get
answers from a person instead of books.

Faucon put hisfork down and looked at her steadily. "1 think it isameatter of Power. Some of us
sensethe utter difference of your thoughts and your Power and the life you came from. Thingswe will
never understand, even if you st and tell us about them dll life long." He frowned asif digpleased with his
choice of words. Then he made awide gesture. "Power islike a Song. It flowsfrom uslike melodies.
Our melodies seem like smple human folk tunes, and your Power, your melody, likethe call of ahawk to
his mate before hekills."

Appdled, Alexagtared a him, grappling with hiswords. "1 don't fed human to you?'
He frowned. "Y es, of course human, but completely different.”

Alexathought of songs and singing. Thought of bird cries. And thought of whalesand
dolphins—they sang too, didn't they? It wasn't just noise, or calls, but communication and joyful pleasure.
Hadn't she heard that somewhere? She knew she'd heard recordings of the sea mammals songs. But
they were adifferent species. Was she that strangeto the Lladranans? Unknowable? Never knowable?

"Alyeka" Hetook her silverware from her fingers, set it asde and grasped her handsin hisown.
"Others reactionsto you is not something you can control. Especidly onabasic level. And I've seen you
with Luthan. He actslike afriend toward you. Whatever hisinitid reaction, he has overcomeit, or
changed hismind—"

"Perhaps.” She withdrew her hands. "But never enough that we could be lovers.”
Faucon's eyebrowsraised. "' Did you want that so much?”

"No. Ttho!" Alexa picked up her fork and ate some more sweetcheese. It was delicious and that
helped her get over the moment. She met Faucon's scrutiny. "I don't want to be lovers with Luthan, but it.
.hurts.. .to think that someone would literally cringe away from you in bed just because of what you are.
Something in them could never wholly accept something in you.”

"And some of us are extremely attracted to the unique and wonderful, ingtinctively,” Faucon said,



with asmoldering look. "It isamatter of Power flow. Some people will never be compatible. Some
people would never work with another once they have Paired.”

Chemigtry. Magnetism. Or just plain Lladranan magic. She decided the Lladranans were just more
aware of each other because of it. Another sense. Sensor. Y es, an added sensor that Lladranans used to
measure each other.

L uthan had been repulsed by her, but when held come to know the real her, had overcome his
fedlingsto treat her like afriend. The man across from her was drawn to her just because shewas an
Exotique, not because he knew who shereally was.

Theideadidn't apped. But they could learn of each other intime. Wasn't that what they were doing
right now, learning about each other? Just like any other couple on adate.

Alexaamiled. "A matter of Power flow, you said. Perhapsyou areright.”
"I'm not sure | like your habit of saying 'perhaps around me."
"Tel me about Luthan Vauxveau's Power flow."

"Strong, powerful, focused. Like the man. Heisagood man, perhaps the most honorablethat |
know." He grimaced alittle. "Like hisfather, hard to live up to. Almost perfect, that one.”

"There's another Vauxveau." Sheld finaly worked the subject around to the one that had prodded at
her for weeks. She didn't know what to think of that Vauxveau, that lover. So many stories, such abrief
night.

"Bastien Vauxveau." Faucon laughed. "We trained together for years. A good man inacrunch, but it
has to be a crunch before he shows histrue colors, sings the true Song. | don't presume to know him.
Who knows what goes on in a black-and-white's head?' Faucon divvied up the last piece of
sweetcheese and topped up ther teacups. He shook his head. "Bastien, such aone! Often beyond
brilliant and sometimes so stupid and gauche.”

Alexacould attest to that. She leaned forward and ran her fingers down Faucon's long, €l egant
hand, hardly scarred. "Back home in Exotique Terre, if women were talking, we would say such aman
was sometimes as brilliant as adiamond and sometimes as dumb as asack of rocks" Shegavehima
dow amile. "Of course, if women weretaking, that wouldn't refer to only one man, but all men.”

Faucon's eyes went wide, then he threw back his head and roared with laughter.

Suddenly shefelt more on an even kedl. Hewas suave. Noble. Rich. Strong in every way. Excdllent
sense of humor which included being able to laugh at himsdlf. What more could agirl want? She was sure
if she gave him a chance he could make her toestingle. Timeto put heavy thoughts out of her head and
enjoy hersdlf. She settled back into the booth.

A second later, shewas pulled away from her seat by Luthan Vauxveau, who carried ared bird
with along tail on hisshoulder. Snefin.

"Sorry to interrupt, Creusse, but Singer's business. Y ou must come with me now, Marshdl Alyeka,"
Luthan said.
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.Luthan lied. Alexaknew it in her bones. His damn Power flow told her so. And he was awful a
lying too, but hisgrip on her arm was solid.

"Areyou crazy?' shesaid. Shed just spotted Broullard and attendants coming through the kitchen
door of the inn with abaked and stuffed bird that smelled like the best Thanksgiving Day med sheld ever
had. Shedugin her heds.

"Singer'sbusiness,” L uthan repested, not meeting her eyes, ignoring theinn full of people watching
thelittle drama

Snafin transferred hersdlf from Luthan to Alexa. The bird's claws hurt. With her beak, Sinafin
tugged at alock of Alexashair.

Timeto return to the Castle.
Alexaswept her hair away from the bird's hold.

Faucon stood, face expressonlessin the usua Chevalier'sway, but Alexathought everyone around
him could gauge the anger in his Power flow. What auseful concept. She hadn't transferred the
knowledge from her lessonsto red life.

"Vauxveau," Faucon said, holding himsdf arrogantly. He was not quite astall or broad as L uthan,
but Faucon's attitude made a statement.

Broullard hovered with the—whatever—too little to be aturkey, too large for a Cornish hen; sure
didn't smell like chicken. Alexa's somach grumbled. She noticed al the Chevdiersin the tavern were
focused on the group. Only one of them was looking at the people; the rest were drooling and ready to
pounce. On her dinner.



"You can't do this" she said in anear whimper.
"Singer'sbusiness” L uthan announced.

Faucon gave way, Luthan dragged at Alexa. She glanced back. The stuffed bird looked glorious;
only thetiniest of crumbs marked where the sweetcheese had been. The maid beside Broullard held
another pot of tea.

"Noooooo."

Luthan didn't listen. One of hisbrawny arms encircled her waist and lifted her off her feet. Where
was her baton? How could she useit to get out of this mess?

She couldn't. Everyone on Lladranafollowed the oracle, the Singer. She smacked theflat of her
hand on Luthan's shoulder. He didn't wince. Didn't let go. He was trying not to make a scene. Her
somach gurgled again.

"You jerk. You creep. You..." She continued to swear, and hetook it stolidly.

Shefigured her curaing lacked alot since she was swearing under her breeth and in English. All the
good L ladranan swear-words had gone clean out of her head. She wriggled around and almost dipped
free before L uthan did something magic—and suddenly they were out the door into the cool night. Her
last sght had been of Faucon, saring at them thoughtfully.

As soon as her bottom touched the volaran's back she went still. She didn't want to spook it; she
knew it fought in tumultuous battles. She didn't want to spook herself either.

It was amoment'sride to the Castle. Sinafin chattered in bird talk that sounded cheerful.

Since she'd left her cloak at the Norn de Nom, Alexa hurried off the Landing Field and into the
Cadtle. There she swung to confront L uthan.

"What Singer's business?'

Leaning againgt one of the Castle wdlls, Luthan looked at her blandly and stuck hishandsin his
pants pockets. "It doesn't look asif you've had dinner yet. How about joining mein the Castle kitchen?”

Stew with stringy beeflike stuff, mushy dumplings. That'swhat she'd get. She snarled, hauled out her
baton.

Luthan'sexpression turned quizzical.

Alexafumed. She studied the glowing green of her baton. Surely there was some way to get from
the Castle to the Nom de Nom instantly. Before those wolves of Chevaliers devoured her dinner.

She stomped her feet. "Moron,” she shouted.

He looked pained. Y eah, that was one of the words that was the same in both languages.
"Moron," shesaid again, then, "Jerk!"

He didn't react, so that word hadn't achieved the effect she wanted.

She did her baton into its sheath at her hip, narrowed her eyes and pointed afinger a him.



Nothing changed. She must not look terrifying enough.
A thought cameto her and she smiled.
L uthan pushed away from the wall, warinessflickering across hisface.

Shewaggled her finger. "Y ou can tell the Singer," Alexa said sweetly, "that she owes me onelovely
baked and stuffed bird of the sort Faucon provided and three large pots of excellent tea, and whatever
elsethe man had in mind for my dinner.”

His eyeswidened. She could amost see him talying up the cost. He swallowed.

"A week from today. | want it served in my suite aweek from today. And as punishment for that
very poor lieyou told, | want the sweetcheese too." She turned on her hedl and marched away.

Sinafin squawked alaugh and flew next to Alexa.

Alexathought again of the dinner she was missing. She sniffed, trying to remember the fragrance of
the new pot of tea. It had been different from what they'd drunk with the sweetcheese, another variety.
She dtill had the yen for more tea. Her ssomach felt hollow and she nearly groaned. It would haveto be
the generic teg, after dl.

When Bagtien was discharged from the clinique he flew home. Luthan had given him the option of
home or the Castle, and Bastien wasn't ready for the Castle, yet. Didn't know when he would be.

Within five minutes the caretaker of his estate had informed him of his new neighbor—the Marshall
Alexa—that sheld vidted her estate twice and her staff were pleased. Always curious, Bastien sauntered
to her house himsdlf.

He met with Pierre, the head of the stables, who was the best vet around and had hel ped Bastien
with his horses and volarans.

Badtien sat with the tough old guy in the front room of a cottage that |ooked out on the main wing of
gables. The walls were whitewashed plaster and held paintings of volarans. WWooden beams protruded
from the low celling; the wooden floor was plain scrubbed pine planks. They drank ae.

Tipping his chair back on two legs, Bastien asked, "What do you think of the new Exotique
Marshd!?'

"Doesn't like horses, wary of volarans,”" Pierre said, and took agulp of beer.
"Not like the Janins, the previous owners," Bastien said.

Pierre snorted. "Those folks were worthless. | misspoke. The new little Exotique doesn't know
horses, and | heard they don't have volarans where she comes from." He shook his head in pure
disbdlief.

"I've heard that too. Bad if she's not interested in the sables.”

Clunking his mug down, Pierre wiped his mouth with a purple napkin. "Didn't say that. When | heard
that she toured the house but wasn't coming to the stables, | went up to get agood look at her—you can
believetha."

Bastien nodded.



" She's afunny-looking one, but she had this expression in her eyes. Like shéld dready cometo love
the place and would die before shed let anyone take it from her. She'safighter. Shell be good for the
estate, and good for Lladrana. The Marshdls picked a good one, there."

That wasn't what Bastien wanted to hear.

"Furthermore, I'll make ahorsawoman of her in three years, and in five shelll be dive-bombing her
volarans. Or you'll train her."

Bastien choked.

"Guess | wasn't supposed to hear those little notes running from you to her? Wasn't supposed to
know you came here for information or advice?' Pierre chuckled. "Thisis her home, she hastiestoit
aready, and come Summer Solstice and the Land Bonding ritua, shelll do it, mark my words. It holds
some of her energy and yours from when you've visited. Of course the energies Sing when they're
linked."

Bastien was surprised. First Luthan knew of the bond between Alexa and Bastien and accepted it,
now Pierre. It didn't sound asif fighting his destiny would work. Hed till try.

Pierre continued, "I approve of her. | gpprove of you. Y ou're both fighters. Go to her. That's my
advice"

"Marshdl—" Bagtien strangled on the word.

Pierre sent asizzling flick of energy againgt Bastien's hands in reprimand, not as much painful as
shocking.

"Y ou were dways dated for aMarshall's baton. Go do it. Now. It won't take more than an hour to
fly to the Castle using one of the wild volarans and your own magic to shorten the distance.” Pierre stood,
stalked to the door and opened it.

After swalowing the last of hisale, and adjusting his hat, Bastien strode out the door.
"By theway, that hat could use afew horses trampling it to makeit prettier!” Pierre shouted.
Hislaughter followed Bagtien as he walked home.

Thoughtscircled in hisheed. If Alexawas such afighter, why wasn't shefighting for him? The
curiogity that had gotten him in so much trouble throughout hislife piqued; Bastien stopped and leaned
againg atree. The cheerful burbling of anearby brook helped him visuaize the bond between them.

Thereit was. It wasn't white now, but midnight blue—his main color—and purple, braided together.
He wondered what sheld do if he gave it anudge, just atiny quiver. Would she even notice? With the
bond, could he put it in her mind to come to him instead of him having to go to the Castle and her?

He moved it afinger's breadth.
Nothing happened.
Badtien plucked it again.

He was yanked from histreeto land in the soft mud of the cold, shallow stream. He sputtered and
laughed.



Shedidn't. He felt her menta presence now, but it was distant and shielded, nothing like when they'd
coupled together above the stables at The Singer's Hand. In his mind's eye an image coalesced. A pair of
very large scissors with ahandlein acolor of purple held never seen before—maybe a color from
Exotique Terre. The scissors positioned themsalves on each side of their thread.

"Wat!"

The scissors paused an ingtant. Bastien thought fast, sent thisthought: Do you know what will
happen if you cut that thread?

Hedid. It wouldn't be pleasant, but it wouldn't be debilitating either. Hed wager she didn't know.
Shedidn't know alot of things about Lladrana, especidly that the Marshalls were a bunch of
self-centered, obsolete snobs. And he had to admit held like to teach her some customs, especialy some
sexud ones.

Jaws yawning wide, the scissors hovered, then withdrew—as she did—l eaving him to pick himself
up, shake himsdlf off and dosh back to his stablesfor aquick rideto the Castle.

Her emotions about him had been strangely flat.

He'd known enough women to believe that his quick departure after anight of sex—no, it had been
more, area closeness of body and emotion—should have engendered hurt and anger and perhaps even
bitterness. But none of those emotions pulsed from her.

Oddly enough, that irritated him. Pierre had said she was afighter, and Bastien had sensed the same
basic characteristic when they'd been together. What, he wasn't worth fighting for?

That steamed him enough to rationalize going to the Castle.

Helet the Chevalier coordinator know where he could be found and flew to the Castle on his best
volaran—one held bred and raised himsdlf, one hisfather deeply coveted.

He smiled. Perhaps hisfate wasn't too bad after al. Hed bein apostion to rile hisfather and the
other tiff-necked Marshalls, at every opportunity. Shake them out of their ruts and hidebound ways.
Helped aong by the very Exotique they had Summoned and who was ruffling their feethersaswell. Then
the Chevaliers could get some answers, some help.

Thiscould befun.

And the thought of having sex with Alexawasn't too hard to accept either. He hadn't gotten agood
look at her and wanted to. Wanted to explore her differences, insde and out.

Bastien and his volaran glided to ahalt on the Landing Field of the Castle. He was met by Urvey,
who looked at Bastien reproachfully for having left him behind, even though Bastien had paid the boy to
stay and take care of hisroom in Horseshoe Hall.

No need to ask how Urvey knew he was arriving, since the feycoocu in warhawk-form flew beside
him and settled on Bastien's shoulder. It too, watched him with disapproving eyes set above awicked
bird's beak. He sensed that if anyone was behind the meeting between Alexaand him, it wasthis being.
And he didn't want to think of that. Very wild magic at work.

"Wherésthe... Marshal Alexa?' He had amost said "the Exotique,” but recalled how he hated
being cdled "the black-and-white."



Urvey and the bird sniffed in unison.
Bastien smothered asmile,
"Inthetraining yard,” Urvey sad giffly.

"Look, Urvey, I'm sorry | left, but if 1'd taken you with me, you'd be dead." Bastien dropped a hand
on the youth's shoulder. It hunched under hisfingers. "All right. | owe you an gpology. | apologize.”

With lips pressed together, the teen looked up. "Do you want me for your squire or not?"

He hadn't thought he'd face his new life so soon. Accept responsibility for another? The boy studied
him anxioudy. It was unlikely anyone e se would keep him asasquire, dip in thejerir or not.

Time for Bastien to become an adult and atrue Chevalier. Merde. "Yes, | want you asmy squire. I'll
be needing one here, especidly if | Pair with Marshdl Alexa”

The bird squawked and flapped itswings. About time.
Now Urvey's mouth curved dyly. "Chevaier Faucon's squire has been training me.”

That must have taken guts and initiative on Urvey's part. Good boy. But Faucon...that smooth
bastard. An unexpected bite of jealousy nipped at Bastien. He wondered how far Faucon had gotten
with the Marshdl.

The Exotique isinnately attractive to some, the feycoocu said.

Like me, Badtien thought.

Like Faucon, it ended smugly. Heis sparring with her in the training yard.

"Huh" was Bastien's brilliant reply. He set off at atrot that caused the bird to rise and caw.

Sure enough, he found the pair in the first training yard, afenced circle. Half of the Marshdls and
many Chevdierswatched, including his brother Luthan. Bastien could see the auraaround them asthey
willed the newcomer to learn.

Alexaand Faucon fought with short sword and shields. She was doing well, augmenting her strength
and her blows with powerful magic, good in her footwork. A glow of jade green surrounded her. The
Jade Baton lay on her |eft hip and could be deployed in an ingtant.

Bastien frowned. Faucon was holding back.
"Time!" Badtien cdled.

The fighters dropped their weapons. Everyone turned and stared at him. He opened the low
wooden gate, strolled through and latched it behind him. The feycoocu landed on the gate.

Bastien walked up to Alexaand gave her akiss on the cheek.
"Hello, sweseting." The scent of her rose to him and went straight to hisloins. Merde!

“I'm not your 'swesting.' | am nothing to you. We are nothing to each other." Shelooked up a him
with strange, cool green eyes, her face expressionless.

Bagtien didn't like her words, but kept a smile on hisface as he turned to Faucon, who looked at



him with aresigned, knowing gaze. Bastien offered his hand, and Faucon met hisgrip. They were well
matched in every way, except Power. Bastien had been a black-and-white, and hishair gtill proclaimed
him that, but he was now fully in tune with his Power.

Faucon's eyes widened and he dipped his head, awry smile curving at hismouth. "Now |
understand why L uthan has been so protective. Y ou have agood brother.”

"The best."

A little yearning flickered in Faucon's eyes. Hewas an only child. Bastien suddenly redized hislife
had been better than he'd thought. He had aweak mother and Reynardus for afather, but sharing kinship
with Luthan made up for al of that.

"Y ou are doing her no favor in holding back," Bagtien said quietly.

Faucon shrugged. "I can't help it. She's so smdl and ddlicate—"

"Arewe going to practice or quit?"' asked the lady sharply.

"May | cutin?' asked Bastien, loud enough for al to hear.

With anod, Faucon sheathed his sword. He smiled and saluted Alexa and strode from the field.
Sowly Bagtien turned to face Alexa

Sheld picked up aquarterstaff that was al wrong for her—too long and heavy, and leaned on it. He
couldn't see her hair under her helm, but her face was so pale it seemed to glow, the color of cream with
atouch of rosein her cheeks. Striking coloring.

Her figure was like many women's and she was dressed like a Marshdl, but the way she held
hersdf, her attitude, was not of Lladrana. He couldn't pinpoint the differences, but they were there and
would dways remain so.

Her gaze met his and he probed. She should be angry with him, but he sensed the distance she'd put
between them, the magica block on her emotions. Whistling, he prepared for the fight by stripping off his
riding gauntlets and untying the lace anchoring his sword to histhigh. Hetook ashield from Luthan, who
handed it to him with a serious face but atwinklein hiseyes.

Alexa sat asdethe quarterstaff and did some stretching that was nothing of Lladrana, but looked
useful. When she was ready, her gaze met hiswith remoteness.

Bagtien smiled wolfishly. All hislife héd learned to demolish mental blocks of others and to work
around his own. Whatever was kegping her from feding the natural emotions she should for him, would
soon be gone.

"Go!" shouted L uthan in atone that warned Bastien, but which he disregarded.
Mogt of thetimeit wasinteresting to play with fire.

He crossed swords with her, starting easy, testing, teasing. Asthey feinted, riposted, thrusted, he
dipped aprobe into her mind and sensed the emotiona block she had regarding him. There were other
blocks, but right now he was only interested in the one with histune onit.

She beat back his blade, entered under his guard and diced his good lesther tunic. When he hopped
back and looked at her, she was grinning. Sweetly.



Bastien increased the pace of thefight. They moved well against each other, and would move better
together. He heard murmuring from the siddines as the Marshalls and Chevaliers recogni zed that their
fighting patterns complemented each other, showing that their energieswould mergewell too.

Alexafrowned, not understanding. Bastien winked.

Showing her teeth, she pressed him, making him fight faster, concentrate more on his sword and
shield, on hisfootwork instead of his mentd probing. With sheer strength, he deflected her blade with his
shield and touched her shoulder with his sword.

She scowled. Their gazes locked, and through that look, he touched her mind and broke the block
she had againgt him with apiercing whistle. All the emotions she'd suppressed flooded from behind the
block—humiliation, rejection, anger.

Alexas eyes widened. She stumbled back. He let her go. She shook her head. Her face, her stance,
her fighting changed.

Firelit her eyes. Energy crackled around her.
"Youjerk!" she screamed.

He didn't know what the second word meant, or many of the following words, and had no timeto
think as sherushed to himin afury, her sword moving faster than hiseye could see.

He reacted on ingtinct and thanked the Song for hisyears of training. He'd thought that she might
lose her concentration when angry, make mistakes he could take advantage of. The opposite wastrue.

Suddenly shewas there, totaly and completely enveloped in her Power, using it, channdingit,
fighting asno one hed ever seenin hislife.

Wham! A dap of her blade on his shield and he wasflat on his back gasping for air, her sword
swooping to his heart.

"Halt!" Luthan cried.

Her sword point tickled Bastien's chest. He wondered if she was going to carve something on him.
One of those words she'd shouted.

She glanced at L uthan and sneered, stared down at Bastien with the same expression. It sat oddly
on her features.

"l won't lose contral," she sad.

Chevdiersand Marshalls poured into the yard, but they al kept a distance from her. She glowed
jade.

Asfar as Bastien was concerned, she'd aready lost control. And too damn bad it hadn't beenin bed
ingead of inafight.

A cackle of bird-laughter came from the feycoocu.
"| cameto the Castle to apologize," Bastien said.

Shelaughed and threw her sword into the air. It spun high, twirled and sparkled in the light,
plummeted down and did into the sheath at her sdewith atiny snick. Bastien had never seen thelike.



The shadows of the onlookers, which had been nearing, faded back.

Alexaput her hands on her hips and laughed some more. Then she shook her head, turned on her
hedl and swaggered away.

Luthan loomed over Bagtien. "Wall, brother, | would say that you brought the lady full into her
Power."

L uthan stretched out ahand and Bastien took it, let his brother help him to hisfeet.
"Y ou continue to push your luck, and by all the Songsthat sound in the Universe, you are lucky.”

Since Luthan wastdler than Bastien, he could pull off thetrick of their father's and stare down his
nose. "You areintrouble,” Luthan said cheerfully. "And it will be fun to see you get out of it. It's evident
to al—" he swept ahand at the observers "—that you somehow, somewhen became intimate with our
new Marshdl. And despite your usua charm, you did not endear yoursdlf to her. Wewill dl be watching
to see how and if you can fix thislatest mess of yours.”

"Goto hdl," Bastien mumbled, and limped to the gate.

Shefdt great. Asif shed drunk some amazing dixir that had flowed through every vein, sSmmered
down every nerveto energize it. When she took off her helm, despite damp swet, her hair sood straight
out with the static eectricity and sheliked it. She grinned and danced down the corridorsto the stairsto
her suite, and when anyone saw her, they got out of her way.

She amost wanted to meet Reynardus. She thought she could beat him now. She sure had beaten
the pants off hisno-good son. It had felt redly great, and in doing o, it was asiif everything she knew of
Lladranaand al the quditiesthat she'd carried from home had clicked together and made her whole.

Flexing her fingers, she saw the outline of faint blue from her dipsin the jerir, then the jade green of
herself. Y ep. She done good.

Sheraced up the stairs and into her rooms, and Umillawas there, bobbing and smiling and helping
her with her clothes. The maid seemed to be as happy as she was—sensing her victory, maybe. Alexa
didn't think the gossip of her great win would have reached Umilla by now, but who knew?

Before she went into the bathroom to shower, Alexa carefully penned anote to Luthan. "1 want my
good food. Now." She put it in an envelope and turned it over. Placing her finger on the front she thought
of Luthan's coat of arms and it appeared etched into the envelope in color. She handed the missive to
Umillafor delivery, then hit the bathroom.

Oh yeah, shefdt good. She'd whomped both of Reynarduss sonsin different waystoday. Soon
sheld take on the old tiger himsdif.

Back in hisroomsin Horseshoe Hall, Bastien was grateful that Urvey kept hissnickeringto a
minimum. The squire gasped when he saw the state of Bastien's bodly.

"| told you that you were lucky not to come aong with me," Bastien said to the openmouthed boy.
Urvey glanced away but his chin jutted.

Bastien sighed. "I'm going to bathe. | know you're good with horses—do you have one?!

Gaze hopeful, Urvey met hiseyes. "No."



"A friend of mineisbringing three” Two had been for himsdlf, thethird agift for Alexa, Snce Fierre
believed it a better mount for her than the one the Marshdls had provided. But it would be agood
incentive for the teen to have hisown horse. "The sorrel will be yours.™

"Thankd"
"Take care of them, and me, and | will send for an old volaran for you to learnto fly on.”

Theyouth's eyeswerefilling with tears as Bastien hurried to the communa Chevalier bathin
Horseshoe Hall.

18

As Badtien gtripped and waded into the medium-hot pool in the basement of Horseshoe Hall, he
suffered the joking comments on hisscarsand hislatest loss.

On the whole, held spent alot of time with the independent Chevaliers, or the minor nobles, like
himsda f—knights who were the most dissatisfied with the progress of the Marshdlsin repairing the
fenceposts and defending the [and.

He leaned back, closed his eyes and let the water lap over him. He'd decided to win Alexa. The
idea had snuck up and clobbered him when sheld walked away from the training ground.

Everything within him told him that Lladrana needed this woman. Hed joined the mgority in thet.
The best way she could be incorporated into L ladrana was to be Paired. So he'd had to decide whether
to Pair with her and live with the machinations of the Marshalls, or cut the bond between them so she
could Pair with another man.

The thought of her body shuddering in climax under any other man'signited a storm of jealousy
within Bagtien. HE'd been the first one to have mind- and body-shattering sex with her, and he wanted to



keep it that way. He felt possessive. Jeal ousy and possessiveness weren't emotions he admired or
wanted to fed, but they were undeniable dl the same.

Soaking with other men and women, he sensed their underlying excitement that the rogue of the
Chevdierswould soon beinsde the Marshdls inner circle. They were proud of him too, an emotion that
threw him alittle snce hed only ever fdt it from his brother.

And as usud, as soon as he thought of his brother, the man appeared. He took in the common bath
withitsdingy brown walls and puddies on the concrete floor with a pained glance.

Since Luthan had alarge estate and was the heir to Reynardus, as well as being the former
Representative of the Chevaliers and now the Representative of the Singer, he had a suite in the Nobles
Apartments of the Castle. Still, Luthan stripped, folded and placed his clothes on one of the stone shelves
along the side of the room, and sank into the heated water next to Bastien. The others who had been
sharing the pool with Bastien discreetly withdrew.

Luthan moaned in contentment, leaned his head back on the round stone neck-rim and closed his
eyes. Bagtien smiled at the al-too-human sound.

"Thethings| do for you, brother," Luthan said.

"Thisbath isn't too troublesome. | know for afact that the water is hotter and the minerds more
efficacious than in the Castle buildings proper.”

No answer.
"And | don't recall asking you to do anything for me."

Luthan's eyes opened and he pinned asharp stare on Bastien. "Y ou always press your luck. | don't
know how you get away with it." Then he smiled. "But sometimesyou dont. Thet fight in the training yard
will be remembered for along time. The stuff of tales around encampment fires."

Bagtien grunted.

Luthan continued. "1 trust you have an ideato win her back. Y ou know, there's betting going on as
to how long it will take."

Bastien shifted and leaned his head back too. "I hope you put your zhiv on me, and for tonight. |
have awonderful idea, onethat will get meinto her suite tonight. Once | am in her suite, | am hopeful the
Pair bond will hdp me out.”

To hisamazement, L uthan scowled. "Tonight Alyekais dining on sweetcheese and roast dinfais fowl
and drinking teafrom theidand of Brasser."

"Isthat 30? What time?"
"In about an hour."
Bagtien nodded. "That will do. | will join her."

L uthan groaned again, thistime with disgust. "That was what Faucon was feeding her when | saved
her from seduction. It cost amonth's worth of my estate profits to replicate that mea. Now you will
partake. | should have known."

"Y ou realy shouldn't do me so many favors, brother. But my thanks," Bastien said softly.



"l was sure shewould fal to hischarmsthat night,” Luthan said. "Her concentration was al on him.
Ever since she returned from her travels, she's been looking around. Y ou met her then, right?”

"Yes. | handled it badly. The afterward | handled badly. | was my usud superb sdf in bed.”

Luthan grinned. "Y ou must have truly bungled, for her to be so angry that she wanted to skewer
you."

"Huh."

"Be careful of Father. Hewon't take this newswell."

"I know. He wrote me off as an acceptable son along time ago.”
"Don't underestimate him. Don't push your luck."

"I'll try not to."

An hour later, dressed in anew surcoat of his colors of midnight blue and silver, over equaly new
trousers and shirt, Bastien srummed the doorharp on Alexa's suite. He was allittle surprised when Umilla
opened the door a crack. HE'd heard, of course, that Alexa had chosen the black-and-white asa
personad maid, but had thought Umillawould never retain the post. The woman had fractured energy
pulses that she hadn't been able to work around as Bagtien had done. Black-and-whites often had mental
problems.

But Umillaheld hersdf with pride.

"May | se Alexa?'

Umillagave him asharp look. "Y ou say her nameright.”
"So do you. We are more flexible."

She studied him. Y ou are whole, now, together."
"Alexadid that for me."

Umillashuddered. "I am happy as| am.”

"Each to hisown." Bastien wasn't about to tell the woman he hadn't exactly agreed to the changein
his circumstances. After examining the entire matter from every angle, he knew that Alexa had felt guilty
in curing him without his consent. He could use that too. "Please, just ask her to come to the door to

speak to me."
Umillalooked at his offering. "Shewill like those." She closed the door on him.

Bastien couldn't hear Alexas dragging footsteps, but sensed them. Whatever exultation sheld known
after trouncing him was gone.

Thelittle square door at his eyelevel opened. She wastoo short to be seen. "What do you want?"

"Alexa"" Helilted her name. "I have abouquet of the first spring flowers gathered from my estate
and yours. Don't you wish to see what grows on your land?'

Therewas silence. A great wistfulness emanated from her. He watched the peephole and saw her



face bob up and down asif she stood on tiptoe, then relaxed, then pushed up again.
"They're beautiful" came from behind the thick door.

She sighed. People often sSighed around Bagtien—usualy a sign that he/d worn them down and hed
get what he wanted. The door swung open.

Shewaslovely. Her hair fascinated him, light and slver and so fineit lifted from her head with her
Power. He gave her the flowers. She cradled them like a baby and buried her nose in the scent of them,
then stroked a petd or two.

"Can you forgive me?' he asked, voice low.
"What do you want?'

"Toliewith you and live with you and Pair with you." His own words scared him, and he wished
with dl hisheart they were having this conversation in bed, where it would have been so much easier.

"Don't want much, do you? The sex was great, but you screwed up after.”
Hewinced. "I know. | waswary of dl the circumstances. Can we talk about this over dinner?”

She snorted. "Everyonein the Castle knows that Luthan provided my meal tonight." She glanced
back and to her left. "He wasn't stingy. There's enough for three." She turned and disappeared into the
narrow curving hallway that led to the bedroom and sitting room. The small passage was a security
measure.

Since sheleft the door open, Bastien took thisfor grudging invitation, stepped into the little hallway
and closed the door behind him. Three? Umillamust be joining them. Odd, but endearing. Harder for him
to woo Alexa, though.

"We could continue to have great sex—" Alexas voice came from the right"—but | don't know
about the living together. Y ou don't like the Marshdls.”

He turned and followed the rounded wall until he reached another open door. "I think the Marshals
are secretive and far too proud. | don't have to like them to work with them. There are severd
Chevdiers| don't carefor that | often team with.”

"| seg" she said over her shoulder.

He'd been in other Tower suites that were arranged like this one. Thisroom waslarge and
wedge-shaped, comprising the right side of the Tower. Lush, layered rugs covered the stone floor and
tapestries hung between the windows on thewall. A huge painting of Alexas house graced the wall
separating the room from the rest of the Tower. Behind that wall was the bathroom that connected to the
bedroom.

Bastien crossed to the table situated near the outer wall. The tablecloth was cream-colored damask
with purple napkins laying under heavy silverware. Three places were set, and avase for the flowers sat
inthe middle of the table. He thought the tegpot had been moved from the middle to the side.

Like everything of Alexas, theroom was dightly different from any hed been in. The atmosphere
was imbued with her Song, the furniture set in a cozy pattern, but one that differed from any Chevalier or
noble arrangement.



Discreetly he glanced around. No wine, no de—only tea. Wdll, the food would make up for the
lack of drink.

"Too many flowersfor that vase, Umilla. Maybe | can have another vase for my bedside table?!
asked Alexa, halving the bouquet and putting one bunch on aside table.

Umillagtared a the vase and the flowers and frowned, asif she il tried to figure out whether they'd
fit. Then she screwed up her face.

AsAlexaarranged the rest of the flowersin the vase with surprisng artistry, Umillasaid, "I told
Bastien'sboy. Hewill bring another vase. One that will look good in the bedroom.”

"Thank you, Umilla" Alexasaid, then glanced at Bastien. ™Y our boy?'

"My squire, Urvey."

"Oh, Urvey. | know him. | didn't know he was your squire. | thought Faucon had taken him on."
"Hesmine" Bagtien amiled ruefully. "Timeto live up to my responghilities, | think.”

That brought an approving look from her, but he wanted more, needed more if he was going to
overcome his previous mistake and grace her bed tonight.

"Y our stableman, Pierre, isdoing methe favor of bringing in ahorsefor him. Urvey isgood with
horses. | have no quamsin giving him one of my steeds.”

She sent him asharp glance asif unsure of hismotives.
Hesmiled.

"Y ou going to seat me?" asked Umilla, standing in front of an ornately carved wooden chair with a
plush velvet seet. The sweetcheese in pastry, now on the table, seamed with atantalizing odor.

Badtien swallowed and crossed to seat Umilla.

She smiled up a him, her eyes wickedly sharp. She would never lose this position, and she would
aways claim whatever prerogatives the Exotique would grant, against all class and tradition. He bowed
his head in acceptance. She was a Power in Alexaslife. Another black-and-white had found her true
place— and with the Exotique.

When he turned to Alexa, she'd dready seated hersalf. She looked a him with congdering eyes,
though the Song between them had taken on awarmer tone, aricher note. She liked him, at least. That
and the sex would be agood basis. If he didn't make amistake. If he could bring some grace into the
process of winning her again.

He sat, unfolded his purple linen ngpkin and laid it on hislap.
"Badtien will sing the thanks to the Song, tonight,” Umillasaid.

His eyeswidened. He cleared histhroat and stared at the cooling sweetcheese, trying to think of a
short gratitude. A brief one thanking the Song for the bounty of the land and good friends came to mind
and rustily he opened his mouth and sang.

When helooked at Alexa, she was blinking her eyes. The Song had had an effect on her—a
softening effect! Well, of course only those who truly gppreciated music would be Summoned.



He served her firgt, then Umilla, then himsdf. Asthefirst bite of swestcheese mdted in hismouth, he
thought to thank his brother aswell.

They had nearly finished the sweetcheese when the doorharp sounded.

Umillas brows dipped, then she smiled. "That is Urvey with another vase." She stood.

"One moment.” Alexawhisked the last wedge of pastry encrusted cheese onto aplate.

Bastien had been eyeing it, wondering if it would be rude to snaich. She handed the plate to Umilla
"Givethisto Urvey for hiseffort.”

Umillanodded and left.

"Urvey probably has never tasted sweetcheesein hislife," murmured Bastien, listening to asurprised
and pleased exclamation from hissquire.

"S0?7" Alexa stood and placed the top set of dishesinto a basket.
"S0 you are generous to your servants.”

"Lladranahas aclass sructure. I'm gtill figuring out the ramifications and the fluidity of it. You area
second son, but have an estate of your own?'

"One of my mother's minor properties. My father would not et loose aclod of dirt that belongsto
him."

Her smilewas sharp. "He has had to, lately.”
Bastien'stemper rose as he recdled the story of Reynardus shooting magic at her, and thefine.

Alexatilted her head. "Y ou are considered an independent Chevalier. Do you get most of your
income from your estate, or what? | have a Chevdier of my own, Pascal. I'm paying for histraining and
gave himavolaran. But | know some Chevaliersfight for gold and are mercenaries.” She frowned as she
mangled the last word.

Umillaentered the room with alarge, lustrous purple vase, and disappeared into the bathroom to fill
it with weter.

"Some Chevaliers are associated with a noble landowner, who sends them to fight, like your

"He'svery young and will only win hisvolaran reinsin acouple of days. | plan on sending him to my
edtate to become familiar with it.”

"A good idea."
"And other Chevdiers?' Alexaasked.

" Some are minor nobles, some magjor nobles who have Chevdiers under them. Some knightsfight
for pay." Heleaned forward. "But we all believein defending Lladrana.”

Alexafrowned. "No corrupt Chevdiersat dl?'

"Perhaps one or two. On the whole, no."



Her gaze shot to him and he felt her mind probe. He dlowed it through his upper layers.

"If we stay together," she said with a heavy accent. 'Y ou must promise to be honest. Not to lie. |
must be ableto trust you."

She looked out the window at the twilight landscape. " After— at the inn, when we woke up that
morning, you weren't nice, but you were honest."

Bagtien winced. "|—"

Umillatraipsed in, beaming. "It'sfull of water and be-spelled so the flowerswill stay pretty longer.”
She thrust the vase dripping with water into Alexa's hands.

"Very good." Alexalooked at the vase and sighed.

"Wheat troubles you, sweeting?' Bastien asked.

Her expression didn't lighten as her gaze moved to him. "I'm tired of purple.”
"If we Pair, we can choose our own color.”

She snorted. "A stupid reason for Pairing.” She wiped down the vase with her napkin, picked up the
other bunch of flowers, arranged them with nimble fingers and walked into the bedroom.

Bastien watched the sway of her hips, unlike the walk of other women, then found Umillastaring at
him, gnawing her lipsin thought. He felt the brush of her Power.

"Y ou could be good for her,” Umillasaid.
"Good for me?Hal" said Alexa, entering the room.

Umillalooked back and forth from Alexato him. "Y ou have asex bond,” she said. "Not a
blood-bond yet, but it can grow.”

Alexasat down and gestured to Umillato serve the next course. "How do blood-bonds happen?’

"Through the sharing of blood," Bastien said matter-of-factly, accepting that thiswould be the
strangest dinner conversation he'd ever had. That amused and intrigued him, much as did the woman
hersdif.

"| guessed that. What does that mean, exactly?"

The scent of perfectly roasted dinfais made Bastien's mouth water.
"Light or dark meat?' asked Umilla.

"Dark," said Bagtien.

"Light," said Alexa

"And | like both because | am ablack-and-white." Umillagiggled. A moment later al three plates
had a serving of fowl and amedley of tender steamed vegetables. Umilla sat.

"Blood-bonds?' prompted Alexa.
"Blood-bonds are those of Paired people, or those who need to work closaly together with amental



and emotiond tie, like the Marshdls. | have ablood-bond with my family, since we share blood.”
"Obvioudy." Alexapopped abite of dinfaisinto her mouth and closed her eyeswith pleasure.

Bastien's body stirred at the sight of her, so he distracted himsdlf by taking hisfirst bite. Asthe tasty,
moist meset fdll apart in his mouth he hummed in satisfaction.

"So good!" Alexawhispered. "The best med I've eaten here.”
"Metoo," said Umilla
Alexasmiled &t her.

Umillasaid, "The Marshdlstried to make you Pair with someone the morning after you arrived.
They gave you the Choosing drug, then took you to the Great Hall and wanted you to bond with
someonethere.”

Alexaput her fork down and stared at her food. Bastien guessed the memory was bad enough to
affect her appetite.

"Drink." He poured teainto adelicate cup. "Savor your tea."
Shedid.

He drank too. Thetea's flavor was something held never had— must be a specid variety. He till
wished hehad ae.

"A bunch of nasty men attended the Choosing,” Umilla continued, naming them. "No one nice, o of
course Alexadidn't Choose or Pair.”

More anger roiled in hisgut. Not one of those men would treat awoman well. Alexahad
surmounted more obstacles than he'd realized, and he had only made her journey harder. Shame joined
the anger. He reached for his own tea cup and took a swallow.

"But some good nobles have been taking her out lately.” Umilladished hersdf more dinfas.

Alexaseyesmet his, green and steady and wary. "A blood-bond is more important than just a sex
bond, then? Will you want a blood-bond?’

His pulseroared in his ears. Such a huge sep. "It might come naturaly.”
Her face lightened with curiosity. "How?"

"If we arefighting the same enemy and both bloody our hands at the sametime and clasp
hands—al so a blood-bond.”

She scrunched up her face and said aword he'd never heard. " Eeeeanvwww.”

He stared as she gulped more tea, then he ate a bite of vegetables and continued. "Or if we both get
wounded and our blood mingles, another type of blood-bond.”

"All those?' asked Umilla. "'l didn't know that."

"The Binding, ritua blood-bond, where our veins are cut and our armstied together for aday and a
night for the blood to mingle and we say vows—that isthe strongest.”



"But you won't ask that of me." The words rushed from Alexa

"No." He shouldn't have been disgppointed a her sigh of relief snce he didn't want such abond, but
he was.

For therest of the medl, he kept the conversation light. Helped Umillawith the serving and clearing,
judged the rhythm of the event, and finally spoke at the best time—after Alexadrained her first cup of
tea.

"Wak and talk with me" hesad.
"Where?'

"How about down to Castleton? | have anew chain-mail tunic waiting for me at the blacksmith'sthat
| told him I'd pick up tonight.”

Alexas browsrose. "Taking me away from the Castle?!
Badtien smiled easily. "That'sright. We can talk about whatever you like."

She propped her ebow on the table and set her chinin her pam, studying him. "Interesting strategy,”
shesad. "Taking. Instead of trying to remain herein my rooms and seduce me."

With his Power he kept the hesat that wanted to redden his cheeks from showing. He took her hand
and lifted her fingersto hislips. "Well get to the seduction. Later tonight,” he whispered. Her increased
pulse made him smile. She didn't withdraw her hand so he nibbled her fingertips.

A moment later he stood, pulled her to her feet and tucked her hand in hisarm. "Let'swalk.”
"All right."

Umillahurried to the wardrobe and returned with Alexas cloak. Bastien took it from her. Standing
before Alexa, he draped it around her, touching her nape, her arms, even above her breagts. All thewhile
he held her eyes. Shadows of hurt and caution and yearning showed in her gaze.

He ran athumb over her cheekbone. I won't hurt you again.”

She stepped away coolly and leveled a serious gaze at him. "Don't promise what you can't deliver. |
don't want—" She grimaced and shook her head, obvioudy frustrated with her lack of vocabulary.

"No bread crust promises, easily broken," Bastien said. Giving in to temptation, he closed hisfingers
over ahandful of her hair. It waslike holding silk, soft and tickling againgt his pam, not the heavier,
coarser slver hair that mogt Lladranans had. "No bedroom promises, made at the height of sex and
lasting no longer than the act.”

Slowly, hetipped her head back and lowered hislipsto hers, stopping just before they touched,
enjoying her dight breath that brushed hislips. He closed his eyes and knew with Alexa he could weave
each stroke of fingers, each touch, each kissinto the choreography of aforma dance, important and
essentia and perfect.

Umillagrunted and Bagtien straightened.
"Let'sgo,” Umillasaid. She was dressed for the cool night too.

Narrowing hiseyes, Bagtien said, "Y ou arent invited." He hurried Alexafrom her suite.



Umilla chanted a clean-up spell, then followed them. Bastien frowned as she joined them on the
tower landing.

"I will vigit my friend Crin. Hesthefarrier for the Castle,” Umillaannounced with pride.
"Go, Umilla" Alexagrinned.

The serving woman patted Alexa's shoulder. "Black-and-whites are excdllent lovers. It'sthe energy
fluctuations. Y ou are in good hands with Bastien. The feycoocu trusts him too." She hurried down the
dairs.

Alexalooked up a Bastien. "What'sa'farrier'?"
"Fari-er," he pronounced. "A person who makes shoesfor horses and volarans.”

"Thank you. Y ou don't make me fed stupid when | ask questions. That'sgood.” Her expression
turned serious. ™Y ou must promise to be honest. Y ou didn't, before.”
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Badtien took both her handsin his own, enveloping them, warming them, liking the tune that hummed
between them with layers of budding friendship, heating passon. He stared down into her eyes.

"l promise”
More harmony was added to the melody between them. They both shivered.

He kept her close as they descended the stairs from her tower. "I want you. All thetime I've been
gpart, I've wanted you. More than just sex. More than the notes that tied us when you cleared my flaw."
Heled her into the yard and down the paved wak. "More than the bass rhythm that rolled between us



snceyou saved my life.”
She caught her breath, glanced a him.

"l remember," he said. "Y our beautiful eyes. The strength of your will. Y our unusud Power. It was
likeadream for awhile, but then | found the stream of notes between us and knew the experience had
been real. Even then, | thought more about you than any other woman in my life."

They waked down Temple Ward and through the gate to the Lower Ward. Bastien gestured to the
right where Horseshoe Close and Hall was reached through a short passage about three horseswide.

Alexagtrode over to the alley and peered down it. "It'sinteresting.” She sighed. "I've been here
more than amonth and till haven't explored dl the Castle, let done Castleton.”

Badtien squeezed her hand. " Tl me.”
"Y ouwont laugh?'

"Y ou're an Exotique, strangeto dl of Lladrana. I'm ablack-and-white, never fully accepted either.
We are both seen as.. .different.” He meant what he said.

"Not worse. Not lower. Just different,” she said.

"es"

"] doubt that | can do what the Marshalls and Chevaliers have Summoned me hereto do.”
"Andthat is?'

She laughed shortly. "Defend Lladrana. Find the way to make new fenceposts, mend and rePower
the boundaries so Lladrana has secure borders again. Maybe even kill al the mongters. | don't know. |
think they expect everything of me.”

He drew her closeto hisbody, until their clothes brushed and they shared their heat. Since she didn't
meet his gaze, he spoke to the top of her head. "I don't expect anything of you."

Alexa stepped away, face remote again, and he hated it.

"Wrong," shesaid. "Y ou expect meto be your lover, your Pair, to be of usein your angry
one-upmanship with your father and the other Marshdls."

"No!" Heframed her facein his hands, tilted it upward to meet hisgaze. "I won't deny that there will
betimesthat | will goad my father. I'm human, and if | wereto promiseyou I'd never spur him, I'd lie,
because | know my emotionswill carry me away now and again. And I'll tell you that | will prod the
Marshdlsto change, but | think you want that too. We can work together on that. We can be together,
work together. That'swhat aPair bond is."

Her gaze examined hisface, her mind touched his, explored—shefelt hisemotions, hisdesirefor
her, to live with her. To be with her.

She amiled, stood on tiptoe to brush hislips. "Wecantry."

Huge, giddy relief washed through him. He kept her right hand and urged her through the lower gate
and down the path to Castleton.



They didn't talk, but there wasn't sillence between them. Their Song bloomed and grew, twined
around them, connected them. The me ody wasrich and varied, with lilting measures aswell as crashing
chords. Already they'd shared life-altering experiences, aready they were journeying on a path together.
Bastien intended that journey to be long and sweet. And full of grace.

Since he wanted only her company, and wanted her in bed as soon as possible, Bastien took the
shortcut to the armorer and kept the transaction brief. From the interested |ook in the man's eyeswhen
he saw Alexa, Bastien judged the tale of their training combat had reached the town and held just given
the man anew ingalment in agood story.

When they |eft, he carried hismail under hisarm. Alexatook very little steps. HEd shortened his
gtride to match hers, but the rippling desire inside him mounted each moment and the path to the Castle
had never felt so long.

They were just out of the town gates when they were hailed. "Marshdl, Chevaier Vauxveau!"

Bastien cursed under his breath and Alexa amiled, sensing hisimpatience. Sheredly didn't want this
peaceful time between them to end either.

She turned to see ayoung man about the age of Urvey, but with an air of confidence and a hedlthier
aspect, hurry toward them.

He bowed. "Will you come with me, please?"

Bagtien'shand dipped up to her elbow, and he bent in a gesture both courteous and protective.
Some sort of guy-body-language that had an intrigued gleam showing in the teen's eyes.

"He'sthe journeyman of Sevair Masif, a Guildmaster of the Town.”

Sherecadled Masif, the man who had interrupted the Marshalls at the Nom de Nom. He'd taken a
jerir bath, and he'd destroyed the Mockers.

Bagtien had aready begun following the youth. "Masf isagood man. Smart.”
"l agree.”
Badtien scowled. "Y ouve met him?”

Alexalifted her chin. "He brought metea." Or arranged for the Trademaster to ddliver it. "He's
young and personable.”

More muttering from Bastien, then he pasted on asmile and said, "A good friend to the Chevdiers.
"Inwhat way?" Alexaasked.

A faint smile curved Bagtien'slips. "He kegps us apprised of what's going on in the Town and
whatever helearnsis happening in the Castle—with a different perspective. Also, when thereare
disputes between townsfolk and the Chevaliers, he usualy is one of the cam heads on the side of the
townspeople that prevails. Hes an arbitrator.”

"You mugt know himwell, then.”
Badtien laughed. "Are you hinting that | might have been in abrawl or two?!

"Would you rather | say it sraight out? And how many brawls have you been in? How many times



hauled before an arbitrator?”
He shrugged. "I can't recall. Masif isafriend of my brother'stoo.”

Alexagot theideafrom Bastien's tone that the Guildmaster was not afriend of Reynarduss. "He
doesn't see eye to eye with your father?”

"Let'ssay that heisaforward-thinking man, one willing to explore new idess, like most Chevdiers
and Citymagters, and unlike the Marshallswho are stuck in old mind-sets.”

"Hmm," Alexasaid. Shewas il figuring out what might be traditiona and customary and what was
consdered breathtakingly innovative.

They turned a corner into asquare that was rimmed with lampposts consisting of large glowing
crystals atop meta poles. The neighborhood seemed to be prosperous, maybe even more than upper
middle-class, mayberich. The houses were dl three stories, made of stone, and some had bay windows.
Each door was painted a different color.

Assherecdled, Masif seemed to bein hisearly thirties— young like Luthan and Bastien to have
such responsihilities and status. A definite contrast in age to the Marshdls, who dl seemed to be sixty or
older. She supposed age and wedlth and Power— magica and monetary—clustered together herein
Lladrana as often asthey did on Earth.

"He'sastonemason?' she asked as they walked aong the square. A large, green park wasin the
center, with trees blossoming, including a copse of brithenwood. The scent was heady, yet comforting.

"More, he'sabrilliant architect. If you have any Exotique ideas about building on to your home, hed
be agood oneto see. Like | said, aman willing to think in new ways."

Asdways, the mention of her house made awarmth bloom inside her. She had ahome. Land. She
was making a placefor hersdlf here.

The young man stopped at asmall walkway up to stone stairs and alovely stone house. He opened
the door and ushered themiin.

A beautiful chanddier with dim, pointed white crystasilluminated asmdl entryway. Thewalswere
hung with bright tapestries of forest scenes. Alexadidn't have time to study them before they were shown
into alibrary.

It was acomfortable room full of wooden bookcases and rich carpets. On the desk was anest pile
of papersthat looked like areport, and nothing el se.

Asthey entered, Masf himsdlf stood in the center of agrouping of two large chairsand asmal
couch near thefire.

Alexaliked the room alot, though it seemed asif everything was a shade too neat, too precisaly
placed. Still, she took mental notes so she could compare her own library to this one. She wanted one as

homey.
"Please, gt. Refreshments?' Masf asked.

"No, thank you," Bastien said. He seated her and sat himsdlf, then gave Masif some guy-look that
made the man look amused.



"I'll get right to the point, then,” Masif said, and sat once more.

"We are concerned about some missing people _ The Citymasters have been divided regarding
whether to bother the Marshd s with the discrepancies, but | believe we have a problem.” He gestured to
the papers on his desk. "It appears that the disappearances started with animals—pets or food
animas—then escadated to children, the dderly, then adultsin their prime.”

Bastien tensed beside her. "How many people?!

Masif tapped steepled fingers together. " Twenty confirmed disappearances of people. About twice
thet of animals.”

"Bad," said Badtien.

"Y es. It seemsthe horrors have touched us here—something more than the frinks or Mockers. We
don't know what. Our Lorebooks don't record anything more threatening. It isinteresting that the area
first affected was near the place where the Marshal and | disposed of the Mockers.”

Masf met her eyesfor thefirs time. They shared that memory.
Bastien draped hisarm around Alexas shoulders. Masif smiled.
Bastien traced circles on her shoulder.

"Y ou think it might be something associated with the Mockers?"

"I don't know." He glanced again toward the report. "Buit it isinteresting that no one was designated
missing during acertain time period.”

"Yes?' Badtien asked.

"When Marshd| Alyekawas away from the Cagtle on her travels" Masif said softly. "The
disappearances resumed when she returned. And they seem to be increasing exponentialy.”

When Bastien's face went tight, he looked remarkably like his brother, even abit like hisfather,
Alexathought.

"Whatever it iswill have to get through meto touch her,” Bastien said.

"l can seethat.” Masif nodded. "Good. The onething dl the Magtersin dl the City and Town
gatherings agree on isthat Marshal Alyekaisaboonto Lladrana"

Joan of Arc again. Alexa suppressed asigh.

Masif smiled and looked much younger, more approachable. "I don't recall if | said it before,
Marshdl, but welcometo Lladrana”

"Thank you." Alexainclined her heed.

Bastien drummed hisfingers on her shoulder, tugged at her hair abit, like hewasthinking hard. "1
don't know if you've heard..."

Masif's gaze sharpened.

"The Chevdiers of the Fidd have seen dreeths near battles.”



Alexahad seen pictures of dreeths—huge, bloated pterodactyl-things—in a L orebook. She shifted
alittle closer to Bagtien.

The Citymaster paled under his golden skin. "Dreeths," he breathed. "No. We haven't heard this.
Things are getting worse. These strange vanishings. Dreeths. The horrors areinvading our land.” Stern
agan, hiseyesmet hers, then Badtien's. "We must stop this. At any cost.”

"l agree. I'll let Lady Hallard and my brother Luthan know of your concerns.” Standing, Bagtien
pulled Alexato her feet.

Masif frowned as he rose. "Do you think we should notify the Sorcerers and Sorceresses of the
Towe?!

A crack of laughter escaped Bagtien. "1'd wager they aready know. Who speaks to them on behalf
of the citiesand towns?"'

Grimacing, Masf said, "Weve expected the Marshdlsto do that for us. Either we will haveto
appoint a spokesperson or you will have to ensure the Marshalls earn our trust again.”

"We're doing our best, but it'sa dow process," Bastien said.
"Onelag thing," Masif sad.

"Yes?' Bagtien asked.

"There have a so been accounts of an unusud gray dust—"

Something in histone chilled her to the bone. Visions of Mockers and frinks and people being
sucked dry until their bodies turned into dust particles sped through Alexas mind. Since the two men
were unnaturaly quiet, musclestensed, she got the idea they imagined the same thing.

"Bad," said Bastien.

Masif nodded. "Very bad."

"WEell take care of it," Alexasaid, not knowing why she said it, where the words came from.
"Of coursewewill," said Masif. "Of course," Bastien echoed.

Their wak back up to the Castle was different from their stroll down to the Town. The silence wore
on her.

"Badtien," shesad.

He looked down at her and squeezed her hand. "Y es?"

Shelicked her lips. "l think | know what sort of horror it might be. | think | ranintoit.”
"What!" All his attention focused on her.

She sensed hismagic rising.

"That night at theinn, The Singer's Hand, | ran into something. It was like aspider'sweb in anarrow
passage. It tried to smother me, but | fought it off. | thought... | don't know that | did think about it."
Sheld been foolishly obsessing over Bastien the next day, then had forgotten about the web-thing. "1



suppose | thought it was aregular bad-magic thing that 1 didn't know about but everyone ese did.”

Bastien swore. Hisface took on an underlying palor. He pulled her close in ahug. His hands rubbed
up and down her back. "The things you don't know scare me. Well keep our eyes out for this beast.”

He kissed her hard, then released her and they walked faster now up to the Castle. Alexatried not
to think, not to visualize or extrapolate what had happened to the towns sheld visited. Not to worry
whether something €lse was after her now.

Even though it was late when they reached the Castle, Alexaingsted on speaking to the Marshdls
about Masif's news. She consdered it agood omen that they were al bathing together in the main baths.
She stedled herself to undress and briefly appear naked before them.

The main bath was the turquoise and white one where Alexa had been drugged. Because of that
memory and because there was usualy someone from the Noble Apartments or one of the Marshalls
there when she wanted to bathe privately, she usualy showered. She didn't think she'd ever be
comfortable bathing publicly in mixed company.

So shewas brisk in her undressing, but still knew that her skin was so pae that blue veins showed
under her skin—veinsthat were never seen in Lladranans. Her nipples were different-colored, and her
pubic hair was now as silver asthe hair on her head. Her coloring made people sare—even the
Marshdls. And when Bastien stopped his undressing to watch her every move, it made her blush—and
that was even more interesting from everyone's point of view but her own.

She jumped into the water asif it was dways the way she entered a bathing pool and she didn't care
where the splash flew.

Finaly she was sttled in, with Bastien besde her. She glanced from Bagtien to hisfather,
Reynardus, noting the scars on both their bodies, the blue aurafrom the jerir that seemed easier to seein
the risng steam. Even though she knew Reynardus had braved the jerir twice and Bastien only once,
Bagtien'saurawas thicker, stronger. Wild magic.

He must have caught the tenor of her thoughts because he tugged at astrand of her silver hair and
sad, "You glow like ablue star. Awesome. Perfect.”

She snorted, not bdieving that for an ingtant. Then she sucked in adeep breath and told the
Marshdlsof therr littletrip to Town and the visit with Sevair Masif.

Faith, the Loremarshall, frowned and suddenly abook plopped gently onto the water, floating, green
leather cover closed.

Alexacould read thetitle! Even curlicued lettersin gold didn't stop her. It said Lorebook of
Monsters. Shebit her lip and did down alittle so the steam masked the stinging in her eyes. She had so
missed reading!

"Not agreat ded of information,” Faith said, then addressed the book. "Unseen horror apparently
able to manifest deep in Lladranain the towns and cities and able to move from place to place,
gpparently feeding on animals then children then adults, gpparently gaining strength, gpparently leaving no
trace except gray dust.”

The book quivered, sending out tiny ripples of water. The cover opened and smacked the water, the
pages riffled themsalves to the end, then back, then fluttered to a halt near the end of the book. Water
beaded on the pages, then ran off into the bath.



Alexagtared. Nobody seemed to think afloating book with waterproof pages was anything unusual.
Wow. Again wow. Would wonders never cease? If she stayed in Lladranathe rest of her life, shefigured
some magic would surprise her every day.

The Marshdls drifted over to the book. "Johnsawill image for me," Faith said.

Johnsa, Faith's Sword, touched the tip of her forefinger to the drawing. Her finger and the page
glowed red, then athree-dimensional image consolidated in the middle of the poal. It looked like anasty
gray cocoon.

Faith summed up the information in acool voice. "Thisisatournpench, and it meets most of the
qudifications stated above. The Lorebook of Mongtersis arranged by threat. Asyou can see, thisoneis
near the end of the book, essentially aminor evil on theleve of asnipper. Itisof little threat to any being
with three strands of silver at one temple, which would include most of the middle class of townsfolk and
above. The tournpench is not considered ahorror from over the border, but something manifesting from
amiasmaof magic in acertain neighborhood or town. Asit grows stronger, it can move." She frowned.
"Thisnotesit should move more dowly than Alyeka reported.”

" Something generated by atown. That would make it none of our affair, and Town or City
business" Reynardus said.

"| agree,”" Johnsasaid, and let the image fade.
Reynardus raised his eyebrows. "Does anyone not agree?"

No one spoke. Alexastruggled with an uneasy fedling. What they said didn't fed right, but she was
S0 new to her magic that she couldn't describe why.

Badgtien snorted, stood and walked to the pool's steps, immediately distracting Alexa. God, what an
assthe man had! His back was less scarred than hisfront. Figured, he'd aways be oneto face his
enemies head-on—though from the way heirritated people, she would have expected to see aknife scar
inhisback Hetook adark blue robe from one of those hanging on ahook in apillar, wrapped himsalf
init and stared back at the Marshdls.

"Youlot are as unhelpful asever.” Then he switched hisattention to Alexa, and smiled dowly.

She thought the pool heated ten degrees with that smile. He retrieved another robe and she saw that
it was alot shorter than the others. And purple.

She was torn between pride that she had arobelike the rest of the Marshalls and resignation that no
one had asked her if she wanted a purple one.

Gritting her teeth and trying to gppear supremely unconcerned at her nudity, she got out of the
water. Bastien whipped the robe around her and tied the belt, then dropped a kiss on her wet head.

"We must hurry and leave. I'd rather not display the aroused state of my body to everyonein the
room," he whigpered huskily. "Good thing these robes are thick.”

Herolled their discarded clothesinto the parcel with his new mail tunic and hustled her from the
chamber.

They walked through the Castle hand in hand. Barefoot, wet-headed and only covered in the robe,
Alexashould have been cold. Instead her body was heated with the anticipation of lovemaking.



Bastien bent hishead. "Y ou hurried too quickly into and out of the bathing poal. | didn't get to see
my fill of you. Only enough to tempt me beyond reason.”

Her heart thumped harder and alow, insstent ache settled insde. She was panting by the time they
entered her suite.

He dropped the parcel jingling to the floor and crowded her back against the wall. Sipping both
hands inside her robe, he covered her nipples. She sensed he watched her face, but the small room was
too dark for her to see him. Slowly his hands moved over her breasts, then histhumbs and forefingers
lightly pinched her nipples. Magic combined with sizzling pleasure and shot straight to her core, exploding
her into aquick orgasm. She cried out and gripped his shoulders.

Her release a his hands, at the smallest of love play made Bagtien fed more powerful than at any
other timein hislife. He could drive thiswoman, this unique and specia woman, to pesk with atouch.
Her heart pounding under his hand, her ragged breathing and little pleasure whimpers drove hisown
passion beyond ddightful need to aching desperation.

Her skin was pae, her auraglowed blue, her Power jade green, in melting layersthat dazzled him.
The scent of her was so dluring that he doubted he would ever tire of it, knew hed haveto lick the sheen
of perspiration from her body, just to pull the taste of her degp insde him.

Ashewould soon be degp inside her. Hisblood roared in hisveins, drummed in hisears until he
was deef, blind, and could only touch and smell her.

Agony and ecdtasy.

Helifted her, so light, S0 soft, so exquisitely exotic, and wrapped her legs around hiswaist. He
wanted her lower, much lower, but had to kiss her now. With burning lips he found her cheek, glided his
mouth to hers, did histongue dong her lips. Jolted from her the taste of passion.

No control. None. He yanked the belt of hisrobe open, brought her onto him. Plunged into her
deep.

She sang a Song of rising desire and he had to have her. Magic and body, heart and soul. Her Song
plucked dl hisown chords, pulled a his magic to blend with hers.

Heforged into her, retreated, lunged deep again, the rhythm and beat and Power nothing he'd felt
before, nothing he could deny. Her hands convulsed around his shoulders, nails digging in. He had to
taste her mouth as she climaxed, had to drink her Song into himsdlf. Hiswild magic burst free and he
shuddered, pouring dl of himsdlf into her.

That night he shared himsdf with her as he'd done with no other. He fulfilled unrecognized desires.
Only sensation, only loving, only intimacy mattered.
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If Alexaopened her eyes, sheld see sunlight—and she wasn't ready for the day.

"I'm sorry," Bastien whispered. Thelightest of butterfly touches flowed into her mind with thelilting
melody reverberating between them. Though his voice was rough with morning, waves of tenderness
flowed to her from him, along with his gentle caress on her shoulder.

No use pretending she was adeep. No use pretending either, that there was no Pair link between
them. The Song ran true and strong. She opened her eyesto see him on hisside, leaning toward her,
eyesintense. Suddenly the strangeness of him, of the bond, of everything hit her and she scrambled out
of bed. She grabbed a throw and draped it around hersalf. Alexa didn't know what he was gpologizing
for and didn't think she wanted to know. Her face heated as she recalled everything they'd doneto each
other in the dark.

"Good, fine," she squeaked. She looked around. Where was Sinafin when Alexa needed her asa
digraction?

He stacked a couple of pillows and plumped them up, then sank back on them with asigh, ill
gtaring at her. The covers rode downward and exposed his muscular torso.

"I'm sorry that | ran from you the last time we had loving, just as you're trying to distance yourself
now. It'salittle fearsome, isn't it, being so close to a person—physicaly, mentaly, emotiondly?"

Hiswords were loud and distinct in her mind, in her ears. Lladranan, but better than before. The
floor seemed to tilt under her feet. Shelet go of her tunic and grabbed the bedpost. "Lladranan. The
language, it's even clearer now. | think I'm getting nuances, inflections, connotations. Whew!" And
because she could, she knew how heavy her accent was. She wanted to plop down on the bed, but it
was too damn high.



Bagtien sat up, set hishands on her waist and lifted her back to the bed beside him with no magic,
sheer muscle. Another daunting thing—that he was so strong. She'd have to grab on to her
self-confidence, hard, or he'd overwhelm her.

He looked smug.
Hisarm came around her waist and pulled her close. "I'm sorry | ran. It wasrude.”

He brushed a soft kiss on her mouth and her insides clutched at the taste of him. With every word,
every gentle caress, shefet her options narrowing, felt more herded down a specific path.

"Shh." Hislarge hand stroked down her back. "Don't be afraid. Thiswill come out dl right.”

She fought to keep her inward trembling from showing and wondered how often the shock of being
in an dien culture would overwhelm her.

"So | am sorry | ran from the Situation. That was my worst fault with you, but not the only thing |
must gpologizefor.”

Thewarmth of hisbody comforted her. She could deal with this new turn of events, she knew it, she
just needed alittle time. Being so intimate with another could be a good thing, cement her statusin
Lladrana. The night before, hed been so easy to talk to, so understanding. Maybe she could give him the
benefit of the doubt. After all, there was no denying how far they'd explored each other. It hadn't been
just sex.

He set her back in the curve of hisarm, then tipped up her chin so her eyes met his. Since histouch
was gentle, one she could bresk easily, shelet him doit.

"I'm dso sorry that | never thanked you for saving my life.”

She dipped her head. "Y ou're welcome. Last night, you said you remembered. | didn't think you
could."

Bastien chuckled, stroked her cheek with histhumb. "Not remember such aface, the color of
cream? Not recal such hair, so light and fine? Such striking eyes?’

Sheblinked. "1 think you're trying to use charm on me."
Hissmilewassmply sunning. “Isit working?"
IIMwmII

Hekissed her again, alittle harder, alittle deeper. ™Y our charm works on metoo. Y our many
charms”

Thedarm claxon shrieked. Alexawas out of bed and dressed in two minutes, padding, mail and all,
and heading toward the door, when Bastien snagged her arm.

"Wait."
"l can't." She gruggled againg hisgrip.
"Wait! You are Paired now, and so am |. We are Paired."

Alexafroze. "Wefight together?'



"Yes," hesaid doud. Urvey, my gear, now! hemind-caled, and Alexaheard him.
Thiswould take getting used to.

Since she was waiting, she did some stretches. Wearing chain mail hampered a person, even though
itwasmagicaly "lightened.” She loosened her baton and her sword in their sheaths.

Sinafin zoomed in through the window, no longer apretty red bird with along tail, but a hawk, ready
tofight.

Jumpy a being made to stay when sheitched to go, Alexa demanded, "Where have you been?’ It
wasthefirst time sheld ever asked. Sheld dways figured Sinafin was entitled to her privacy.

The bird stared at her, at Bastien who strode to the door to open it for Urvey. Good. You have
composed a Pairing Song between you. Now we will seereal results!

"Y eah, sure." Today would be the day. The day shewas no longer just Marshall Alexa. The
upcoming battle would determine her status once and for dl, and the longer she had to wait, the more
anxious she became. It was SO much easier to get into the middle of afight and et her physica and
magicd training take over.

Shewent into her ditting room, where Urvey was garbing Bastien. Big, strong, tough. Her breath
clogged in her throat. She waslooking at amaein his prime, aman ready to defend hisland with hislife.
It didn't matter that she was clothed the same way, shefdt aprima wave of attraction of the femalefor a
strong male protector. She shook her head at her reaction. She was aliberated woman, but her
hormones kept tingling.

Bastien wore his new chain mail and amidnight-blue surcoat. The surcoat had his coat of amsand
her purple flower embroidered oniit. Alexainhaed shakily. Paired. Thisman would work with her, fight
with her, defend her. And she would do the same. Even now she felt the degp humming of the tune
between them, signifying the bond that would make them ateam as good as any of the Chevdier Pairs.
Their energy would mix well, providing them both with strength; their communication would be flawless.

Asheraised hisarmsfor Urvey to buckle his swordbelt on, Bastien winked.
Alexatried asmile.

He grinned, then lowered his arms and settled his sword in place. Alexawondered which baton he
would choosg, if he Tested to be aMarshall. She was sure held pass. But would he want to Test? She
frowned. He'd made no bones about not caring for the Marshalls. How would he work with hisfather?
How would they?

She started her degp-breathing cycle, raising her magic, and knew that she and Bastien would
outperform Reynardus and Ivrog. Perhaps even Thedliaand Partis.

Bagtien strode over, spursjingling. His hands were still bare, as were hers. He grasped her fingers
and brought both her handsto hislips, kissed her fingers, then released them and donned hisflying
gloves. "Ready to go, Pairling?'

Alexamade her amile brighter. "Of course." Sheld rather crawl back into bed—or under it.

When they flew above the new incursion, they saw two groups of Chevadiers battling some
horrors—dayers and renders, with only one soul-sucker. A few yards down the border, about fifteen
monsters ran from the rocky outcroppings of their own land into Lladrana. Alexa gasped. Thiswasthe



largest conglomeration of evil beasts sheld seen sSince coming to Lladrana
She pointed, and Bastien nodded, hisface grim. His volaran plummeted down near the new horrors.

Badtien's volaran whirled, dove, pirouetted—and lost Alexa. The flying horse's horrified neigh
matched Bastien's clutching heart. He could not lose her, not after they'd had so very few minutes
together.

Alexafound hersdf airborne. She drew in ahuge breath of sharp, cold air and let it out in ashrilling
"Eek" that wasaso aspdll.

It dowed her descent, and seemed to dow time too, so she could think.

Being alousy rider and flier, she'd known this would happen. Maybe often. So she and Madame
had prepared for the worst. When Madame had asked what she would naturally say in the circumstances
and Alexahad let out her "eek," Madame had looked appalled. Alexaadways knew Madame was a
tough cookie, but that had confirmed it. No doubt, Madame, if sheld been so clumsy astofal off a
horse, would have chanted "float like afeather.” Alexajust figured "eek” was better than " shiiit."

Sheld hit the ground and rall, had to be ready to fight.
Midair she pulled her broadsword, be-spelled to be light and magica and very, very sharp.

She cut off upraised paws, then cleaved the render's body in two furry halves as her feet hit the
earth. She blocked out the sight of spurting dark blood, of mutilated monster parts. The kill had steadied
her landing. She spun and her sword diced the abdomen of the dayer open, pilling dimy green guts.

Hearing acry, sheran toward it, panting, scanning her path for monsters. Thedia shouted again, and
took the head off a soul-sucker. The monster crumpled.

It materialized from adark thickening of theair, wings flapping with adow, scaley thunder.
"Dreeth!" Faith screamed.
The pterodactyl-thing dove for the largest volaran on the field—Badtien's.

Then Alexawas there, beforeit, encompassed by it, dashing itsleathery underbelly, hacking at a
wickedly clawed ankle. She didn't know how to fight it. Didn't know anything save it was huge and its
gtench choked her and she wasterrified it would kill her and if shekilled it first it would fall and crush her.
Her baton flew to her left hand. She stepped in, closer to the underbelly.

Alexa! Bastien shouted-sang in her ear. A whirlwind of Power snapped between them, sounding
like the roar of acannon, blinding her, deafening her, bathing her in an eerie green aura.

She jammed the flaming end of her baton into the dreeth. "Diel" she screamed, and flung al that she
had, al that she was, and dl she could of Bagtien, into the command-spdll, pouring the dark horror of
Power into its convulsing body until blackness claimed her.

It'sfalling! Help me get her! Bastien cried, desperate to link with the Marshdls and save hislover.

Power flooded into him, more than held ever had even in hiswildest times of uncontrolled magic. He
pulled his short-sword and directed the Power. "Burn!™ he commanded. The sword did, and when he
thrust it into amembraned wing, the dreeth went up like torched parchment. Bastien jumped from his
volaran, scooped up his fallen woman—she was so small!'—and ran from the flaming monster, which was



burning likeasmal tower.

Hisvolaran caught him by his neck and took off, carrying Bastien and hislady, flying only afew feet
from the ground and then landing in the midst of the gathered Marshalls.

Badtien sank to the ground, cradling Alexa. She was pae, but breathing, dive and strong—he knew
that from their link, the Song that reverberated to the depths of hismind, his heart. Her hand till curled
around the Jade Baton, which looked completely unharmed. A marvel.

"Congratulations!" Reynardus grinned and dapped Bastien on the shoulder. ™Y ou have found your
fate, Shield Badtien."

Thedliasent Reynardus adirty look. "It has never been adishonor for aman to bea Shidld, for a
team to be female Sword and mae Shield.”

"Of coursenot," Reynardus said, histone clearly indicating the opposite.

Settling Alexamore comfortably in hisarms, Bastien used trembling fingers to smooth her slver hair
back from her face. Then he narrowed his eyes and looked up at hisfather with an equally mean grin,
baring histeeth.

"It'sbeen along, long time sinceaMarshdl Pair has brought down adreeth.”

Reynardus frowned. Before he could speak, Faith said, "Three centuries, since the last one
appeared. A bad sign that it has come now."

"But it isthe biggest and the best of thekills" He glanced to where the flying monster still burned
aily, ashig asahouse. "l claim the besk tip for my mate, Exotique Alexa Swordmarshall of the Jade
Baton of Honor, and al the teeth that remain from the beak for necklacesfor her and mysdf.” To taunt
hisfather. "To be used asdaily ornaments.”

Partis placed a hand on Alexas forehead; he was the Marshall most skilled in medicine. "Power
conduit concussion. Emotiond turmoil from the battle Pairing.”" Just plain shock fromterror, he added
slently to Bastien. " Shelll wake when she's better, but | doubt it will be before late thisevening. I'd say
that during one of those three immersionsin thejerir—"now he sent asmirk at Reynardus "—Alyeka
swallowed some of the stuff. It had to have helped her somehow." He stood and leaned on his staff. Like
everyone e se, he watched the dreeth burn.

Faith dipped her arm around her mate, Johnsa. "'l think both the dreeth's acid sac and its heart
remain after it burns." Faith gnawed &t her lip. "I know dl the remains have great Power, but what, | don't
recdl. | wish | had my books," she muttered.

Thedlialaughed and squeezed Bastien's shoulder. "Whether you keep the remnants of the dreeth for
their Power, or not, you do have the option of salling them to a Sorcerer or Sorceress. I'm sure they'd go
for afortune. Y ou are avery wedthy man, now, Bastien.”

"From what | know of her, my mate will only want to keep onetooth,” Bastien muttered, ill
groking Alexas hair, histhumb brushing the pulsein her temple to comfort himsdf. "I'm alucky man. If
therés any part of thewing left, I'd like to have it mounted and hung in the Hall of the Marshadls. The best
prizeintheHal."

Reynardus grunted and walked away, caling for hisvolaran.

"Chevdiersareariving,” Thediasad.



For thefirgt time, Bastien realized how short the battle had been. A smdl group of renders, dayers
and soul-suckers, outnumbered by the Marshalls, had been easily defeated. Then the dreeth...

L uthan strode up to them. Lady Hallard looked at the rest of the Chevaliers surrounding the burning
dreeth wigtfully, then at the group of Marshalls, set her shoulders and followed L uthan.

"Isshedl right?" Luthan asked.

Badtien stood with Alexain hisarms. Hewasn't going to let go of her. "She'sfine, just deeping off
the shock of her first dreeth kill," he said with pride.

Luthan's eyes nearly bulged from his sockets, making Bastien laugh, easing histension. " She killed
the dreeth?’

"Yes, with thisfair hand.” Bagtien indicated her fingers il holding the Jade Baton.
L uthan scrutinized the baton. "It looks no different.”

"Interesting, eh?' Bastien inhaed deeply. "She'sa Sword. I'm aShidd.”

"Good!"

Bastien blinked.

"Y ou have too many scarsasit is, have been injured too often, too deeply.” Luthan chuckled at
Badtien'srelieved face. "Do you redly think anyone will even think to call you a coward, brother?*
Luthan shrugged. "And if they do, you can awayswear your ugly soul-sucker hat."

Feeling cheered, Bagtien whistled his hat to his head. The brim shaded his eyes so he could get a
better look at the flaming dreeth and the ever-increasing crowd of Chevaliers as he waked to hisvolaran.
Reluctantly, he handed Alexato his brother while he soothed his volaran, checked its strength and energy
for the flight back to the Castle, and mounted. He scowled when L uthan continued to cuddle Alexa

"A very nice armful, not quite as lean and tough as most Chevaliers. Very womanly," Luthan said.
"Give her back!" Atop hisvolaran, Bastien held out hisarmsfor hiswoman.

L uthan laughed and helped Badtien arrange the limp Alexain front of him, tying them together with
spdlsusing protection and love. "Y ou arewel and truly Paired,” Luthan said.

Badtien settled his mate againgt himself, felt better with her body in hisarms.

"When areyou going to Test for Marsha|?' asked Luthan.

Unlike every other time this question had been aimed at him during hislife, Bastien remained silent.
"It'sthe only way to protect her, you know."

Bastien shuddered, remembering the curving beak of the dreeth bouncing off the shield hed used to
envelop Alexa, the punishing blow he'd taken. Better than the beak piercing her back. He recaled the
awful, searing wetness of the acid the dreeth spewed, which would have covered her. Only hisshied had
saved her. Only their Pair bond, and the energy of the Pairing experience.

“I'll think about Tegting for Marshall," he said, breaking alifetime vow to himsdif.



Luthan eyed the dreeth bonfire, obvioudy wanting to take agood look. "A thing that big should burn
al day—maybe tonight too. Nasty for the land beneath, though. Think that | learned somewherethat only
those who killed it are able to handle the remains. Those trophies will be safe enough until you return.”

That'swhat Bastien thought.

Grinning up at him, Luthan swatted the volaran on the rump. "Be interesting to see what baton you
pick, little brother.”

Badtien grinned a him. "Get log."

Under the sharp eyes of Sinafin as warhawk, and of Umilla, Bastien undressed Alexa, clothed her
limp body in adeegp-shift, and put her into abed warmed by a spell and stacked with down comforters.

He sat next to her for awhile, holding her hand, forcing hisjumping heart and spiking emotionsto
cam. Seeing her in battle had been an enlightening and frightening experience, something he wasn't used
to. He had good friends, and his brother, but he had never feared for them when they fought. He trusted
the Song that they would come through—even after losing a childhood friend to the horrors.

But Alexawas different—very closeto being a part of him now. Though he hadn't ever feared too
much for himself, accepting if he died it would be at the right time, he was terrified for her.

Luthan wasright. The best way to protect her wasto be afull Marshdl himsdlf, but if he dwelt on
that ideafor very long it would make him sick. So he got up and got moving. If it had to be done, get it
done now.

Alexamurmured in distress as he pulled his hand away, moved restlesdly.

"Slegp, now. You are safe and will remain so. | promise you.”

"Badtien,” shesighed.

"Yes, Parling. Seep.”

Ashemoved away, Umillatook his seat. Sinafin clicked her beak in gpprova, her eyes gleaming.

He squared his shoulders and left hislover's suite, winding down the gairs and to the Marshals
Council Room, wherethey al proceeded to dissect the battle.

Alexatossed and turned, but the dream images came, vivid and redl. Bastien was marching to the
Marshalls, ready to confront them about something. Shetried to surface from the cocoon of deep, but
her mind and body protested and she was too weary.

Still, shetried to follow him, to help him. Or just be with him. Shefdt thewarmth of hissmile.

/ thought to do this without you, by myself. For my own pride. He mocked himsdlf. But you're
here. | should have known that the tune playing between us wouldn't allow for such an important
experience to be suffered alone.

I'm not here. I'mdreaming, shesaid solemnly.
Ah, isthat the case? He sounded genuinely amused.

Yes. Shewanted to nod, but she was adleep after dl, so she squeezed the pillow tighter. It was so
warm and comfortable here and she sensed she'd be facing a dreadful memory if she woke. She was



tired, so tired she didn't want to open her eyes.
That's right, Bastien crooned. Stay here in the back of my mind, within reach, and sleep.
That sounded contradictory, but she didn't have the energy to ask what new magic was at work.
/ cherish your presence, hesad.

A very wonderful dream, she said as more than the bed gave her warmth—his words and the
connection and theincredible feding sang insde her.

Bastien felt Alexasink into deeper deep. Hed try to spare her histurmoil aslong as he could. Hed
dedt with hiswild magic al hislife; sometimes control had been possible, sometimes nat. It occurred to
him that handling Alexawould be very much like handling hiswild magic—she would sometimes be
completely incaculable. He grinned. Life would be congtantly interesting. So this wasthe destiny the
Song had had in sorefor him dl hislife,

But held lingered outside the door of the Marshalls Chamber long enough. Timeto face hisfate. He
strummed the doorharp back and forth and gave the door arhythmic rap.

"Enter," said the cold voice of hisfather Reynardus.

Bastien opened the door and strolled in. Late afternoon light poured through the narrow,
many-paned windows, illuminating the room and making the Marshalslook like an artist's study of
privilege and power. He swept abow, sent a glance around the table, then cocked his hip and hooked
histhumbsin hisbelt.

"I've cometo Test for Marshdl.”

"Blessings" murmured Thedlia. "It's about time one of my godsonsdid that.”
Hegrinned. "Too bad it isn't Luthan, eh, Godmama Thedia?"

She pokered up as he'd expected.

"Song seemsto direct Luthan'sflight path in another direction.” Her brow knit. "But intheend, |
think hell beaMarshdl too."

Reynardusrose. "Y ou, a black-and-white, wish to Test for Marshdl."
Bastien frowned. "No one told me you had hearing problems.”
A gtifled choking came from Mace.

Faith, the historian, stood. "I vote we accept the applicant for Marshdl Testing and proceed with the
Tedtsthis evening and tonight, so the outcome will be determined immediately.”

"| agree" said Thedia
"And |," agreed Partis.
"Yes" sad Bastien'suncle Ivrog, Shidd to Reynardus, surprising Bastien.

He scrutinized his uncle and found the man's eyes clear of drink, unclouded, even keen. With
aurprise, Badtien redlized his uncle was no longer adrunkard. Bastien opened his mind to the familia link.



Hisfather's tune wasloud, strong, angry. His uncle's melody sounded like arushing river, with depths
Bastien had never consdered.

Alexamurmured inhismind, Ivrog is a good man.

A new surprise. Somehow Alexaand Ivrog had met, and Bastien could hear smple notes
exchanged between them.

Reynardus stood aonein his opinion, and Bastien experienced another flash of understanding. His
father had been on his own and againgt the Marshadls most of the time lately. No wonder the man was so
irritable—precious control was being stripped from him.

With athump, alarge Lorebook landed on the table in front of Faith, along with a sheet of
parchment that looked like alist, and abox that rattled.

"Any objectionsto the Testing of Bastien Vauxveau for Marshd|?' asked Thedia
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All the Marshdlsin the Council Room stared at Bastien. Silence for ten heartbeatsincreased his
tension and caused Alexato rise from dozing.

Finadly, Reynardus .
"l will be Notator for the Tests," Faith said.
No one disagreed.

"There are severd different proceduresfor Testing an applicant,” Faith continued, looking a Bastien,
"and you may choose which process you want usto follow. Thefirst way of Testing isfor you to choose



three character Test tokens from the box at random—your choice of Testsis seen asindications from the

Shelooked at him.

He figured the Song had meddled in hislife enough and more roughly than held liked. He rocked on
his heds and smiled. "No, thank you."

"We have a standard Testing combination we vary from applicant to applicant.” She flipped apage
in the Lorebook. "We last used combination six, so we would use combination seven.”

Seven had never been alucky number for him. Hedd lost many dice games throwing seven. Still
amiling, he shook his head. "Can't we make it up aswe go dong?"

Thedliablew out an audible breath. "The Vauxveaus are ever contrary, every one of them.”
"Thank you." Bastien nodded at her.

"A possibility," Faith said, "but the last resort. So unstructured.”

"And the Marshalls are ever structured,” Bastien said.

Faith plowed on. "Since you are dready Paired with a Sword, you can take the same Testsas she,
or opposite—"

"Yes." That rang true. Struck theright chord inside him.
Faith raised her brows. "Which?'

"ThesameasAlexa," Bastien said.

"Any objections?' asked Faith.

Silence.

Now Reynardus smiled faintly, and something fluttered in Bastien's gut. If he thought fast, maybe he
could direct this process. He recaled Alexa had bested—xkilled—Defau Disparu. "The late
Swordmarshal Digparu Tested Alexasfighting ability. | stand ready to be Tested that way."

More quiet. The Marshdls exchanged unhappy glances.

"I've proven mysdlf inthefidd. | am every bit thewarrior my Lady Swordmarshall is" Bastien said
coolly. "I match Alexa—ian't that what Pairs do? Match?'

Bastien's use of her name brought her back from dozing to her dream. Fighting. Field. Warriors.
He wastaking about her? Alexa Fitzwalter? Asawarrior? She took amoment in her odd dream to
ponder this. Was she? Sheld fought al her life to get what she wanted. Sheld waged civilized war through
law school and had planned on tough but bloodless fighting throughout her life—as an attorney. Sheld
believed in her old career. Visons of renders and soul-suckers and dayers and the dreeth curdled her
guts. But sheimagined them al too well invading the village on her land, setting fire to her home, and a
hard, fierce burning flared in her core. She would never dlow it. She would fight to the last drop of her
blood to stop that. To keep her home safe. To keep Bastien safe.

In her dream, she missed aremark from Reynardus, but knew it had been snide.



Bastien laughed shortly. "Then | will balance her inexperience. | am aseasoned warrior.” A lightness
lit the tone of his mind. He began to gtrip, turning ady gazeto Faith, the historian. "I believe | heard once
that one Marshall Test of field experience was counting the number of scars. | have agoodly number of
scars.” Hethrew his shirt on the table, pointed to asmall white knot a the sde of the ring finger of hisleft
hand. "Well call this'one." Hefrowned. "I've had it for several years—I think | got it when my childhood
friend and | fought two armored snippers.”

It was dl before her in those scars—the recollection of the quick, nasty fight with "lesser monsters
over theyears,”" the cheerful, mae competition with hislost friend—alossthat ill echoed grief inhis
thoughts. Her mind whirled, trying to grasp the new information. Then her dream eyes focused on his
body, hisbeautiful, muscular frame under dreadfully scarred skin, and she whimpered. Her resolve
flamed white-blue-jade-green hot and was imprinted on her soul. She would never let him be hurt again,
not if she could stop it.

Hislaugh rippled atunein her head. HEd never let her stand in front of him if he could prevent it.
They'd fly into the field together. They'd battle together. They'd triumph together.

"Oh, put your shirt back on, Bastien. I'm sure you have a hundred battle scars,” Thediasad
irritably. She glanced at Faith. "That was the accepted figure, wasit not?"

Faith cleared her throat, turned a page of the Lorebook. "Actualy, it was amerefifty.”

Bastien chuckled and pulled his shirt on. " So much for the fighting experience Test." He struck a
pose. "What's next?"'

"Power," breathed Partis.
Bastien'sface dtered subtly. Hed had Power dl hislife. Fragmented Power as a black-and-white.
Everyone looked at his stresked hair.

No wonder hisfather smirked. Bastien had had problems controlling his Power, especidly in new
Stuations. He didn't know what Alexas Test of Power had been, but reasoned it must have been very
difficult. Bastien swalowed. Alexawas stronger than them al in Power. He set hisjaw. But he was
whole now—the flaw that had fragmented and blew hisinherent magic wild in al directions had been
mended by Alexa. He should be able to handle anything the Marshalls could dream up.

Reynardus steepled hisfingers, tapped them together, smiled arenderlike amile. "An aombdl,” he
sad softly. "Make usan atombal.”

Merde! It could drain him for days. It would take days.
That's not right. Alexasdeepy voice was querulousin hismind.
Shh, rest, he sad, pulling histhoughts from her.

"I've never made an atomball." Hadn't known anyone who had, hadn't known the Marshdlshad. He
gestured to Faith. "If the Lorebook hasingtructions, I'd like to glance at them.”

Snafin! Alexascdl echoedin hismind.

The pages of the book riffled themselves, then stopped. Bastien stepped up to scan it. Essentidly it
came down to gathering his Power, compressing it, separating it from himsdf and making it into avisble
gphere, viable as aweagpon. He had anasty ideahow the Marshalls had used it in Testing Alexa. He took



the anger at the thought to make the core of the ball, white hot. No one would ever do such thingsto her
again. Not while he lived.

"Thereisno way asngle person could make an atomball of the small size and great Power that our
Circledid. Let us set asize and amplitudefor this Test,"” Thedliasaid.

"Agreed,” said Mace. "The szetofit in my large shooting-star?*

Bastien concentrated on histask, gathering his Power. The size of a shooting-star, the round, spiked
wegpon a the end of achain linked to a club, should be within hisreach. Just.

"Fine" Reynardus said, and Bastien added to hisball the spurt of anger he felt a the smug tone.

Reynardus didn't think he could do it. Probably thought Bastien had dready lost, snce he was
unnaturdly quiet. The core was coming adong nicely, though.

"Strength?" asked Partis. "What if it lifts Mace's shooting-star to the table?!
Bastien set histeeth against a groan, added more Power.

"Tothecaling," Reynardussad silkily.

"Midway thelength of the windows," Thedlia countered.

"Done" Reynardus said with satisfaction.

Hest gathered in Bastien asheraised hisenergy level and poured dl his Power into the forming
atomball. He should have swesated, but he used that bit of energy from his poresto go inward to the
congtruct.

The doorharp sounded a scale—with notes above and below what were set by the strings. Ping! A
weight settled on his shoulder, but he kept steadily layering the ball. From the corner of hiseye he saw a
warhawk with bright pink eyes. The shapeshifter. Sinafin. For amoment he lost the dippery bal, but
Sinafin snagged it with ease.

Let's put it outside you. Any more time inside you and it could do damage, the shapeshifter said
in asensibletone hed never heard from her.

He shut hiseyes and visudized sending the ball outsde himsdf in aflow of energy. He shuddered as
thelast bit pulled awvay. When he opened his eyesthe bal wasamisty yelow nimbusthe size of the huge
gong in the Temple, around awhite core the Size of hisfist. The center glowed near hisgut. He gritted his
teeth. Thiswas going to be hard.

She broadcast her next words to the Marshalls. You all had each other's help in making the
atomball, as well asthe ritual that brought in Power from the Song. The Song sent me to help
Bastien at thistime.

Bagtien sent hislaughter flashing into the ball—who was going to challenge her? And what would
happen if anyone did? Held been reckless enough to dare anything and yet he wouldn't think of
chdlenging the feycoocu.

No one spoke.

He panted now, compressing the sphere, sending the heat of hisbody to it, al the Power he could
eadly access.



All hisgtrength, al hisphysica reactions from the trembling of his musclesto the sweat that should
have beaded on his forehead went to the sphere. The task demanded aforced concentration from him
that he'd never used, never could have mastered when he was atrue black-and-white. Increment by
increment, the sun-yellow globe shrank. How could he succeed at this Test?

How could hefail ? If hefailed, he'd prove to the Marshdls, to hisfather, that he was weak and
usdless, confirm the opinion many had of him... That wash of humiliation shrank the ball agood four
inches. He sought to relax, to make sure any tension of his muscles went into the effort. Soon he swayed
on hisfe, fdt hisbdance going.

Sinafin's claws pricked his skin as she steadied him. / will link to your woman.
No! Sheisdrained enough from battling the dreeth.

The Song blessed her. Power gathers around her even as she sleeps. With every breath she
inhales energy motes and they live in her skin, merge with her cells. You will help her master and
wield her Power, but now you need her.

A trickle of energy, sweet energy buzzing from hislover, cameto him on athrenody. The additiond
strength had him push the sphere tighter. From the corner of hiseye, he saw severa Marshalls holding
their breaths. All attention was fixed on him. With dow wit, he located Mace's shooting-star. It had been
moved to within an inch of histoes, but he hadn't noticed how or when.

Sowly helet the bal descend from belt-buckle level—thiswas more of areleasing, addiberate
relaxation of his own energy, again sphoning to the atomball. Soon the yellow was amost in the round,
spiked iron, but adefinite rim of white-yellow showed. Bastien tried everything, visudizing himsdlf
packing asnowball between his hands, sending more Alexa-Power to it with fierce will, incipient
despair—any emotion that flitted to hismind. Y et adight glow remained.

The strain was too much, he couldn't hold it, couldn't force it into the wegpon, no matter how hard
he tried. He had nothing | eft.

Snafin's claws pierced his skin. He jerked, and his shout and his pain sped into the ball. The hawk
lifted her bloody foot and flicked droplets of deep red with unerring aim to the last shine of white.

The atomball vanished into the spiked iron. It brokeits chain, flew up, hit the celling, rained plaster,
fdl to thetable, hitting the wood and embedding with a thud.

When the glaze of exhaustion faded from his eyes, Bastien saw no onein the room. He blinked, then
noticed people huddling under the table. Humor returned. The Marshalls aways had fast reflexes.

"Playing with atombdlsis ever an interesting experience,” Partis said, hisvoice echoing from under
thetable.

Go freeit from the table, Snafin sad.

Bastien grinned weakly; he wasn't sure he could take the two stepsto thetable. Let them do it
themselves.

Sinafin stretched out awing and batted him around the head. He got amouthful of feathers.

I'mgoing, I'mgoing! Taking onelong stride, hefdll against the table. The shooting-star had made a
big dent and was implanted agood inch into the table. With spread fingers, he set both hands on the
wegpon and arched as energy Szzled back into him, setting his hair on end, top to toe. Merde!



The |eftover energy, Sndfinsaid smugly.

Ashe pulled the shooting-star from the table, the Marshalls once again took their seets, dl gazes
now on the wegpon. Not abit of energy leaked from it. No glow. But it hummed very low, nearly below
the hearing threshold.

Faith's pen scritched on the parchment. "Bastien Vauxveau passed his second Test. One of Power.
Itisthefirst timein the annas of the Lorebook that an applicant has made an atomball. The Marshdls
will be lucky to have him with us," she muttered.

Bastien stretched, shook out hisarms and legs, smiled at Mace, who was eyeing the chain and stick
of the shooting-star on the floor and the round spiked ball on the table. "Want your weapon of choice
back?' asked Bastien.

"| don't think s0," Mace said.

Shrugging, Bastien said, ™Y ou Marshalls can decide what to do with aspiked iron shooting-star that
containsan atomball. It was your idea, after dl.”

Sinafin cackled.
When Faith finished writing, she looked a Bagtien. "The next Test isof compassion.”

"Compasson,” hesnorted. "Asif you Marshalls, who think and Strategize big, are any to speak of
compassion.”

"How dare you criticize ud" thundered Reynardus, standing.

"Eadly. Y ou manipulated my lady. Even after she passed your Tests and became aMarshdll, you
forced her by your mistrust and your actionsto leave the Castle—she a stranger, an dien with no money,
and no knowledge of our land. And that isjust the latest of your exploits that show true compassion,” he
mocked.

Thedlids face pinched white, and most of the others gave someindication of discomfort. Good.
Badtien wasn't feding charitable.

"That mistake will haunt usforever. Collectively as Marshdlsand individudly,” Thediasghed.
"Asit should," Partis said. He met Bastien's gaze. "We regret our actions. We have no excuses.”

"We are not the ones being Tested here," Reynardus said. He looked to the windows where the
sunlight danted in low. "Evening comes. Let's continue with this.”

Thediarose and sailed gracefully around the table, passed Bastien and stood by the door.
"According to tradition, when the applicant appears and chooses the Tests, word is spread of hisname
and the Tests, and aspdllsong is placed on the Castle information board. | have been informed that we
have awitnesswho will testify to Bastien VVauxveau's compassion.”

Reynardus scowled. "Fast work by someone." He scraped back his chair and sat, frowning at the
atombdll.

"By severd someones, ho doubt,” Partissaid. "Bagtien iswell-liked.”

Thedlia opened the door latch and looked out. "Y ou may enter now."



Urvey marched into theroom, aroll of papersin hisfist. He wore Bagtien's colors, midnight blue
and slver. From the worn look of the clothes, they'd been atered from some of Bastien's castoffs. The
teenager appeared neet, clean and nervous.

Faith gestured to achair. "Y ou may St here”
Urvey thrugt therolls at Faith. " Statements by Chevaiersregarding Bastien's compassion.”

From where he stood, Bastien could smell the smoke and liquor on the papers. No doubt they'd
been passed around the Nom de Nom. He wondered what they said and if any of it wastrue.

"You'regoing to trust those? Trust him?" asked Reynardus.

Flipping through the pages, Faith glanced at him. "They've been sworn, witnessed and all sedled by
Lady Hallard, Representative of the Chevaiersto us." Faith plucked out a sheet. " She hasincluded
testimony of her own, ashas her flier, Marrec."

Bagtien couldn't remember any good deeds he'd done for those two. Maybe he'd been drunk at the
time. But on the whole he never conscioudy thought of doing good deeds.

"Asfor thisyoungster,” Partis said, "have we become so superior that we won't listen to what an
honest lad says?'

"Yes" sad Reynardus.

Thediasghed.

"Y our name and station?" asked Faith, ready with her feather pen.
"Urvey Novins. I'm Bagtien's squire.”

"l remember you, and | think we have dl seen you around the Castle. Tell your story, boy,” said
Mace.

Urvey shifted in his seet, then hdtingly explained his position as stable boy at the Nom de Nom,
talked about minor kindnesses Bagtien didn't recdl, and continued to the night Bastien had announced
that the jerir at the Castle was available to anyone who cared to avail themsalves of it.

"He came and he heped mein the jerir pool and he made me his squire," Urvey finished.

"But heleft you here, at the Castle, when he went back to the Fidd, left you to fend for yoursdlf,”
Faith said gently.

"Helet me stay in his gpartment in Horseshoe Hall, and he gave me money. Since hisreturn, he's
taught me squirdly things."

"Heleft you," Thediarepeated.

"He gave me gtatus. Just by alowing meto dip in thejerir with him. Just being in hisrooms made me
important enough for othersto pay attention to me." Urvey sat straighter in hischair. "A squire shows
initiative." Hischin jutted. "Maybe he wasjust Testing melikeyou are Testing him!™

Mace turned a chuckle into a cough.

Urvey met Bagtien's gaze. "He gave me more and believed in me more than anyone dseinmy life”



Urvey's chest swelled with pride. "Here | am talking to the Marshdlls of the Castle. | have clothes. |
have good food— | ate sweetcheesejust last night. | have ahorse of my own. Soon | will have flying
lessons and a volaran. Which of you would have done that for me? Which of you would have listened to
me before this day?'

His hair stuck out at uneven angles. He looked no more than what he'd been, a stable boy at arough
tavern. And helooked very, very young. Bastien sighed inwardly. He didn't know why he'd taken
responsbility for Urvey, but now that he had, the boy needed a decent haircut.

"I've heard enough,” Reynardus said.
"And|." Partisstone was cheerful.

Urvey stood and awkwardly bowed to the Marshdls. Bastien would need to teach him how to bow
too. Lessonsto Urvey and lessonsto Alexa. Hed become a preceptor. Who would have thought it.

Bastien clapped ahand on Urvey's shoulder. "Good job."

The teenager reddened, then grinned. He ducked hishead. "I'll bein our suite.”
Alexassuite. Bastien hadn't felt her in the back of hismind lately. "How is she?!
"She degps. Umillaweatches over her.”

"Tedting isin progress,” Reynardus reminded him.

AsUrvey |eft, Luthan opened the door and walked in. "'Is Urvey's testimony, aong with the other
witnessrolls, enough, or do | need to testify?'

"Y ou havetaes of Bagtien's compassion too?" Thedlia asked wearily.
"Many." Luthan beamed. "And | will be glad to spend al night in the telling of them.”
Macerolled hiseyes. "I don't want to hear every ingtance.”

"But," Luthan continued, "1 need only remind al of you what hgppensto your old volarans, too
wounded or too old to fly with the wild herds, and who aren't welcome on the lands of the noblesthey've
served. Or those volarans who have lost ahuman friend and don't wish to return to thewild. They go to
Badgtien. And Bastien supports them. What isthat if not compassion?”

"Wdl said." Faith made anote on her paper, set her pen aside and folded her hands. "' accept that
Bastien VVauxveau has shown a history of acceptable compassion during hislife. Any objectionsto
passing the gpplicant on this Tex?!

Reynardus grumbled under his breath. No one ese said anything.
Luthan said, "As Representative of the Singer, | will stay." He did into hischair.

Faith glanced down at the last item on her Testing chart. "L et us proceed to the greatest Test for
you, Bastien—teamwork."

A hitter retort rose in his mind on how he'd cooperated with independent Chevalier Pairs,
landowner units, noble corps. He stopped them on histongue.

Hisemotions roused Alexa. Shefdt the cost of hiscontrol. Bastien, do you need help? A wave of



deep threatened to pull her under, her body and mind demanding more rest.
Seep, Badtien urged.
It'sjust a dream, Alexasad.

Seep. You would be awake and hereif | needed you greatly, but | sense your mind and body
need more time to process the shock of fighting the dreeth, and creating the blood-bond.

You make no sense.

Seep! It was more than a suggestion, it had push behind it. She didn't want to face the memory of
being crushed, so she gaveinto thetide.

Badtien faced the Marshdlswith ahdf smile. Just the brief exchange with his deepy, supportive,
pliable woman made him fed better. He wished he was back with her in bed.

He thought of the next Tedt, teamwork. Merdel Alexawould have passed that one with flying
colors, while héd dways preferred individua fighting and only Paired temporarily and when absolutely
necessary for the battle.

"Do we have your attention again?' asked Reynardusin mock courtesy.

"l was sending my lady back to deep. We are Paired. She knew of my nerves and has been with me
thusfar.”

Mace snorted. "Nerves, hal"

"l will do anything for my mate. It isthe sole reason | am here before you now, Testing. Sheisa
Marshdl and you will not recognize me as her equa, even if she does, if | am not one, also. To be most
effective we must bein harmony and removing the distraction that | am not aMarshdl will do that." Hed
have more status, more influence when hewas aMarshall. He could protect her more.

Heloved her. He hadn't known what atrue, loving Pairing was before, didn't think anyone who
hadn't experienced it could understand how deeply it went. He straightened his shoulders, knowing what
he had to do to pass this next Test. He walked over to the table and offered his hand to hisfather.

"The best Test of teamwork would be to act as Shidld to the Swordmarshal with whom | have the
most problems. That meansyou.”

Reynardus's eyes widened in shock as he stared at Bagtien's offered hand. Bastien knew if they
teamed together the blood-bond between them would kick in—abond that would be unusua and
drange sinceit would bethefirst timein many years, the first time since Alexahad removed the
condtriction of his Power.

Bastien smiled easly. "There are dways lesser mongters creeping into Lladranathrough Sy Pass. It
isclose enough for this Test. Shal we go, Father?!

Hisfather stood, face stony. "No. | will not bond with you."

Why wasthisblow harder than the dreeth's? Bagtien hoped his humiliation didn't show. He set his
hand on hisbelt, curled hisfingers around tough leather until the edges nipped a hishand, grateful for the
gmd| pan.

Therest of the room seemed as shocked as he.



Reynardus said, "I am not sure thiswhole busnessistrue.” He gestured widdly. "All hislife, Bastien
has been arebd, he hasfought me, fought any rule that bound him, is one of those Chevaliersloudest in
his condemnation of us, the Marshdls. And | do not want his black-and-white mind touching my mind."

"Hedoesit for hislady,” Partismurmured into the slence. "Heis Paired. But you know nothing of
that, do you?Y ou can't comprehend that?"

Angry streaks of red showed under the skin of Reynardus's cheeks. "1 don't have that weakness."
"And | think it isawesknessto believe Pairing aweakness," Thediasad.

Swordmarshal Johnsa, Paired to Faith, stood. "Bastien Vauxveau and | are distantly related through
hismother'sline. | don't recall that we have ever linked to work together. Since | believe we al expected
Reynardus's sonsto be Swords, whenever we might have trained with them as Marshalls, we would have
Paired them with Shieldmarshdls. | will team with Bastien." She glanced at the windows, now red with
sunset. "Since night isfaling, perhaps we should use the Castle training grounds.” She dipped her head in
Bagtien's direction. "With your consent, of course, Chevdier Vauxveau."

Bastien matched her nod. "1 agree.” Hurt tightened hisinsdes, but held had alifetime of plodding on
through emotiond hurt inflicted by hisfather. He wouldn't think about it. Couldn't afford to. Thisevening
he would survive the Tegting. Tonight he would curve himself, body and mind, around Alexa, and they
would smooth this clash of chordsinto amelody that would ease the pain.

"l and my Shield will take thefield againgt you," Reynardus said, not even glancing at Ivrog for
acceptance.

Ivrog's mouth opened, then he shut it. His face went impassive, but Bastien sensed he was
displeased.

Teamwork. When had hisfather ever truly worked as an equa partner? Never. Hed aways been
the controlling partner of the Pair. That was not teamwork, and surely the Marshals knew it too, but
they'd ignored it dl these years. If it weren't for Alexa, Bastien would walk out of thisroom in disgust and
leave the Marshd|sto their fate.

Since he couldn't, Bastien wondered if he could exploit Reynarduss need for control in the coming
Test.

"Why don't we take to the ar—avolaran skirmish. With dreeths gppearing again, flying skillswill be
vitd." Badgtien amiled.

Reynardus froze. Bastien's volarans were superior to anyone else's.
"A good idea," Thediasad. Shewasgiving him an edge.
Johnsasfacelit up. "It will be a pleasure working with Bagtien on volaran-back."

"Abovethe Landing Fidd, then—it'sthe largest areq,” Thediasad. "I'll broadcast word that al
volaran landingsthis evening should divert to Horseshoe courtyard until Testing is done.”

Bastien nodded at Johnsa. "I'll meet you in Horseshoe Stables.”

Heturned on hished and l&ft, fingers curling in excitement. Hed won! There was no way Reynardus
and Ivrog could best him and Johnsa. Not when he and Johnsa were distant kin, not when hismagic
rolled through him, free but steady. Not when he had the best volaransin Lladrana. He laughed.



Something thunked on the door behind him.

22

"Pleasereturn, Bastien," cdled Mace from the other side of the Marshals Council Room door.

When Bastien reentered, he found Mace holding the atomball, looking irritatedly at new holesin the
door. "Thisball carriesyour blood. It is connected to you. It isyours.”

Bastien took the bdl. It hummed loudly in his hands, dmost like apurring cat. He hoped hisflush
didn't show. Thiswasalittle embarrassng. On the other hand, whatever the consequences of hismaking
the bl rested squarely on the Marshals shoulders.

"Do you want the chain and club attached again?' asked Mace.
In no scenario could Bastien imagine using ashooting-gar. "No."
"Very well. Remember that it is your weapon now," Mace said, and opened the door wide.

AsBadtien walked, the ball lifted from hishandsto trail behind him. At firgt it felt awkward, knowing
something followed him like a pony. Then, when people he met flattened themselves againgt awall, a
swagger entered his steps.

A few momentslater, Bastien and Johnsa stood ready to mount at the southern edge of the Landing
Field. She patted his shoulder.

"The Test isfor ahdf hour only, before total night. Soon thiswill be over and you'll be Choosing
your baton. Y ou've been very patient, more than | expected.” Her eyes sharpened. "Y ou've matured,
young Badtien."



He grunted and checked his harness again.
She sighed. "We need more Marshalls. Perhaps having you will prompt more Chevaliersto Test."
Since he wasn't done with the Test himself, he kept rash words behind hislips.

His battle mare, Inqui, stamped and lifted her wings, restlessto fly. Bagtien ran ahand down the
arch of her neck. Hismain battle volaran rested in the best stall of Horseshoe Stables. The best sall for
the best volaran. Inqui wasfor Alexa, when Bastien could get her on the mare—which might not be for
years. Now the flying horse would serve him well in the dud with hisfather and uncle. Shed be as
essentid to the team as Johnsaand her volaran.

Just outside the stable doors facing the Landing Field, he and Johnsa mounted. Bastien swung up on
Inqui and she gtilled, flicked her ears. He hadn't been atop her since Alexa had fixed the flaw that had
made his magic wild. Inqui seemed to sense the changein him. At onetime part of him would merge with
her, the anima ingde him flow with and amplify theanimal in her. It had been strange and oddly exciting,
but now it wasn't necessary. They could touch the surface of their minds, him guiding her with alight

thought.
Johnsalooked at him and grinned, her teeth bright in the dim evening light. "Ready?*
"Yes. | have good night vison, aways have had.”
"Metoo." She grinned back.
"lvrog doesn't,”" Bastien said.
"I know. Let uslink physically to establish the connection.” She held out her square, calloused hand.

Inhaling and tempering his Power, Bastien placed his hand in hers. Her grip tightened and her mind
brushed his. He opened to her. A small latent tune, a distant-family tune, roseto thefore.

"Fancy that,” Johnsarasped. "A connection | didn't know we had.”
"Meneither."

She dropped her fingers and laughed, drew on her gauntlets. "We are very much in accord this
evening, young Bastien." Her eyes gleamed. "L et's ground Reynardusinto the dust.”

The hurt and humiliation held tried to suppress surged at the thought. 'Y es.”

They took off and circled the Landing Field a couple of times, stretching volaran muscles, testing
their link. Asthey flew together, their hesitation a the new mind-touch vanished and the connection
srengthened. They moved well together, Bastien first to one side, then dightly behind and to Johnsa's | eft.

WEell done, Shield. Thisfeels right to me, Johnsahummed in hismind.
He didn't answer, watching Reynardus and Ivrog teke the field, swing into the air.

First strike, | think, Johnsasaid, lifting her knotty wooden baton and firing a stream of brown
Power at Reynardus.

They caught Sword and Shield off guard, but both had fought together too long to be completely
unprepared. Ivrog's Shield snapped into place, but asecond too late; Reynardus took a hit. The volaran
pair wobbled, Reynardus flicked his baton in riposte and ivory light speared to Johnsa, flowing around



the egg-shaped Power-Shield Bastien molded.
Gasps came from the ground.

Very powerful Shield you have there, Bastien. All that fighting stood you well to become a
Shieldmarshall. | amas safe asif | were behind a dreeth.

Just the thought of the dreeth made Bastien shudder. Inqui neighed and zoomed upward. Johnsa
laughed.

All four volarans circled around each other, the Swords throwing magica bolts, then nippinginto
engage with wegpons. Each moment drew observers.

Bastien concentrated on protecting Johnsa. It was easier for him than fighting, though in afight he
could enter a mind-space that dowed time and his body reacted—he didn't think. This was different.
Here he could stand ready—even nudge Johnsa, who was in the fight-react mind-set, in adirection that
was drategicaly better for her, for them. He shifted his shoulders. Thisfelt right, the rhythm and the
energy flow, the Power. Findly, he was doing what he'd been created for—he was anatural Shield.

Thethought gtill pinched, that hiswoman would be actively fighting while he stood back, but he
sensed that the Power itself would soon cure him of the niggling blow to his ego. Held be protecting her,
even as he protected Johnsa; he'd send her additiona energy. There were al sorts of advantagesto being
a Shield held never considered.

It was an interesting duel, since dl were connected through him by family. Orchestral chords sang
between them dl, in the sound of pounding hearts, crafty thought note-sparks, a clashing tune. Inqui rose
and fell, spoke with Johnsa's volaran, leading the mare so Bastien and Johnsa had the advantage of better

light.
Johnsawas dightly ahead of Reynardusin "touches' on his body.

Then Bastien'satomball, dark and unseen in the night, punched through Reynarduss shield, one
spike grazing histemple. He swayed in the saddle.

Ivrog propped him up with Power, guided both volaransto the ground. "Weyield!" Ivrog cried.
"No." Reynardus's whisper was amplified with the merest Power, but al heard.

Ivrog ignored Reynarduss protest. He jumped from his volaran and went to his brother, then
plucked him from the saddle and held him upright with physical strength and Power.

Reynardus struggled feebly. "No."

"You be quiet. You can't seefor blood in your eyes, your mind isdizzy. I'm not so stupid asto let
you get usinjured further, or worse, from stupid pride,” Ivrog said.

Thediaglided onto the Field. "The duel is done as one of the Pair spoke for both and yielded. The
victory goesto Swordmarshal Johnsaand Shield Bastien.”

Faith joined Thedlia, grinned at her mate, Johnsa, winked at Bagtien. "The Testing isover. To the
observers, the teamwork between Johnsa and Bastien was flawless. What say you, Swordmarshall
Johnsa?'

Johnsavaulted to the ground, left her volaran to her squire. "Bagtien is very smooth, as many women



know." Laughter floated from the watchers. "Heis strong, capable, anatura Shield. | would work with
him in any fight from duel to battle." Her gaze picked out the other Marshalls. "I believe he would be an
excdlent Shidd for any Swordmarshdl.”

Faith clapped once. It echoed throughout the Castle. "This Testing is over. The applicant, Bastien
Vauxveau, has passed and will receive Marshd| satus.”

Thediagestured to Mace. "L et us adjourn to the Temple where he will Choose his baton. Mace,
please retrieve the unclaimed batons.” Mace faded into the night. "Partis, is Reynardus able to attend the
Choosng?'

"| think it would be best if he went to hisrooms." Partisstones were as even asever. A pair of
Medicas came and helped Reynardus off the Landing Fidld. He stood straight, but walked dowly, asif
hisvison blurred.

A whirlwind of emotions swept through Bastien. He hated hisfather. He loved hisfather. He had
awayswanted, but had never received, acknowledgment and pride for his accomplishments from the
man. Reynardus had humiliated him just an hour padt, yet Bastien till wished hisfather were well enough
to attend the Choosing. His heart il fdlt that if Reynardus saw him take aMarshdl's baton, the man
would respect him. It wasfutile. It wasfoolish. But it wastrue.

Urvey hurried up. "I'll carefor Inqui—what anoble volaran sheis" Hisvoicefdl into thelilt of atrue
horseman as he led the volaran away.

Bastien eyed the teenager. He could very well make a Chevdier, win someland of hisown.

Barking came from near Bastien'sfeet. He stared down at the strange little dog—atype of dog not
known in Lladrana—that was the shapeshifter Sinafin.

I will accompany you to the Temple.

"Thanks" he said. Sheldd reminded him that it wastime to move.
Alexa will be there too.

Bastien's gut tensed. " She shouldn't—the dreeth—"

The memory of the dreeth is fragmented. This moment sheis very pleased and proud of you.
Sheisdressing in the Gold Robe the Marshalls gave her, and fussing like a woman.

He liked that image, and smiled. As he walked, his muscles siretched, the stiffened aches from the
morning fight eesing. Alexawould bein the Templeto see histriumph.

She was so much more important to him than Reynardus. Bastien whistled.

Ashedrew near the Temple, he saw her dress gleaming in the light, the pae smudge of her face and
her slver hair. She stood to the right of the Temple door, calm and dignified. In her right hand, her baton
glowed green, with muted flamesflickering just benesth the metal ones.

On awoman of Lladrana, the golden gown would complement skin tone, but on Alexait contrasted.
Shelooked dl silver and gold. He walked faster, and her features became clesr—huge green eyesina
pale, pointed face, lips pink. She was his. His partner, hiswoman. Histo fight alongside, histo protect.
So many facets of her and him to mesh or spark each other. He wouldn't have it any other way.



He hurried to her, scooped her up and took her mouth in a hungry kiss, needing to hold her, this
reason for the turmoil of Tegting for the past few hours. Her body was soft and yielding againg his, her
armstwined around his neck, her mouth opened willingly. Their mental and emotional Song picked up
pace. Her unspoken comfort soothed the hurt hisfather had inflicted.

| amvery proud of you, shesad mentaly.

Bastien sensed the shadow and thought that she'd heard that very little in her own life—so shed
make sureto say it to him. When the flora scent of her teased his nodtrils, he recaled he must smell of
volaran and sweat. He turned the kiss tender, brushing hislips againgt hers, and set her on her feet. Her
gown fdl back into severefolds, but her complexion had turned rosy and she held herself morelightly.

"Thank you for your words," he said. "I cherish them.” He lifted her fingersto his mouth for akiss,
then placed her hand on hisarm.

Cadtle soldiers held the door open for them, asthe little dog Sinafin trotted in after them. When they
wereindde, Thediagestured to Alexa

"Swordmarshal Alyekamust join the rest of usin asemicircle to observe the Choosing.”

Once again the fact that she was a Sword and he a Shield tweaked his ego, and he hid hisreaction
from Alexa

Alexarolled her eyes, and to Bastien's surprise, took the end of theline in a place next to Ivrog. She
reached out for Ivrog's hand. He smiled at her and took it, then offered hisleft hand to Thealia. Her
browsraised, but shejoined hands with him and took her mate's, Partiss. The Marshallsal linked.

Bastien stared, and thought they might be as surprised as he that Alexa preferred standing by Ivrog,
of dl people. Then he shook his head. Above al, the tradition of the Marshalswas asasingle unit; every
one of them would put the security of the whole above dl individuas. He wondered if Alexafelt that too.
Wondered if she needed that. Wondered if he could live with that thought-pattern.

Sinafin, sitting on Alexas feet, barked once. Make it what you will.
Waan't that just like wild magic personified in afeycoocu, giving advice in enigmatic words.
Singfin grinned adoggy grin, tonguelolling. You will hear.

Mace strode through the doors, cradling alarge bundle. Bastien's heart thumped harder in
anticipation. He locked his knees against the trembling. He was about to Choose a baton—he, a scorned
black-and-white, would claim the highest honor of Lladrana. He shifted his stance for maximum balance,
evened hisbreathing, lifted hishead in pride.

Swordmarshal Mace carefully laid the felt case on the pavement with the faintest of clinks. Bastien's
stomach squeezed at the thought of the powerful wands insde—marble and wood and meta and glass
and gemgtone.. .which wasright for him?

He felt the comforting touch of Alexas mind, and glanced up to see her reassuring smile. Shelooked
smdl and fragile. And carried the Jade Baton. Her spirit was great and her Power fantagtic. But she was
proud of him and had faith in him like no other, not even his brother L uthan. Bastien sucked in abreeth.
Of course hewould Choose correctly. How could he not, with her support?

Mace opened the flap, and Bastien saw the four rows of ten batons. All were there save the ones
the Marshdls carried. Near the end of one of the rows, two batons appeared dull and dim. His ssomach



tightened as he understood that those belonged to Defau Disparu, whom Alexa had killed in self-defense,
and Disparu's wife. He choked, shook the thought from his head. Being aMarshal was arisky business.
Summoning an Exotique chancy also, but Defau had attacked Alexato kill, and sheld reacted. He looked
at her again and her smile faded; hefdt her Song insnuate deeper into hismind. Not wanting her to recall
the event, he scanned therods at hisfeet. Nothing sang to him on first glance. He opened hismind to his
Power, and heard the tone of each one. Different, mingling, whispering, but none that resonated with him.

A tendril of dismay uncurled insde him. Keeping hisface impassive, he squatted, resting back on his
haunches. He held out a hand and passed it over the wands quickly. Once. Used both handsto test the
drength of their pull, more dowly, twice.

He gritted histeeth, fet the touch of Alexas comfort again. But he was deeply glad hisfather wasn't
here to comment.

Bastien settled into his balance and opened al his senses. He frowned, put his hands on his knees.
Something wasn't right. Reaching, stretching his Power to the limit, he called atiny kernel of wild magic
he found tucked away inside him.. .and probed. Two pure notes rang in response.

Narrowing his eyes, he sudied the batons. They weren't for him—none of those in the pockets.
but.. .but... He closed his eyes and ingtinctively reached. Hisfingers scrabbled at the fabric that folded
over the batons, found ahard lump.

"What's that you're doing, boy?" Mace barked.

Since Bagtien didn't know, he didn't answer. Opening his eyes, he examined the fabric he held,
noticed atiny gap. With steady fingers, he opened the folds of the secret pocket, dipped his hand inside,
curled hisfingers around asturdy cylinder, smooth and rough. He drew out an obsidian baton, with a
cord of engraved slver spirding from silver bottom to silver top.

The Marshdls gasped as one.
"I don't think I've ever seen that baton,”" Mace said in a congtricted voice.

Faith pulled forward, but was held back by thelinked hands. "I don't know if I'veread of it inthe
Lorebooks. A black-and-silver wand, for a black-and-white man.”

"Well done!" Ivrog shouted. "Viva Shiddmarshal Bagtien.”
An ingant's Slence, then therest cried. "Viva Shiddmarshall Bagtien!”

Bagtien strode over to take Alexas hand. A wave of sheer Power rolled through him, the combined
natural resting magic of the Marshdls. For an instant he was awed. Alexalooked up at him and grinned,
her eyes brimming with pride. He squeezed her hand.

Bastien's touch energized her. Connected, mind, body and heart with Bastien on her right and al the
rest of the Marshalson her left, Alexafdt asif shedd findly found her placein theworld.

The rainbow lamps on the dtar chimed; the big gong vibrated softly, dmost under her hearing range;
the large crystals embedded in the beams and at the ends of the rafters brightened and dimmed, likea
lightbulb about ready to die. Huh, they hadn't done that when she'd gotten her baton. Had they? Her
memory wasn't clear.

But afinetension hummed through the Marshdls. Something was going on that she didn't know
about, as usual. Bastien's fingers tightened on hers near pain. Flames danced under the surface of her



baton; the sllver on Bastien's blazed.

“I'veheardtdes " Badtien breathed.

Bdls sounded, tinkling, sparkling, like deigh bellsin Chrisgmas commercids. Another quiver ran
down theline of Marshalls, with risng excitement. The circle broke and they surged to the door.

They flowed through the door and out into the Temple courtyard.
"Look," Bagtien said, angling hischin.

The bellswere attached to avolaran harness. Two pure white volarans, manesruffling in the night
breeze, looking like afantasy had flown in. Between them they carried alittle, much-decorated wooden..
.something. A tiny carriage? Y eah, it had wheels. A little Cinderella coach, but with the horses on elther
sde. Weird. Fabulous. Something big was happening.

"The Singer," Bastien whispered.

Uh-oh. The most powerful person on Lladrana, the one who listened to God—the Song. The one
who did those oracle things. Alexawanted to run away, fast and far. But Bastien stood solid, holding her
hand. Everyone in and near the Castle tumbled into the ward, to see, to watch. No sneaking away.
Probably didn't have anything to do with her anyway. Y eah, right. Thiswas the seer who'd told the
Marshdlsto Summon her. Shi— Shoot.

All around her, breaths were held and eyes were on the coach asif Santawere coming, but no one
knew if hewas bringing cod and switches or presents containing heart's desires. Alexatugged on her
hand, but Bagtien, the big lunk, wasn't moving. Nope, had to stay and wait to be engulfed in an
avdanche.

She heard Thedliainhde, then the Siwordmarshall wiped her palm on her fancy malachite robe and
strode forward to press down the intricate gold handle of the coach and help out the occupant.

A tiny old woman emerged. Smdller than Alexa. Her face was amass of lines, her boneshirdlike. A
shock of white hair fuzzed around her head, lifting and falling with the ripple of the night breeze. Morelike
afary godmother than Santa.

She wore a gold-colored gown, made of the same fabric as Alexas own. Alexalooked down—not
the same cut, thank goodness. A minor thing, but significant, she hoped. She was not going to become
this"Song." ShewasaMarshall. A Swordmarshall, heaven help her. A fighter. She grounded hersdf and
shifted her balance, keeping atight grip on Bagtien.

Asthe lady scanned the courtyard, many shrank back, some stepped into the moonlight. Luthan
strode across the ward. When he reached the woman, Thealia stepped aside, relief showing on her face.
Luthan bowed, braced himsalf and took the tiny hand to place it on hisarm. Alexasaw atremor run
through him. Bastien and Alexatook a step back, and Alexanoticed all the Marshalls did too.

"Forgive mefor not giving you notice, my liegeman,” the Singer said.

Alexahad never heard avoicelikeit. Morethan musicdl, likeit carried in it the ancient answers of
the stars. Sheld never felt avoice like that, but it plucked chords of her inner being. She strained to hear
every cadence, every syllable, every note.

"The Singer knows best,” Luthan said, and took one small step to her two.



"Thedlig, Partis, Johnsa, Faith..." The Singer greeted every Marshd| by name. Alexa suppressed a
smile. Well, if they didn't want to be famous, they shouldn't be the head honchos.

The Singer glided dowly toward Bastien and Alexa. Her head tilted back and her facelit as she saw
Badtien. "Ah, my black-and-white, Bastien." Shelilted "black-and-whit€e" asif it was an honor.

Bastien bowed deep beside Alexa. She'd never seen any guy bow like that—elegant, reverent.
"And AlexaMarie Fitzwdter."

Shock stunned Alexa. No one had asked her middle and surname. No one. She'd told them to no
one. Bagtien glanced down at her, eyebrows raised.

Sinafin yipped, pranced around the lady's gently moving hem. A sweet chuckle poured from the
Singer. Alexasighed with wonder.

"Good evening to you, feycoocu,” the Singer said.
Sinafin sat and lifted a paw.

The Singer had made L uthan, bigger than Bastien, tremble a her powerful touch. Would she blow
Snafin avay?

Thelittle lady bent down. She didn't have to stoop very far. Shetook Sinafin's paw in her hand.
Sinafin sat rock solid. Alexa sensed the Singer hadn't modulated her Power at dl; Sinafin'sjust met and
equaled it. Sheee— Shoot. Wow.

Power—communi cation?—passed between thelittle magica being and the Singer. Then the Singer
released Sinafin's paw and the greyhound cameto sit proudly by Alexa, who was still gathering her wits.

The Singer stopped in front of Alexa. She was not much shorter after al, an inch or two. Her face
lifted dightly so Alexa could meet her eyes. They were deep and brown with asmall dant. Her features
weren't Asian or Amer-Asian, they were Lladranan. For amoment Alexa had thought she would be an
Exotique too.

"Helo, Alexa" the Snger said in English.

Alexagulped. Thankfully, the woman hadn't offered her hand. "Hello, Singer."

The oracle's head tilted afraction. "Y ou are from Co-lo-ra-do?'

Alexastonguefdt thick. "Yeah. Yes. From Denver."

The Singer's eyes closed briefly, opened. "Aswill bethe next. All but one.”

Alexadidn't want to hear that, didn't want to go there. Y ou speak English.”

"Yes, | had an Exotique who taught me many years ago. He came from Mass-a-chu-setts.”

That accounted for the Boston twang. So the most powerful human in the world of Amee spoke
with aBostonian accent. Too much.

The Singer danted alook at the Marshalls. "The Marshdls of the time were perturbed that he didn't
stay—we had problems even then and Exotiques are dways powerful. But he didn't love Lladranaor me
enough to stay when the Snap came.”



Oh boy. Too much information. Way too much. Alexathought the trembling inside her would show
soon. She wasn't sure she could stop it.

Bagtien'sarm circled her, giving her sturdy comfort. "Alexawill stay. We need her."

The Singer raised her brows and replied in Lladranan. Y ou have ablood-bond from the spilling of
the dreeth'sichor, and a Paired bond, but you have not completed the formal Pairing ritua.” She
switched to English. "Wedding."

Bagtien tensed.

Oh yeah. Mention marriage to acommitment-shy man. That was good. Huh! Theidea scared the
crap out of Bastien, and it made Alexaalittle queasy hersdlf.

Then the woman smiled, dowly, beautifully, enveloping Alexain an auraof bright golden warmth.
"I've come for your Marshdl Song Quests, Alexaand Bagtien."

Oh shit.
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Let'sgo into the Temple to conduct your Song Quests." The Singer glanced over her shoulder at the
range of Marshalsbehind her. "1 would like to use the Castle Temple privately with Bastien and Alexa,
with your permisson.”

"Of course," Thedia croaked. She bowed deeply. "We will have refreshmentsfor al of you inthe
gmdl forma Marshdls Dining Room."

Wi, that |eft out alot of people. The Marshalls were keeping the lady to themselves. Huh. The
minor irritation helped Alexa beat back her fear. She'd never been a person who cared to know the



future. The future was what you madeit.

It wasalittle demoradlizing to cling to Bastien, but the day had been one unbelievable event after
another that sent her redling. She supposed she shouldn't put listening to a Song Quest in the same
category askilling ahuge, rabid pterodactyl, but she did.

Equaly unimaginable, equaly new, equaly something she didn't want to do.
She guessed aMarshall didn't whine. Too darn bad.

She couldn't even drag her feet. Since the Singer was as smdll as she was, both Luthan and Bastien
kept their own stepstiny. They walked at a brisk pace—the Singer's and Alexa's pace.

Sheshivered.

"Areyou cold?' asked Bastien.

ey

He gestured to Urvey, who lingered in the background. "' Please fetch Swordmarshall Alexas cloak.”
Thetitlejolted her. Swordmarshall. She grimaced. Sounded like she'd be swinging one often.

She wanted to know the exact procedure of a Song Quest. Another experience that everyone knew
about except her, and no one had given her specifics. Would the Song Quest take placein the pentacle,
near the dtar? She'd skirted that part of the Temple every time sheld beeninit. What €lsewould

happen?
"Will there be drugs?' she asked.
The other three stared at her. "Drugs?' Luthan asked.

Alexaspped in shdlow breaths. "Will you drug me like the Marshdlls before that miserable
Choosing and Bonding Ceremony?"

Bastien let go of her hand to wrap an arm around her waist. "No."

Shelooked up a him. He'd aways been honest with her. Luthan had been alittle sneaky, the Singer
was an unknown, but Bastien had been brutally honest.

"Have you had a—" shetook care to form the words correctly "—Song Quest?’

He grimaced. "Y es, when | was nearly ateenager.” He smirked at Luthan. "It was supposed to take
place before my first sexua experience, but no one told me and they weretoo late.”

The Singer raised thin eyebrows. "'l remember it well. Do you, Bastien?' Her voice was smoother
and richer than honey.

Bastien gulped. "Ah, no, Singer. Not entirely. My Power was too uncontrolled. | don't remember
thetrance."

"Just aswell," shereplied serendly.

"Trance?' Alexasvoicerose. "A trance?' Shedidn't know if sheliked the idea Dreams were one
thing, an induced trance something entirely different.



They reached the Templ€e's huge oak door. Luthan hurried to open it. The Singer walked on, close
to Alexa, then tripped over the threshold. Alexareached for her. The Singer linked hands with Alexa,
and she was swept away into amontage of flowing visons.

Shock stilled her, with her mouth open to protest. Blacknessfilled with evil things descended, and
the gray edge of death advanced, then was parted like atheater curtain to show scenes of Colorado! She
saw the mountains outside Denver, the city itsef—but changed. She blinked and saw hersdlf, older,
shedding black judge's robes, walking away from an office with asign on the door that said, "U.S.
Didgtrict Court Judge, Alexa Fitzwalter." The scene shifted, zoomed in, passed ahuge, beautiful houseto a
backyard garden, and a barbecue with many people talking and laughing, jazz in the background. Severa
children played, shrieking with glee, and Alexaredized with shock that two of them, aboy and agirl,
were hers. The girl smiled with acheeky, missng-toothed grin. Alexas heart lurched with yearning and
love. A man's deep voice spoke behind her and she knew it was her husband. A man she greetly cared
for.

Chords of music clashed loudly in her head. She thought she cried out. Around her was Lladrana,
deep green fields, misty rain, bodies of monsters and volarans littering the ground. In the distance was a
tossing gray-green sea. She wiped her arm across her forehead and her deeve came away bloody. She
hurt. She grieved for falen friends. She ached with weariness from the battle, the one the day before, the
onethat might come aday later. Hickering images seemed to telescope afuture of endlessfighting, from
different angles—on foot, on horseback, on volaran-back. Bastien was dways there, her Shield, her
strength, comforting. She loved him deeply, nearly desperately, with love that grew each day and was
returned in kind. Her friendship with the Marshalls had deepened into love too. When she thought of her
friendships, they were many and complex, encompassing Townmasters, Chevaiers of low and high
degree, the Marshdls, Friends of the Singer.

And aong the border glowed amagical boundary between live, new fencepodts.

Flickering shadows highlighted severd other women—Exotiques, like her. Shetried to grasp the
images, but they faded too rapidly. The world spun, shrank, and she saw it—the world of Amee—the
continent Lladranawas on, the seasto the far North, idands to the west. One northernidand held a
mountain peak shrouded with dark, evil clouds. Shefelt asharp pain in her side, looked down to see
hersdlf dressed in her Colorado winter clothes, and bleeding. A greet light blinded her and she glanced up
to see asunrise of shooting golden rays above ahorizon, heard/felt agreat shout from al of Lladrana,
from theworld itsdlf, asevil died. A triumphant orchestra march rang out.

Then words echoed hollowly, words sheld heard thefirgt night on Lladranaand many times since.
"Choose, Alexa”

Alexachoked, struggled, came back to herself. Bastien cradled her in hisarms. Hisface was pale
under the golden hue, his eyes dilated and dark. Her own face was wet with tears.. .and something el se.

"Just pure rainwater to wake you." Luthan bent down and wiped her face again with a soft, damp
cloth, and Alexafigured out that Bastien sat on the stone bench against the wall of the Temple and shelay
across hislap, her legs stretched out on the bench. The Singer stood beyond L uthan, her expression
serene, her hands folded at her walst, out of reach. Which was good, because little old lady or not, Alexa
wanted to smack her.

"Areyou finished tricking and manipulating me?' Alexaasked the Singer.

"Thee wasworking thinesdf into agate," the Singer answered in English, and repesated it in
Lladranan. "It was best for thee, thisway."



"Huh. I'm very tired of people deciding what isbest for me without consulting me." She struggled
againg Badtien's hold and he reluctantly let her sit up, but one of his hands smoothed her hair, pressed
her head against his chest. His heart begt rapidly benesth her ear.

"The grestest decison of dl will bethineadone, Alexa" said the Singer.

Alexawanted to bury her facein Bastien's chest, inhae the comforting scent of him, but she met the
Singer's cool gazeingtead. "I'll do what'sright.”

"What isright for Lladranaor what isright for thee?'

Alexathought of the horror of the battlefields, the comfort of the picnic in Colorado. Her beautiful
edtate here, and Badtien, the man sheld cared for, and children. "The decison ismine.”

"That'sright,” said Bagtien. "Leave her be." His muscles tensed under her. "1 shared her Song Quest.
Do | need to do one of my own?" he asked.

The Singer stared at them thoughtfully. "No. The Song Quest isdone. Y ou have seen and heard.”
She placed her hand on Luthan'sarm. " Shdll we go sup?'

"Y ou go on now. WEell follow in abit," Bastien said, continuing to stroke Alexas hair, cuddle her.

After they |eft, hiseyes met hers. "'l should have had my own Song Quest, but I'm glad she spared
me. | can imagine what it would show—the same asit did last time, me and Reynardus. Him looming, me
rebdling.”

Narrowing her eyes, Alexasaid, "Y ou're avoiding the topic of my Song Quest.”

Hisarmstightened around her. "I can guess at the first part— that was the Exotique Terre. Lladrana
did not seem to compare well." He grimaced, then his eyes gleamed, lit with sensudity. He placed his
hand on her breast, and it felt fabulous. "But | can try my best to convince you to stay.” He lowered his
head, dowly, and his mouth brushed hers, his tongue sweeping across her lipsin asweet caressthat
made her heart ache, her body quicken.

She opened her mouth and let him in. Letting her tongue dance with his, treasuring histaste, reveling
inthe comfort of hisarmsaround her, his strength, hiswarmth, his hardening body.

Hisfingers undid the first frog-fastening of her golden gown, the second, and dipped inside to touch
her through the thin slk of her chemise. The dide of silk against her nipples made her arch, gasp and take
his breeth into her, surrender. Fedling was so much more ddightful than thinking.

And when he entered her afew moments later and they fell into ecstasy together, it wasthe very
best delight in two worlds.

That night it was given information and ordered back to the Castle. To kill the Exotique and drain
her of magic. It would be unbeatable, then.

Sowly it codesced from ahuge spiderweb in a crumbling square tower dong the city wall. 1t had
feasted well onitstravels, growing strong, substantive. It could be anearly solid man-shape.

It had liked the Tower, had been ableto cal victimsto itsalf and feed. Some of those had good
magic. The city was safe. It dimly recalled being hurt by the Exotique. Pain enough that it lingered in the
city instead of following her to the Cadtle.



But more Power flowed to it from the Master and the pain was forgotten. Only the exquisite taste of
the Exotique's magic ayed in its memory.

The next morning they rose ahaf hour before the chimesfor the Marshdls meeting, kissed,
dressed, and Bastien put the atomball into a specia box that would containit.

Bastien was checking on the volarans and horses when Umilla handed Alexaa message. Marwey
wanted to meet Alexain thetiny, wild garden with the brithenwood, to speak with her about a matter of
great importance.

Alexasmiled. She remembered being ateenager and how vita and significant her emotions had
made every decision, every action. And maybe after she spoke with Marwey, Alexa could grab a minute
to hersdf in the garden.

She needed time aone, and the brithenwood tree aways provided solace. Homes ckness wasn't too
bad, but now and then the press of an dien culture, of being a stranger in astrange land, weighed on her.
She had the Song Quest to think of—two futures, one on Earth, one herein Lladrana. Which should she
choose? The easy or the difficult? Which would be the most rewarding? Which would fulfill her spirit?

Before she reached the outside door she met Marwey, who shrieked with glee and flung herself at
Alexa, hugging her tight.

"Pascd has asked meto Pair with him! He received his volaran reins yesterday from Mace, like you
wanted. Pasca asked meto Pair with him after that. We can make afuture together on your land. Pasca
sad you gave him the volaran. He asked meto Pair with him!*

"| got that," Alexa said when she could breathe again.

"l am so glad." Marwey looked around the empty corridor, lowered her voice. "Hewill makea
good Chevalier. I'm not aChevalier, but | think | could be aMarshall, a Shield,” she whispered, stunning
Alexa

She couldn't imagine Marwey on a battlefield.

"I will take defensive magicd training. | have adowry of two volaransthat | will giveto Pascd. He
will Test first, perhaps later thisyear. If he passes, | will Test. | think | could call somewild volaransto
work with me, three who will say they'll stay with mefor five years, and | can Test for Marshdl.”

"You'vegot it al planned,” Alexasaid weakly. Surely as soon as she knew dl theinsand outs of the
society, shewould be able to strategize aswell asthe teenager.

Marwey lifted her chin, eyes sparkling. "My plan will succeed, | know it!"
IIAyaII

"Pascal and | will bea great Marshal Pair. Well, maybe not as great as you and Bastien, but very
good dl the same!" Marwey hugged Alexa again, waved, and whirled down the corridor.

In the direction of the guards quarters, Alexanoted. She exited through the Keep door, through the
maze and continued to the garden.

Pascal and Marwey. Not unexpected, but Alexawould have anew employee soon, Marwey.

She wanted to think of that happy future today. Didn't want to think of death and destruction, of



choicesthat would have to be made. Usudly shed andyze events, experiences, emotions. Sheldd planned
on using time under the brithenwood to do that. But not now. Now shefelt too cheerful. Right this
minute, life was good.

The small walled garden welcomed her. Lush, deep green grass severa inches high carpeted the
area between the one door and the lovely brithenwood tree with abench around it. That it was asngle
tree was uncommon, and it was found mostly near the magica borders.

Thetreewasin full bloom, and its fragrance drifted in the air, a ong with scents from other gardens,
amixture of herbs and spring flowers and blossoming trees. A heady combination. The blood sang in her
veins. She chuckled at the thought. If anyone would have such a saying, the Lladranans would. Perhapsit
had come from them to Earth.

She glanced up at the blue, blue sky, as blue as on awinter day in Colorado. The sight of her tower
spearing into the sky made her smile. Today the sun shone and the Castle's gray stone turned awarmer
color, amost golden. She narrowed her eyes. Did the bricks glow alittle, like they were absorbing and
storing the energy? Maybe they did. Sheld had so many questions, mostly about monsters and failing
magica borders and bonds and stuff, that she hadn't asked any about the Castle. Sheld find out |ater.

But she was smply joyful. The day was beautiful. Shewas dive and had purpose. Theraw grief a
losing her friend-sister Sophie was gone, and Alexa could remember her with love and echoing
tenderness. Sheld made new friends. The Marshals were becoming like afamily to her; Thedlia, an aunt
with astern exterior; Partis, amarshmallow surface and steel core. She grinned. Whatever else her time
in Lladrana had been, it was.. .interesting.

A bird trilled arippling song that reminded Alexaof the tune cycling between her and Bastien.
Studying it, hearing it in her head, shefound it carried afew of the same notes. A joyful, mating song. She
grinned then. Their lovemaking the night before had been spectacular. So intense, so orgasmic she hadn't
been ableto flutter an eyelash for some time after. The man was afabulouslover. And hewas hers. Too
early to think about the"L" word, but sheld let it float in her mind. He had become aMarshal, to protect
her. He was her Shield.

She couldn't restrain hersdlf, she did alittlejig. Giggled. A big, pink butterfly streamed over thewall
and danced intheair. Sinafin.

The bluebird sings songs good for dancing, Snafinsad.

Alexathrew out her arms and laughed, spun. Theimage of Sophie dancing like thisfrom pure
pleasure rosein her mind. Alexa hadn't understood then, hadn't felt the same. Now she did. What had
Sophie done after that?

Shed run. Alexaeyed the garden. Not much room to run here, and dancing alone paled. But it might
be fun to dart through the greenery of the hedge maze. That could be achdlenge. She glanced up at
Sinafin, who looked to be ddlicately sipping brithenwood blossoms. Probably pure magic, brithenwood
blossom nectar. It smelled likeit should be.

"Want to race?" asked Alexa

Sinafin mentally durped the last from a blossom, then waved an antenna. Not in this body. This
body does not go fast. You might kick the little dog accidentally. | will be my warhawk. Give you a
real challenge, shesad dyly.

"Fine, but in the maze, not over it."



Alexahad no intention of losing. By the time she had passed through the door, and shut it behind
her, Sinafin was settling into her feathers atop the wall.

"Ready?" asked Alexa.
Ready, said Snafin. Go!

Alexatook off, entered the maze, skidded |eft into a passage and dodged through the first severa
turns—and draight into the web.

It was huge, bigger than she was. Thistime it wrapped her face, her arms, tangled her, took her
down and started sucking the magic from her. It hurt—aripping, tearing pain.

Finally shefigured it out. Thishorror wasthe web at the inn, the thing that had shadowed her,
draining magic and leaving hegps of dust behind.

Sharing its mind, she saw its birth from the frinks. She saw her death.

Sheld burned it before. With her baton. But her mind grayed as air and magic left her. She couldn't
reach her baton. Not with her handstight at her sdes. She didn't know if she had the magic to set the
baton afire in its sheath, knew she had no control to keep hersaf from burning, but afiery desth would be
cleansing after this hideous thing dipping oily fingers on her, caressang her asit suctioned her magic away,
bloating, gloating.

Itsmind battered hers, hissng. So sweet your essence. So pale you look. I, black, you, white and
still. | love sucking you dry, so sweet. | was sent especially for you, to suck your sweetness. You
have not succeeded in restoring the posts. Soon we amass an army and invade, you will miss the
battle, the invasion and | will find...

Burn! Alexaflung al her strength into theword. A small spark lit near the bottom of the baton
sheath. Not enough. Shewas dying. Shewasfailing. She wouldn't allow that. No need to save any of her
drength.

Burn!
The last thing she sensed was atiny spark inching around the sheath bottom.

Bastien! The cry knocked him back from the volaran he curried. Theimage that followed, Alexa
down, under asticky black substance that dowly formed into aman lying atop her, shocked him.

Come now, Bastien, Shield her! It's the monster that's been stalking her! Sinafin screamed, and
the warhawk's screech hit his ears at the same time. He dropped the comb, ran shouting hiswar cry at
the top of hislungs, flung al the protective Power he had at the evil thing and had it dide off the mongter.
Thething raised its head, turned it, and red eyes burned. Fangs dripped sparkling drops of Power.
Alexas Power.

Badtien ran fagter than he ever had. He yelled anger to the skies, at the Marshdls refusal to act
earlier, saying it was aminor monster, atown monster. No threst.

Fury ignited wild magic insgde him. He zoomed to the maze, twisted, turned, bolted throughtit.
Seeing Alexafrom Sinafin's eyes. His woman lived, but was unconscious. He whirled around a corner,
bumping into the hedge. Thereit was.

Thething ripped Alexas clothes down the front of her body. Lifted itsalf like aman about to rape a



woman.

Sinafin dove at it, did away from ashield surrounding it. Her claws grew and grew, far larger and
sharper than ahawk's. A roc'sclaws.

Badtien's baton was hot in his hand. Spell wordstore from histhroat, Slver energy hit thething. It
shivered alittle, raised ahand.

Sinafin caught the hand, snagged dl the fingerswith her claws, backed upward, flapping hard,
dretching the monster's substance into weblike thinness.

The evil hissed, but Sinafin began to grow, changing, enlarging. A roc. Thelargest bird in two
worlds.

Hewason it now, dicing at it with hot-slver Power, cutting bits of it off—an ear, afoot, two. They
fdl into dirt. The monster went shapeless, filmed over Alexastill, till body. He gathered Power in his
baton, lightning power that would sizzle over her. Wild magic Power held only used once before, had
never seen anyone el se atempt.

Shouts and sounds of running came from the opening of the maze. Hislip curled. The Marshdls, late
asever.

He raised his baton. The roc rose above the maze, angled to thetower wall, il holding the thing.
Sinafin's mind touched Bagtien's. She was draining the energy the monster had harvested from Alexa.
Snafinwanted it dl, to hold the magic, cleanseit so they could return it to Alexa. The feycoocu was
desperate to keep Alexadive.

No more desperate than he.

Badtien crouched in the maze near hisPairling. In an agony of impatience, he listened to Sinafin's
ingructions. Morewaiting. . .until the feycoocu had the last drop of juice from the horror. Then fry it.
Sheld tell Bastien the right moment.

Thewild Power pulsed in him; he packed it into hiswand. Holding back was the hardest thing heldd
ever done. Alexalooked too quiet, too white, too fragile. The Song between them was thready. He sent
energy into it, Srengthening therr tie, srengthening her life.

Whoosh! A lick of flame caught the thin edge of the thing. It shrieked, shriveled, contracted into a
ball, tore from the roc's claws, pelleted away.

Bastien jumped to Alexa, lifted her into hisarms. Her heart beat dowly, duggishly. He hummed a
healing spell, smple and powerful.

The Marshalls rushed to them. He stopped them with his gaze. "Don't come near me. Don't..
.come.. .near.. .us, you useless sacks of merde. I'll kill the one who touches her. Did you see what sort
of monster had her?”’

"A tournpench,” Faith murmured, bowing her head. "The Lorebook said it was minor.”

"That'sright, ahorror that drained her Power, was about to rape her. The horror you said was
minor would have killed our precious Exotique! The horror you dl agreed wasthe Town's problem.”

"Wewerewrong," Thedlia croaked.



He sneered. "Y ou have often been wrong. Now you know your Lorebook can be wrong too.”
They bunched near the hedges. Partis pushed through, his carved hedling staff in his hand.

Badtien bared histeeth. "Thereis nothing you can say, hothing you can sing that will make me alow
you to put afingertip on her."

Sinafin set clawsinto Bastien's shoulder. He stiffened with pain, felt hisblood pool under her.

Now, she said. We will send back her Power, her magic. It will be the stronger for coming
from me, flowing through you. It will contain some of my feycoocu magic, some of your wild
Power. It will be good for her. Let me do this. Let me use you. You two are the future of the world.

He braced himsdlf, hiseyesmeredits. Do it.

Magic gushed through him. Fast, huge, unstoppable. It swirled through every pocket of his body,
every kink of hisnerves, every twist of hismind, then poured into Alexa. A little sparkle of the pure
magic of the feycoocu lingered in hisbones, and dwayswould.

Hishair lifted; hefelt the Slver streaks heet asif they glowed. Hisskin tingled. Hefdt great. He
moved away from the hedge wall. Alexatrembled in hisarms. Her eyes opened, lambent green; atouch
of Sinafin's sparkle wasin them too. Her lips turned the color of ablushing rose.

Shewriggled, and he reluctantly set her on her feet. She blinked, looked around the passageway.
"What happened?'

Sinafin sent them all quick images of events. The Marshals shuddered backward in alump. When
Alexa"saw" the attempted rape, she flinched, swayed. Bastien caught her around thewaist. Her lips
whitened.

"So thefireworked," she murmured. "But evenif it hadn't, my friend and my Pair mate would have
saved me. Did save me by dowing the creature.” Tremors ran through her. "1 want abath. Now. A bath.”

Hysterialurked under her surface.

"Of course," he said. He stared at the Marshdlls. "We are going to the private bathing pool off the
regular baths. We don't want company. We may never want your company again." He swept her up into
his arms once more and strode away to the baths.

There he loved her, dowly and tenderly, and afterwards he held her near and tried not to think how
close hed cometo losing her, and how that losswould have shattered him.
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After they had bathed and loved, Alexa dozed in Bastien's arms. What amiserable two days! That
horrible pterodactyl, Bastien's Testing, which had disturbed her dreams, the Song Quest, then the attack
thismorning.

Being crushed and smothered by the pterodactyl was bad enough, being smothered and drained of
magic by that sticky-black-hideous mongter wasinfinitely worse. With mordant humor, she wondered if it
was her fate to be smothered. Probably better than dying fighting. Maybe. Wdll, if so, sheld wish it would
be accidenta, in bed, with afeather pillow when she was atiny, old woman.

She breathed deeply, filling her lungs, just to know she could. It felt good.

Bastien snored softly next to her on acushioned palet in the private bathing room. She craned to
see hisface. It was peaceful, yet helooked stronger, more mature. Was it from his becoming aMarshdl
and choosing abaton? Or hisfirst use of Power asaMarshdl, saving her? She didn't think any infusion
of magic from Sinafin would make him look more adult. Alexa opened her senses, seeking the feycoocu.
Sinafin rested on apillow on Alexas bed in her muff form.

Alexaamiled. It was good to have friends. She quested for the Marshalls and found them il
meeting in their Council Chamber. She should be there, and so should Bastien, but it wasn't asif she
could contribute anything. Sheld enjoyed getting to know the Marshdls, learning their quirks. Soon they
would befast friends, like family. Irritating a times, but beloved anyway. Her family. Her home. Sheld
made a place for hersdlf here.

They were probably dissecting the attack on her ingtant by instant. Sinafin had seen and recorded it;
they wouldn't need any input from her. They had probably learned from the Lorebook by now that it was
sentient. Alexa shuddered, remembering the caressing fingers, the hissing voice



She jerked up, stumbled to her feet, glanced wildly around for her clothes. When she found them,
she pounced, and dragged them on.

Badtien groaned. Opened one eye. "What?'
"Thething. The webmonger. It told me something. The mongtersareinvading!™

"Thehorrorsare dways invading." He patted the pillows beside him, smiled seductively. "Come
back."

Alexaflung back her wet hair. "They invadein little bunches, the smdl evilsand creepersfirgt, then
the larger mongters. We've been able to ward them off. In generd "

Bagtien sat up. "In generd.”

"Thething said something about amassing an army. What could we do against an army of the
He opened his mouth. Shut it. Got up. "We don't have enough Chevdiers, enough Marshalls,
enough magic to stop a concerted effort.” He got up and dressed rapidly too.

"How many do you think we could handle?"

"No more than five hundred, and with that we could lose most of our fighters. Makes senseto field
an army now, before you've reset the boundaries. Even if you find the answer to renewing the fencepodts,
by then well have mongters throughout Lladrana.”

Bagtien hald out ahand to her. "The Marshdls are ill in sesson.”

They ran dl the way. When they reached the Council Room door, Alexa smiled as sheread the
script on the door: Lladrana Marshalls. Lovemaking with Bastien sure put her into agreat mood. Evenin
her own head, she was babbling. She had to get agrip, had to present a case to the Marshalls.

Bastien flung open the door and strode through. She followed.
Reynardus looked up with irritation. Some of the other Marshdls brightened.
Thedliasmiled and waved toward their segts. "Welcome, and Sit.”

"l have news. | recdled something the thing said to me asit tried to kill me." Alexacouldn't bear to
gt, not with the fear rumbling through her.

Reynardus snorted. "Horrors don't think. Don't spesk.”
Alexaset her shoulders. "Thisonedid." She repeated hiswords.
The Marshallslooked stunned.

"It can't be" Faith said.

"How many?" snapped Mace.

Alexaplaced ahand to her temple, trying to remember the shades and shadows of the beast's mind.
"It's more than afew. More than a hundred. Maybe athousand.”

"There aren't that many," Reynardus scoffed.



"How do you know!" Alexastemper heated. "Y ou only have the L orebooks, and the L orebook of
Mongters was wrong about the thing that attacked me. Y ou haven't sent any explorers North to find out
where the monsters come from or why, or how many thereare."

"We haven't sent spiesto their deaths for acentury.” Mace's smile waswintry. "Welost ninety good
Chevdiers, magica, noble, powerful, and twelve Marshdls that way. | know because my family linewas
nearly wiped out. It isagaing our family rulesto volunteer to go North."

"Inconceivable. Thisideaof yours" Reynardus said. He steepled hisfingers. "Do you wish to
digtract usfrom the fact that you have failed in the task for which we Summoned you?"

Anger surged through her blood. She kept her voice even. "1 fully intend to fulfill my purpose and
discover how to make the fenceposts. But | am telling you we must prepare for an army of monsters, for
ahuge battle." Shelooked a Thedlia

The older woman just shook her head. "They've never come more than five at atime—except the
minor demons.”

"And we haven't had dreethsfor acentury ether. Or the web-thing," Bastien said.

Alexalooked each oneintheface. "Y ou don't believe me." It hurt. Wrenching. She'd thought they
had accepted her. Perhapsto a point, and to a point they considered her afriend. But not enough to
believe her. "Y ou don't believe me and you don't trust me, and you don't trust my judgment.”

"Y ou were near degth, atacked, being drained of magic, easy prey for alying ingnuation. That is
what must have happened.” Thediasmiled sympatheticaly.

"Why would it lieasit waskilling me?"

"It'sevil."

Shaking her head in dishdlief, Alexa stared around the table. I know it told the truth—"
"Asit knew it to be. Why should it know of this, and how, if it'sbeenin Lladranafor weeks?'
"Asif amongter can think!" Reynardus exclaimed.

Alexaset her baton down on the table very, very softly. The emotional pain was overwheming.
Sheld never been more than atool to them. Definitely not an equal to be heard or listened to.

"| can't 9t herein the Castle and do nothing. | stood by when you told me not to worry about the
creaturein the Town. | will dwaysregret that. There are deaths on my head for that. | can't wait to see
which of usisright.” Tears stung behind her eyes, tears of pain and horror, making her voice raspy.
"Basgtien, can we build an army of Chevaiers?' Shelooked up at him.

"I knew it would cometo thisl" Reynardus pounded both hisfists on thetable. "I knew she would
never work with us. Never was acceptable asaMarshal. Now she will pander to those discontented,
rebellious Chevdiersand split our forces!”

Badtien spoke softly. "By telling the Chevaliersthereis amass of monsters coming? And you will
deny it, al of you?Y ou have never wanted others to have information, the be-spelled weaponsin your
armories, the powerful battle spells of the Lorebooks. Y ou have kept them for yourselves—and what do
we have now? Fenceposts failing, the defensive border disappearing, dreeths and web-things attacking.”



On the table her baton had faded to the color of light green jade. Alexa stroked it with her finger.
"The Jade Baton of Honor. | can't, honorably, stand aside and watch people die when | can prevent it."
She shook her head, forced her tearsto dry. "Not possible.”

Shefelt the touch of Bastien'sfingers on the smal of her back.
"Go gather your things. Get Sinafin. Well leavefor our estates shortly,” he said.

Nodding, she opened the door and | eft. Left the Marshalls sheld begun to think of asfamily or
friends. Left her baton.

Bastien closed the door behind her. Looked at the Marshals. "How did this happen, that you can't
trust her, or yourselves, or the Song?' He shook hishead. "A Sorcerer from the Tower could stand here
and foretdll an army of evil and you wouldn't ligten."

He picked up the Jade Baton. The shock of energy—Alexa's energy—was strong, pleasurable. He
ounitinto theair and caught it. "I'm taking this. Be assured, we won't call oursdves Marshdls. Those
Marshalswho origindly made the fencepodts, they were more, as Alexaismore. Guardians. Sheisa
Guardian. The Guardian of Honor." His smile cracked. Whatever wasin store for them, they were
shaping it by themsalves, for themselves. "And | am Shield Bagtien. Shiddchevdier Bagtien.” Heflipped
the baton again, stuck it in his belt and swaggered off.

No sooner was he gone than Reynardus said in soft spell-voice, "Wewill not spesk of this. Never to
anyone not in this chamber now."

Thealiafelt the command settle uncomfortably upon her. It did not fit. "She must bewrong,” Thedia
said, hoping beyond hopethat it wastrue.

Faith blinked rgpidly. "I can't think she could be right. How could she beright? The evil ones have
never come in more than four or five. No noble with lands bordering the North has reported any unusua
conglomeration of beasts.”

"Beadts," Mace grunted. "Weve always been plagued with beasts. Not thinking-talking creatures.
What wasthet thing thismorning, anyway?"

Reynardus sat. " Should we care?"
"It got away," Mace said.

They'd fdlen into their old habits dready, Thealiathought. When presented with the inconceivable,
they couldn't accept it. How had they come to be so blind? So inflexible? As hidebound as a L orebook?

She didn't know. And she didn't know what to do. These were the people she was the closest to,
bonded to until desth, by blood-bonds of the creatures they'd killed. She could not break that link, not
evenif it wasright to do so.

The Marshdlswere dill afighting force to be reckoned with, ateam of fighters strong in magic, in
training, blood-bonded as no other force. She could not afford to smash that force, especidly if Alexa
wasright. Bilerosein Thediasthroat. She didn't like her actions, her thoughts, her conclusions. She
didn't likewhat she was. She didn't like hersdf. Shefet tearsin her own eyes.

Under the table, Partis stroked her thigh, kept his hand on her knee. Hed said nothing during the
find confrontation and she didn't know exactly how he felt, but he was by her side, touching her, offering

support.



No one had spoken, asif they al were aswrapped in their own thoughts as she. She didn't want to
look around the table and see doubt or anger, so she kept her gaze fixed on the closed door.

"It'stime to consult the Tower, the Sorcerers and Sorceresses,”" Thediasaid. She matched stares
with Reynardus. His lipstightened, then twisted in asneer. " Perhaps one will come when called. Perhaps
not. And perhaps they will inform uswhy our very expensive Exotique did not perform her duty and
mend the fencepods.”

Johnsamade a protesting noise, but shut up under Reynardus's withering look.

"| suppose you intend to say 'l told you S0, Reynardus,” Thedlia continued smoothly. "But before
you do, / shal point out that we might have been much further dong, might have convinced Alexato say
with us, had you not made Alexas stay here so difficult. | hold you responsiblefor this."”

Before they could continueto pick at each other, Partissaid, "I agree we should call in the Tower
now, with al the safeguards for the one who conies. Who says nay?'

No one did. Partis nodded to Johnsa. " Johnsa, an image for Summoning, please.”

Swordmarshdl Johnsainhded deeply, steadied hersdlf until her energy aurapulsed rhythmicaly.
"We call the Tower." Theimage formed of the first Tower ever built by a Sorcerer on theidands off the
coast of Lladrana. No one inhabited it now, but the Call would be heard in every Tower.

They Sang the ancient tune of Summoning for a Sorcerer or Sorceress, and looked to the lower |eft
corner of the room, where one would appear if he or she chose to be Summoned.

A high pure note rose, deep red haze swirled, solidified into atall, rangy man with wide stireaks of
slver at both temples, wearing amaroon robe. Despite the fact his features were dightly different from
most of Lladranans and his eyes blue—both indications of old Exotique blood. Jaguar Dumont wasa
handsome man. He flung back his head to clear thelong black hair that tangled before his eyes, and
strolled to the seat of the Representative of the Tower, continuing to stand.

Amusement danced in hiseyes, irking Thedia. She knew it irritated the other Marshals as well.

"We wondered when you Marshdlswould Cal on us regarding the Exotique. | congratulate you, it
has taken this group longer than al the rest. And usudly we are Summoned only when something dire has
occurred.”

Heread it in their faces. "What has happened? All waswell at dawn." His eyes narrowed. "The
Exotique il lives, only isnot to be found at the Cadtle. Interesting.”

Reynardus stood. "First we want your oath that you will disseminate thisinformation freely and to al
of your colleagues.”

Jaguar flashed agrin but his eyes were watchful. He ostentatioudly scraped back the chair and
lounged into it, then waved ahand. "Done. Y ou have my Word that | will tell al Sorcerersand
Sorceresses of what transpires here, fully and impartiadly. My first report will go to the most powerful of
usdl, the ancient Bossgond.”

Thedlialicked her lips. That was not aname any of the Marshdlsfelt comfortable whispering. "We
have questions.”

"Naturaly. Anything regarding an Exotique will raise questions, their Power and unpredictability
being so much different and usualy more than ours. It isreasonable that thisis so. They would be



powerful intheir own land. Bring them through the Dimensiona Corridor and they will accrue Power
there, especidly if they havetofaceaTedt, as Alyekadid."

Blood drained from Thedlid's face as she recalled they'd lost Alexafor afew seconds during the
Summoning. Alexa had not been safe! Why hadn't she told them of thefirst attack? Because, with the
Tegtsimmediately following, she must have thought the first too was of the Marshdls making.

Jaguar sat sraighter in the chair, hiseyes and voice coal. "Y ou are much more ignorant than we
suspected. Alyekafought arender between our worlds."

Partis put his hand on Thediasfisted fingers. She didn't recdl having tightened them.
"So what transpired this morning?" asked Jaquar.

Faith cleared her voice and called her Lorebook of Monsters, which appeared with a harder thump
than usud on the table before her. The pagesflipped until they reached a picture of the creature they had
thought was the pest plaguing the Town aong Alexasjourney. "We thought we were dedling with a
tournpench, alesser evil."

"Watch," Johnsasaid, and unrolled the events that Sinafin had shown them.

Garbled swearing came from the Sorcerer as he saw the man-thing poise above Alexa. Hegave a
sgh of reief when he watched the mongter's defest.

They sat in Sllence for amoment after the retelling.

"Fools." Jaquar's eyes snapped. With awhistle, abook three times the Sze and weight of Faith's
banged hard before him. The pages zipped by too fast to see, then stopped. "It'sasangvile. More
dangerous than adreeth, which we've also heard has been found in Lladranalately.” Hislipsthinned. He
placed his hand on the book, lifted it. Copies of the pagesrose, floated over to Faith's book and wove
themsdvesintoit.

Jaquar continued. "'In my considered opinion, the Exotique isnow the only being capable of killing it.
With the Power from the sangvile, cleansed by the feycoocu, added with feycoocu trace magic and the
inflow of magic from her Pair mate, sheis stronger than Bossgond. Y ou have created an awvesome
warior."

Heinclined hishead mockingly. "Y ou aso let the sangvile escape and alienated Alyeka." He swept a
glance around the table, anasty smile curving hislips. "The sangvileistoo wesak to follow her, which
meansit will linger in the Cadtle, trying to drain the magic from the most powerful person, turn that one
into dust. That would be me. I'm leaving. All the Towers must hear of this as soon aspossibleand | do
not want to broadcast from here."

Jaguar rose and scooped up his book.
"What do you want for that book?" asked Faith.

He looked down hisnose at her Lorebook of Monsters. "I agree, an abridged version is not terribly
useful." Cocking hishead asif listening, he waited amoment, then said, "It isnow even oddsthat the
Towerswill need our own Exatique to fight this growing evil. However, we do not cooperate well, and to
form abond strong enough for us to Summon our Exotique would take years. Something bigis
happening. None of us has years. On behdf of the Towers, | offer to provide eight spellbooks such as
thisone, of the greatest use for your Marshalls, if you Summon our Exotique for us. Bossgond will
provide you with the qualities necessary for our Exotique by tomorrow night.”



Hisnogtrilsflared. "We know the next moon-moment and alignment of the Dimensiona Corridor isa
month away, but speaking for mysdlf, | don't want to make another visit to you idiots before thet time.
Wewill communicate by crystal ball." Plucking amaroon sphere from his robe pocket, herolled it onto
thetable.

Reynardus stood. "Easy to snipe at uswho have less Power—"
"Y ou have awaysfound it so, no?" Jaquar said.

"—~hut we have fought, hand to hand, these mongters to destroy them. I've not seen you fighting. As
for the Exotique, she has not fulfilled her purpose. She has not revived the borders or shown how to
make the fenceposts. Asfar as| know, even the Tower does not know how to do those things.”

"Thelast one who had that knowledge was killed before imparting it. Asfor the Exotique, it is not
yet time. She must bond with our world, the Amee-soul—and how quickly can one do that? The Singer
was herelast night. Why did you not ask her that question about Alyeka?"

Reynarduswas silent.

Jaquar barked laughter. "I see. Y our last Song Quest was that fearsome." He waved a hand, met the
gaze of each Marshdll. "Review your Song Quest where you asked for advice and heard of the
Summoning. It will tell you when Alyekawill be ready, will find the knowledge you seek to defend
Lladrana It isdifficult magic to gauge, magic rdating to the Snap."

"The Snap!" Thediahad tried to forget about it.

"Her natura bond to her Exotique Land-soul, her bond to Amee-soul, her bondsto you dl, others,
Badtien... It'svery hard to predict the Snap." He strode to the corner.

"Wait, Jaguar!" Thediastood. "The pool of jerir istill in the Temple, should you wish to avall
yoursdlf."

Thelight was dim around him, but she thought he grimaced. With aflick of hisfingers, the book was
gone. "l suppose it would be wise. Since I'm here. Bastien | eft one of his prime volarans. | will fly it to
Alyekas estate, take afresh oneto my idand. After." He strolled to the door, but a new tension showed
inhismusdles.

As soon asthe door closed, Partis started the rendering of the Spring Song Quest where they'd
been told to Summon an Exotique. His was the best memory for tune. Thediajoined handswith him and
picked up aminor harmony she remembered. She Sang and held out her hand to Reynardus, wondering
if hewould break their circle once and for al. He stared at her open palm for amoment, then took her
hand. She shuddered at the rioting energy within him, not fathoming why he should be so stirred up.
Without answer, he evened his emotions, linked hands with his brother and Shield Ivrog.

So the circle connected, bonded. Partis's voice grew deeper, richer. Love for him blossomed in her
and shewoveit into the Song. Ivrog added fraternd love; Mace and hiswife added love that had
origindly arisen from aChoosing and Bonding ceremony; Johnsaand Faith added their Paired
woman-love. The Song encompassed them all, brought them to alevel that not one of them could have
achieved adone, sharpened their senses.

Partiswas thefirst to recognize the pattern of notes. The spring mating song of the bluebird. Once,
twice, thrice. "Only after the Exotique has heard the bluebird thrice will she know from Amee-soul how
to raise the defenses of Lladrana. A great battle will come and if she survives, the Snap—"



The circle broke. Thrown from the stream of Song, it took Thealiaamoment to gather her wits.
Others blinked around her.

Reynardus had broken their connection. He sat, gray-faced.

Partis breathed heavily. Shetook hishandsin hers, lifted them to her lips, sent dl her loveto himto
help him ride out disorientation. Love would aways support them.

Johnsagagged, ran for the door, Faith following. Maceswifefdl into hisarms.
The link-cutting had been too quick, too totd.

With trembling hands, Partis stroked her hair, smiled sadly and shook his head. He'd noticed
something she hadn't. It wasn't often he wouldn't share information with her, wasn't often he had
knowledge she didn't.

Coldness gripped her. She hadn't heard onetrill of the bluebird call. Had Alexa?

Reynardus strode from the room and Thedliahadn't the energy to stop him. "Will the sangvile go
after him?' she murmured.

Partissaid, "Him or Faith or Johnsa. Faith and Johnsawill likely remain together.” Partis glanced at
Ivrog. "Do you fallow him?"

Ivrog gestured and the book with the new pages on the sangvile did over to him. "Not until wefind
out how to ward off this.. .beast. How to lureit, perhapskill it."

Mace gave abark of laughter, shifted hiswife onto hislap and circled her with hisarms. "'l suspect
luring it will be no problem. Read us the mongter's weaknesses, Ivrog.”

An hour later they were making fire amulets to protect everyone in the Castle.

The sangvile had withdrawn to the darkest corner of the Castle, hoping the feycoocu could not
senseit. It had lost much Power, and al the wonderful, shimmering magic it had drawn from the little
Exotique prey. It should have been easier.

To survive, it would need afeast of magic. A whilelater, someone smelling rich and ddlicious came,
Even |ater, the one with strong magic took avolaran back. Now compacted into ashade of itsformer
sdf, atiny speck of cobweb, the sangvile had enough energy to follow, hooking on to the wake of the
volaran.
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Alexawas blessedly numb for the flight home. Sheld been placed in front of Bastien on hisvolaran,
and the steedy best of his heart reassured her. She sensed in him arighteous anger and relief at leaving
behind the Casgtle, and the restrictions of being aMarshdl. Hislittle farewell speech to the group echoed
in her mind, so she hadn't been surprised when held presented her with her baton and called her
"Guardian." Sort of nonsensica, when she fdt like sheld been run over by war chariots... if Lladranahad
war chariots, which she didn't know.

So she il had her Jade Baton, and Bastien, the black-and-silver. Sinafin flew beside them,
chattering to Bastien. Alexathought they were strategizing asto how to raise an army. Shewasonly an
attorney, she was clueless. She may or may not still be Joan of Arc, but God—or the Song—wasn't
whisperingin her ear.

Pasca and Marwey had met them at the door to her suite.

They'd both been stiff with pride, assuring Alexathat their loyaty was hers and they would follow
shortly. Alexa had just nodded acceptance. Bastien had made another little speech. When he was done,
the pair had glowed with determination.

Bastien had a so had a quick word with Luthan before leaving. Alexaguessed that held leaveit to
Luthan how to tell the news, and to whom. She managed allittle smile. Luthan was solid. He could be
trusted. He was dmost family. If she stayed, he would be family.

So much heartbreak. So much risk. So much fear. Could she stay? Right now she didn't think she
could lift afinger to fight, and al she redlly wanted was to snuggle into an easy chair watching avideo and
munching popcorn. With Bastien. She rubbed her cheek on his chest and sighed. That wasthe big
problem. Sheredly wanted Bastien—for along, long time.



Instead of being at home in her gpartment, she was flying through the air to amansion, her mansion.
There sheld train to fight, and learn more spells, and practice horseback riding, and maybe learn to fly
atop thevolarans. Too strange

Bagtien's volaran turned its head to look back at her, eyeswide and liquid with concern. Bastien
tapped it on the head.

"Watch where you're flying. She's safe with me.”
Sinafin zoomed padt, eyeing Alexa. Very much shock lately.

"That'sright." Bastien Sghed, squeezed Alexaalittle. "But shesavery strong lady, my Pair woman,
shell bounce back.”

Alexafet like adeflated baloon, al bounce gone forever. Shetilted her head and had opened her
mouth to say so, when something flying behind the volaran caught her eye.

"What'sthat?"
Bastien and Sinafin laughed. The volaran snorted in distaste. "My atomball," Bastien replied.
Curiosity snagging her, she sat up alittle. "It sure hasalot of energy.”

It will be useful in the battle, Sinafin said matter-of-factly, and Alexadidn't know if Sinafin had
aways known of the battle, learned it from the mongter, or trusted Alexa's word. Thenimagesof a
gpiked iron ball zipping around a battlefield played in dow mation in her mind—blood, gore, ichor
spattering, limbs ripped away, heads and bodies smashed. Alexahid her face in Bastien's chest again,
sure thiswould be the only "time out" she'd get. Once she reached her estate, she'd have to be Lady of
the Manor—strong and decisive and responsible.

"| think the first thing we should do is have Alexawak over my land and hers. What my dear father
left out of his snide remarks was that wherever she's been, exactly where sheswaked, no frinksfal with
therain anymore.”

Walking didn't sound so bad. Walking the green fidlds of her land and his, the gentle hills... She
could do that. It would be good to do that, to see living and sprouting and blossoming instead of
wounding and degth.

"When the Chevdiers come, welll house them in my old house. It's only acouple of milesfrom
Alexashdl. I'll dlear theold training aress, theriding and flying rings.”

That sounded alittle more ominous. Alexa decided to go back to deep. She'd been deeping alot
lately, yet didn't fed rested.

When they landed in the front courtyard of her manor, Alexa awoke and mentally girded her loins.
When sheld dismounted, shelifted her chin, squared her shoulders and, with legs that wobbled only
dightly, mounted the gairs.

Her butler opened the door before she reached it. He bowed deeply.

Bastien grabbed her elbow, nodded to the butler. "We have come to stay. The Jade Baton will be
cdling a Gathering. My squire, Urvey, follows with plans, as does Alexas Chevalier, Pascd, and her
lady-in-waiting, Marwey."



Oh boy. Obvioudy there was a concept for this, and proper words. Well, Bastien seemed to know
them, so let him handleit.

"Yes, Shiddmarshdl Vauxveau."

"Open the house, provison it, and the Jade Baton will tend to dl household matters tomorrow.”
Bastien was moving her up the stairs. "And don't cal us'Marshalls. We have severed our connection
with them." He threw the last over his shoulder.

"Isthisgtill my house?' asked Alexa

"Y our house, your land. They can't takeit back," Bastien said with satisfaction.

"Oh. Good."

"Yes. You did very well. Have done very well since you cameto LIadrana. Don't doubt that.”
"All right."

Though he wanted to continue down the corridor, Alexa stopped at the landing and |ooked down.
The butler was aready organizing things. He seemed supremey unfazed by Bastien's news. She
supposed he was till glad to have someone with magica power in resdence. Sherelaxed alittle,
examined the house around her. It was as enchanting as she/d remembered. Thiswasworth holding on
to.

The murmur of voices and bustling came from below. The house was old, and the servants
Lladranan, not of her own society. They probably al had seen power politics before.

Alexadtiffened her spine. She had been the one to walk away from the Marshdls. It had hurt to do
30, but they werewrong. Thiswas the right course even though it might fed like retreet, likefalure. She
took Bastien's hand.

"I'm glad you're here."
"I'm glad I'm here too. It's abeautiful afternoon. What do you say to awalk?'
She managed alittleamile. "l say yes."

The rest of the day she walked her land. The contact steadied her, and Bastien's undemanding
presence and easy company eased her bitter fedling of loss. They had dinner at Bastien's house—a
charming home—then started walking to her etate. Asevening fell, Urvey ran up to them, panting.

"Theresa Sorcerer cometo call. He flew in on one of your volarans, Bastien.”
Badtien's eyes sharpened. "Which Sorcerer? Did you get his name?”

Urvey shuffled. "I didn't want to go near him. He's wearing a maroon robe and has dipped in the
jerir, so he camefrom the Castle.”

"Very old?' Bastien seemed to hold his bresth.
"About your age. He has blue eyes.”

"Ah, Jaguar Dumont." Bastien grabbed her hand and hustled them back to the manor house.



"Blue eyes? | haven't seen anyone with blue eyes since I've been here," Alexasaid.
Badtien spared aglancefor her. "Arethey common in the Exotique Land?"

"Not uncommon where | comefrom,” shesaid.

"Such eyesare asign of old Exotique blood,” Bagtien said.

"o

Shewas glad evening was fdling and the light was dim. She hadn't considered children and didn't
want to talk about them now. When she'd firgt visited, her butler had said that Exotique blood wasrare,
that most Exotique-LIadranan couples produced no children. But now shed runintoit in two
instances—with her home and with this Sorcerer. She hadn't considered birth control &t all, and there
was no way she'd go into battle if she was pregnant. That thought reassured her. Surely the Song, Fate,
whatever, wanted her to be Joan of Arc, would keep her from concelving while she had battlesto win,
fences to mend, dragons—pterodactyls—to day. Alexa hadn't been abeliever in destiny in her former
life, but events had made her reconsider.

They reached the impressive front steps and stood under a couple of huge quartz lamps. Bastien
turned her to him, ran his hands down her arms and straightened her gown, sifted hisfingers through her
hair. He frowned.

She shook her head at him. "How groomed must | be?"

Bastien shrugged. "Y ou look fine. But Jaquar could help usalot. Magica weapons, battle spells. He
must know some, or have access to L orebooks that do.”

Obvioudy, he thought the Chevalierswould rally so they'd be ready for abattle when it happened.
Since he believed they had a chance of winning, her natura optimism kicked in. She smiled back at him.

"Ah, we're going to negotiate."
"Ohyes" Bastien rubbed his hands.
"Very interesting,” said aman'svoice.

Alexaknew she hadn't heard the door open, but there the man stood, just beyond the threshold,
door wide open. She couldn't see him well; he was merely adark, lean form againgt the light— and the
auraof blueimparted by aplungeinthejerir. Hedidn't look asif that event fazed him.

"Y ou want information on magical weapons, perhaps the magica wegponsthe Tower has. You
want battle spells. It sounds asif you have broken with the Marshalls, yet you both wear your batons,”
the Sorcerer said. His voice wasn't as melodious as Partis's, or even Bastien's, but there was amuscular
Power init al the same.

Inclining his head, Bastien gestured beyond the man and, to theleft, to the parlor. " Shall we discuss
The Sorcerer narrowed his blue eyes at Bastien and Alexa. "What can you offer me for spellsto
make magical wegpons and great battle chants?’

Bastien used one of his charming smiles. Tugging on Alexa, they walked past Jaguar to the door of
the parlor. Bastien opened it for her.



Alexahesitated, turned to get agood look at the guy. Tall, dark, handsome. Features dightly more
Caucasian and less Adan than most Lladranans. Deep blue eyes, wavy black hair. Very nice. She put out
her hand.

"I'm Alexa Fitzwalter, Marsh— | carry the Jade Baton.”

In acouple of strides he closed the space that separated them and lifted her hand to hislipsashe
bowed. " Jaguar Dumont, a gresat pleasure.”

After the courtesy, he kept her hand, and she felt something brush against her magic. She didn't push
back.

Bastien stepped close and dipped an arm around her waist. Thistime his smile wasn't charming.
Whoosh! The shooting-star zoomed down the stairs to hover by the Sorcerer.
He jumped back.

Badtien said, "We have vitd information to trade. We killed a dreeth yesterday. Do you need any
dreeth parts? My lady and | are having fighting |esthers made from the dreeth, but there should be plenty
of hideleftover. | dso have an atcombal inamace.”

"l noticed. As| said before, very interesting.” Jaguar eyed the ball as he moved into the parlor and
sat in ahuge overstuffed chair near thefire.

With awhistle, Bastien banished the ball back to their bedroom.
"Would you like anything to est or drink?" asked Alexa.

Jaquar glanced at Bastien, who'd moved to asideboard with liquor, then at Alexa. She was Sitting
on thelove seat across from the chair. "Y our saff made me comfortable in the dining room with an
excdlent dinner when | arrived.”

Theimage of asingle man &t the huge tablein theforma dining room should have seemed ridiculous,
but not with this man. His Power would fill the room. His € egance would matchiit.

"That must have made them nervous," Bastien said.

"I believe they've come to vaue their unique mistress and the man she Paired with—aman who
once had very wild magic and was aneighbor that visited the empty estate often. They barely raised their
eyebrows."

"Good." Alexasmiled.
"After-dinner drink?" Bastien asked, pouring himsdf brandy in asnifter.
"Thank you, yes," said Jaguar.

Alexa picked up ahorn that sat upended on the side table. It wasareal horn of amagical cow or
something, and when you spoke into it, the person you addressed heard youl.

"Kitchen," shesaid. "I'd like some tea and cookies, please.” It hadn't taken her more than ten
minutes to learn and pronounce the word for "cookies.”

"Now," Jaquar said, "for your 'vitd information.”



They told him of the battle.
Hisface dtilled. "What isyour best estimate of thetime?"
Alexagave ahdplessgesture. "I don't know." Her smile waswesek. "1 was dying at thetime.”

Jaguar strode over to abookcase, placed his hand on a half-empty shelf and curved hishands as if
around books, but &l he held was air. He hummed atune. A moment later three large, red-bound books
sat on the shelf.

"Nicetrick," Alexasaid, and wondered if she could learn how to do it.

The Sorcerer's amile was crooked, but his eyes gleamed. "Not so very difficult magic, but the
Marshalsdon't useit much.”

He glanced out the night-dark windows. "1 must go, but | promise the Tower will be at the battle.”
Hefrowned. "Therewill be at |least twelve of us, perhaps more. We will stand with the Chevaliers.”

"Do you people dwaysthink in twelves? Twelve Marshdlsto Summon me, twelve Sorcerers at the
baitle?"

Jagquar grinned. "Not exactly. | can think of six who would like to practice their magical dueling
kills, five more who are dedicated to freeing Lladrana of the horrors, one that owesmealife” He
shrugged. "There may be afew more.”

"l hope s0," Alexasaid. For an embaitled nation, they sure didn't have armies. She wondered what
atank could do to adreeth. She'd like to find out. But there was no chance of that.

Thesmall waterfdl clock near awindow chimed the hour.
"Timefor meto go," Jaquar said. "If I might borrow avolaran with good sight in the dark... 7'

Alexafrowned. "I heard you live on an idand. Won't you consider spending the night instead of
making adangerous flight in the dark? We have plenty of room.”

Bastien sood and smiled. "Every flight is dangerousto you, Alexa. Jaquar will befine. My mare
Inqui has excdllent night vision and is curious enough to enjoy anight flight, not to mention ashort stay a
a Sorcerer's Tower."

Staring at Alexa, Jaguar patted his chest and smiled charmingly. " Something about you, Lady
Exotique, pullsat me. So ingtead of vanishing into the dark on volaran-back, I'll tell you that | intend to fly
only to the coagtd town of Coquille where my parentsreside. Y ou may rest easy.”

Shereturned hissmile. "Thank you."

Jaquar cocked abrow at Bastien. "Asfor you, Chevdier, | will ddiver severd magical potionswith
your volaran, along with instructions, and perhaps a spare magica weagpon or two. 1'd like payment now
for the books. I've heard you have a hat, made of soul-sucker."

Badtien rlaxed back into the love seet, grinning naturally for thefirst time. "I do." Hetook thelittle
horn and spokeinto it. "Urvey, my soul-sucker hat, please.”

A moment later Urvey entered the room, carrying the hat. He gave it to Bastien, then hurried from
the room. Bastien whipped the hat over to Jaquar.



It had always been the ugliest hat Alexa had ever seen, but Jaguar's eyeslit up as he caught it, ran
his hand around the broad rim, then placed it on his head at an angle. It looked asridiculous on him asit
had on Bastien.

Jaquar grinned. "Nice hat. The bargainisdone.”
The men exchanged glances.
Alexashook her head. Men.

The sangvile hovered, thin asit could makeits body, over the house where the Exotique prey was. It
yearned for that Power. But the feycoocu was there too, and the shapechanger was strong and
dangerous.

The one with bright magic that it had followed from the Castle had entered the house. The sangvile
trolled the areafor someoneto drain of magic, but al the good oneswerein the house. It would need to
feast soon, and on rich magic.

It waited, and then the strongly magica one left on volaran-back and the sangvile hooked itself to
the whoosh of air initswake.

That night, after another round of spectacular lovemaking, Alexalay cradled in Bastien'sarms,
listening to his soft snoring and the birdcall outside,

The sounds should have comforted her, reminded her that she'd found a place of her own, people of
her own. But shewas londly. For the Marshalls. How stupid was that?

But they'd called her and trained her and she'd thought they gave her friendship.

The birdsong was too damn cheerful. She stilled as she redized that it was the bluebird nesting for
the night. Her mouth curved down and she pressed her lips hard together against acry of pain. Just that
morning she'd danced to the bluebird song, sure of her placeinlife at last.

Such aday, eonslong, aged her second by second with trials.

And that was sdlf-pity. A spurt of anger dried incipient tears. She'd danced joyfully in the morning,
fought the sangvile and the Marshdls. It had been an eventful day, afateful day, and shed formed the
shape of it hersdlf with her own mind and body and magic. That was something.

She stroked Bastien's chest. She had what she'd dways wanted—a home, a place, aman. All very
good things, better than the loss of false friends. She thought of the thin Song-threads that still bound her
to the Marshalls and considered snipping them the way she'd once threatened to cut the Song between
hersalf and Bastien. Her pride wouldn't let her Summon metaphorical scissors. To clip the threadswould
beto let the Marshalls know they were important to her, and that they'd hurt her.

No, shewouldn't destroy. She'd build—a solid relationship with Bastien and the Chevaiers.

Her hand dipped down Bastien's body to caress. Thisiswhat mattered right now. Man coming into
womean. Loving.

That night Thedlia sat in thewindow sest of their suite in the Castle and looked out the bow
windows. Night wasfaling and it wasraining. Though therain at the Castle no longer contained frinks, it
till depressed her. Or perhapsit was looking at the Tower that jutted to her |eft. The Tower with dark
windows where thered been light when Alexawas here.



Partis came up behind her, pulled her close againgt his body. The cadence of their Song
strengthened, deepened, and notes of desire mixed in. It lifted her spiritsalittle.

He rubbed her arms from elbow to shoulder. "Y ou miss Alyeka. So do |. The Castle hadn't seen
such vibrancy for along time, not snceal of the Marshdls children were younger and still journeyed
withus"

"Wewere sowrong indl our actionswith Alyeka."

"Why do you scold yourself so? None of us had ever dedlt with an Exotique before. We made
mistakes—"

"Bad mistakes."
"Bad migtakes. But timewill correct them.”
Thedliagrasped one of his hands between hers. ™Y ou think so?

"Alyeka carries the Jade Baton, Bastien the black-and-silver. They are Marshdlsto the bone. They
claimed the batons and we claimed them. Alyekais avery reasonable person—she will find her way
back to us."

"I domissher."

"And you think you should have been closer to her, had more persond contact,” Partis murmured in
her hair. Y ou are blaming yoursdlf again. Hindsight. Wedid our best. If we had to do it over again, we
would proceed differently, but that opportunity will not come. Stop thinking, come to bed and fed.”

"Y ou're sure shewill return?'
IIYall
He'd dways been better at knowing people than she.

"Alyeka, Bastien, the Marshalls, the sangvile and the battle— horrorstruly invading, coming over
our bordersin large numbers, not twos or threes. So much to think about. So much to do. What do we
do next?'

"We go to bed." With strength and magic and Song, he carried her there.

Demaand Farenthawere the first Chevaliersto show up the next day, though Farenthawas il
healing and would not be ableto fight. After that, afew more arrived every day. At firs, it wasthe
independent Chevaliers; then aminor noble Chevalier would come with two or three of his household.
Soon both Bastien's and her own house werefilled, and there were tented encampments around each
home.

Bastien had taken on the work of agenera and was good at it. Urvey and Pascal were his devoted
gaff and Marwey studied defensve magic with Farentha. Alexathought sheld be hiring more Chevaiers
soon to fight under her banner, as many as she could pay, though she didn't like theidea of leading others
to death. The only palatable thought was that she wasn't asking them to do anything she wouldn't do
hersdf.

So Alexawalked the land. One day she found afallen brithenwood stick, round and tall enough to
be fashioned as agtaff. She hefted it, liked the weight, the dight roughness of bark under her fingers. The



Song in it wasn't quite dead, and as she held it, the tune changed, deepened and resonated. For a
moment adoor flickered in her mind. Shetried to grasp an €l usive concept, but it vanished. She could
only hope the ideawould return.

She dso trained in fighting and magic, working with Bastien to function asateam. Now and again
she was sent to the nearest border to walk the line and strengthen it, keeping out the minor evilsand
sngle mgor ones. She studied the books and made potions, anointing the Chevaiers weapons with
magic—desth magic for the horrors,

All inall, shewas satisfied that she was doing her best possible effort to ensure that when the battle
came, Lladranawould have aforce to meet it. Though she mourned for the connection she had had with
the Marshdls, she thought it had been superficial and hoped she was building better friendships with the
Chevdiers.

One morning aweek later, she was training with Bagtien against Faucon and another Chevaier when
ascream hit her brain.

Alyeka. We need you. We need you now!

The cry camein atangle of voicesingde her head. The Marshdls! All of them save Reynardus. In
her time with them, sheld linked with dl of them except Reynardus.

The shout deafened her, blinded her, and she fell. Breath knocked out of her, she stared up at
Faucon. His sword was at her throat, and he looked determined.

"You'redead," hesad.

Shelifted her handsin surrender and he withdrew, but he didn't offer to help her up from thetraining
ground. Instead, he scowled at Bastien.

"Why didn't you Shidd her?"

"It was her fight," Bastien said. "And | won't Shield her from mistakes she makes on thetraining
ground.”

Alyeka! You were right. The army of monstersis massing. We Marshalls |eave the Castle
within the hour for the northern border. If you link with us, we can Summon you here. We go to
fight now, before the army isready. We have called in all the Chevaliersloyal to us. For the love
of Lladrana, tell those with you to help! Thedialaughed bitterly. Thiswill be a long battle. We will
need reinforcements. But with your help, right now, we might be able to prevent great loss, and
strike first. We are calling on the Sorcerers and Sorceresses too.

"What's wrong?" Faucon asked.

Her breath was back. She sat up. "The battle. It's come. The Marshdlsfly to attack first. They need
my help.”

Onesde of Bastien's mouth twitched. "They finally reached you? I've been hearing them for the last
quarter-hour.” She gawked. "Y ou didn't tell me?"

"l didn't listen. I'm not aMarshdll. That was avery short-lived twiddle-tune for me."

"Wemug go!"



"To fight with them?Y ou have as much experience fighting with us here—" he gestured to the
encampment outside her home "—as you have linking and fighting with them.”

26

A sick dread twisted insde Alexa as she searched Bastien's hard expression. He would not go to
the aid of the Marshalls and she could not refuse to help.

He and she were on opposite Sides of achasm. She knew it, even if hedidn't, and it looked like the
crack would fracture their relationship. He hadn't said he loved her, and she hadn't told him of her love,
but she thought that's what they felt for each other. Could what they had survive what was coming? Or
would she be |eft done with the colleagues of Marshdls, but no man of her own?

Stffly, she stood and brushed off her pants. She stared at the Chevaliers who were at the training
ground, then lifted her voice. "What we have prepared for has arrived. The Marshalls leave for the North
to strike & the gathering army.”

Faucon glanced at her, then ran to the fence and vaulted over it, calling for his Chevdiers. Everyone
rushed to the tents to prepare for flight and battle. She and Bagtien were |eft done. Hisface wastight
with anger.

Alexarolled her shoulders, sheathed her short sword. "I'm going to let the Marshalls Summon meto
the Cadtle.”

"Why?Why do you go to them, fight with them?"

"They need my help. They will be the first on the scene. With enough Power, we might forestdl a
huge battle." She shuddered at the thought of lost lives. Some would die. Maybe she would, but at least
she would have done her best.



"You'regoing to them?" He sounded completely disbelieving. He towered over her.

Shefdt blood drain from her face as shetilted her head up. Shetried to keep her voice steadly,
coal. "They are the best fighters of Lladrana. They have power and magic. Working with them is the best
useof my skills. They need my help.”

"So do we, the Chevdiers here”

Alexawaked to thetraining yard gate. "I can make more of a difference with the Marshdls. If we
fight well, we can save lives, perhapsthelives of some of our Chevdiershere.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders, hisgrip hard. "They've dways manipulated you and used you. If
you go, they will useyou again. He will use you, Reynardus, suck your Power dry, like that damn
sangvile. Y ou, the most important part of histeam, he will consider the most expendable.”

"I know." Her ingdes trembled with fear, at the awareness of fate. "I must go.”

Bagtien's mind brushed hers, melded, tried to overwhelm. She was swamped by histangled
emotions—fear for her, lovefor her, anger at her blindness, her stubbornness.

She replied with a soft and soothing tone, comforting him, then she pulled away.
"l can't go with you. Hell use you, and through you, hell useme. | cant...”
"l know," shesaid. I'm coming, she sent to Thedia.

The woman's—and dl the Marshalls—qgreat relief permeated Alexa. Your home contains a
pentagram inthe southwest room___

I know whereit is, Alexasaid. She knew every inch of her lovely home.
"Youreredly going. To them. Leaving me for them,” Bagtien choked out.

Alexadidn't know how to answer him. Didn't want to put it in personal termslikethat. "Youreredly
gtaying, coming later with the Chevdiers, unwilling to be my Shield,” she said gently. Sheld tried to block
the sickening emotions—fedlings that would weaken her. Now wasn't the timeto fedl, not even thetime
to think. Now was the time to act—and to pray that her training, all her training, held true.

Helooked like sheld struck him, pallid under his natura tan skin. He even swayed. She couldn't take
the heartbresk in his eyes, the heartbreak that clutched her insides. She ran back to him, stood on tiptoe,
pulled his head down for ahard kiss of lips and tongue, savoring histaste, his scent, the strong passionate
melody that still wound between them. Then she broke the kiss and stared into his stormy ebony eyes.

"l loveyou." Sheturned and bolted to the house.

She stopped in her room to gather the magica sword she and Bastien had made, and her fighting
leathers and boots of dreeth hide. Her new brithenwood staff leaned againgt the wall and her fingers
itched. She should takeiit into battle.

Alyeka, COME! the Marshalscried.

She had her sword and her baton. She pelted to the room with the pentagram, stood insideit, let her
tearsflow. I'mhere.

The Song that had swirled her from Colorado to Lladranaenveloped her again, plucked her from all



she loved, to battle and an unknown enemy.

Asshelanded in the pentacle in the Castle Temple, she noticed the rhythm was dightly off. She
looked up to see nine strained faces. Reynardus wasn't there.

Thedliarushed over to help her up, steadied her by putting hands on both shoulders.

Johnsacalled, "Alyeka, Luthan iswaiting in Temple Ward for you. Theloca landowner up North
knows you're coming and has an appropriate horse.”

"Where's Reynardus?' Alexas breath came raggedly. Apparently the Summoning had primed her
for battle already; she recognized the adrendine buzz.

Mouth twigting, Thedlia hustled Alexainto the pretty spring day. "Reynardussvolaran left in the
night."

"Left? How? Where?' Thismade no sense.

"V olarans are more than horses. We breed many, but most of them come from awild herd and stay
with a person, sometimes are controlled by that person. If they want to leave, nothing will stop them.
Reynardussleft.”

It should have been funny, but dread rose in Alexa. She shuddered.
Thedlianodded. "Wedl havethat feding. The horrors massing—it's afateful day and we al know

Alexalicked her lips. "Didn't someone offer Reynardus avolaran?’
"He rg ected severa. Then nobody offered any more.”

Sounded like Reynardus. Alexafound hersdf nodding. She probably would be doing alot of things
more by ingtinct and training than by thinking today. She didn't want to think.

The past couple of weeks she'd worked with Bastien, and he wasn't here. The hole eating her
ingdeswould distract her if she thought about it, so she didn't dare. She could block that emotion as she
rode the volaran while flying North. Y es, that could work.

Luthan strode up, face tense. He looked behind her. "Bastien's not with you?' Glancing at her face,
he swore. "Never dependable.”

She managed aweak smile. "Hell be there. As part of the independent Chevaliers. Just not with
me." No voice catching on asob. That was good.

"Idiot," Luthan said. He nodded to Thedia "Mount up." Then helooked back to Alexa. "We can
Pair for the baitle. We work well enough together.”

"Wait!" lvrog strode up. His eyes were clear and fired with determination. "I'll Pair with the lady."
Hetook her hand in hisand aquick, easy, strong bond sang into place.

L uthan stepped back at the Power. "Incredible.” He nodded once, pulled hisriding gauntlets from
his belt and dipped them on, smiled fiercely. "I'll see you at the North border, Prevoy's Pointe. Running,
he jumped into the saddle and his volaran whedled into the sky.

Ivrog tucked Alexas hand into hisarm. "I hope you don't expect that sort of acrobatics from me."



Some of her tension eased. "No."
But hewastall and walked fast, and she had to scurry to keep up.

"Wewill haveto use distance-magic,” Ivrog said. They'd reached hisflying horse and he now
boosted her into the saddle. "My Treasure, here—"he stroked the arch of the mare's neck"— was a gift
from Bagtien. | don't use distance-magic very often. Shewill be pleased to fly s0." Hissmilewaswry. "'l
only do distance magic when going to afight." He sucked in a breath. "And thislooks to be the biggest
fight of dl." He swung up behind her. "Arisal"

Thevolaran took off, strong and steady. Alexarested on Ivrog's chest behind her. It waslike leaning
on asturdy uncle. Ivrog formed aclear bubble around them.

"I'm going to trance," Alexasaid. "1 need to block my emotions regarding Bagtien." Again shewas
proud her voice didn't quiver.

Ivrog grunted. "Good idea. Try also to rest. Perhaps alittle spelltune or two about how you will be
at your best on the Field."

A littlelaugh weled in her throat. Affirmations?"1 will fulfill my true potentid onthe Fidd.”
Shefdt Ivrog nod. " Sounds good. When you de-trance, let me know, and I'll trance myself.”

"1 will fulfill my true potential on the Fidd." She tasted the words again, wondered what sort of tune
to give them, then sent alast glance at the quickly disappearing Castle, her first home on Lladrana. Shed
liked her suite there. Treeswerein full blossom, and arising bluebird's cheerful mating cal followed them

avay.

Anguished, Bagtien stood staring after Alexa, then looked down at himsalf. Funny, it didn't look like
the heart and guts had been torn from him to lay spilled on the ground. Maybe the jerir had prevented i,
or all the other scars on his body.

Didn't prevent the ripping pain, though. He ran his hands over his chest. No cavity. Not outsde.

Cold sweat beaded on histemples, ran down hisface. He doubled over, gasping with agony, and
finaly the torment hit hisbrain. What had he done? He'd sent his Pairling off to battle without him.
She could die!

Foal! Idiot! Moron!

Fool! Idiot! Moron! The feycoocu's words echoed his own, screamed into his ears as awarhawk's
cry.

"So where have you been?"' he croaked.

Taking care of things.

Typica that she spokein riddles. Hejerked upright, forced his fear down and started to run to the
pentagram in Alexa's home. Hed never run so fast, but as he skidded over the threshold into the
entryway, hefdt their Song dim. She was gone. Gone from the house.

Faucon dammed into him from behind. They both rocked before they caught their balance. Panting,
Faucon said, "Just heard, the battleis at Prevoy's Pointe."

Big mountain, just over Lladrana's border. Rough country, and far. Far from the Castle and even



farther from here,

Bastien jerked his head back toward outside, in the direction of the stables. All hisbest horses and
volarans were here. He grinned at Faucon.

"Havel got avolaran for you."

Grinning back, Faucon said, "Great. Where's Alyeka?'
Bastien took off at arun. Faucon matched him.

"She went with the Marshalls™”

Faucon's mouth opened, closed.

"Wise man,” Bagtien said. "Feycoocu!" heyelled.
Thebird circled hishead. / am here.

"GotoAlexa" he shouted.

Not yet. | must keep an eye on you.

Badtien gritted histeeth. That sounded familiar, at least.

Thevolarans had |eft their stables, and now shifted around in the corral. Asword spread amongst
the Chevaliers, they congregated at the stables where the prime volarans waited.

Bastien threw open the gate. "Take your choice! | hear the fighting will be good a Prevoy's Pointe.”

Alexas stable master, Pierre, led Bastien's strongest volaran out of the stables. The stallion had
flown in from awild herd just three months before and had demanded the best. He and Bastien had
trained only enough to be able to work as ateam. The stdlion wore no bridle, only athin hater, reinsand
asaddle.

Bastien mounted.

"Wait!" Alexaslittle butler puffed up to Bastien, carrying abox painted with Powerful symbolsand
bound with magic. "My Lord, takethis."

It was the box containing his shooting-star atomball.
"You'reright. It could comein handy. My thanks." Bagtien stowed it in abag behind him.

The butler wiped his perspiring face with a handkerchief and bowed asfar as hislarge paunch would
dlow. "Good journeys, My Lord."

Bastien nodded. " A good journey and good fighting. A safe hometo you." He settled himself again,
and the volaran fidgeted a couple of stepsin preparation for taking off.

The feycoocu screamed from the stable eaves. Go to the Castle first, Bastien.
Helooked up, jaws clenching. No!

Hisvolaran backed up a couple of steps, reared. Bastien kept his sedt.



I have told your volaran to fly to the Castle. He will take you there with all speed. The feycoocu
clicked her beak and Bastien could have sworn she smiled. You will not arrive too long after the
battle started.

That turned his bowelsto water. He wanted to be there before the battle started, to support his
woman.

You must go to the Castle first. The Song says so. She shot into the sky.
"Urvey, Pascd!" heydled.

They were there, volaran-back, at his elbow. "Go with Faucon, use distance-magic to reach the
battlefield. Protect Alexa."

Both looked too damn young, but their faces white, they nodded, then whedled their volaransto
follow Faucon.

To the Castle, now! commanded Sinafin.

Dread made him gtiffen in his saddle. He heard her faint bird cry, looked up to seeasmdl, flapping
speck. As hewatched, it winked out. Gone. Some otherwhere.

For thefirst time since hewas a child, he trembled.

Bastien tranced for most of the trip to the Castle; otherwise held have gone mad with the tension.
When he arrived, his stalion set him down in an echoingly empty Temple Ward.

For amoment he just sat and stared. Never in al hislife had he seen the Temple Ward deserted.
From hisearlies memory, it had bustled with life.

Then he wondered what he was supposed to do. "Sinafin?' he whispered. It was safe to use her
name, and he was sure the magical being would heer.

Nothing.

He glanced at the sundia on theflat wall of the keep and decided to wait aquarter hour.
Dismounting, hewalked his stallion to the trough, Ieft him there. Bastien stretched hislegs by crossing to
the cloister entry near the map room, then paused. Heredlly didn't want to see what was going on. He
wanted to be where the Marshalls were preparing for battle.

Tegting his Song with Alexa, hefound it cam but rising, building energy as she neared the Field.
Hisvolaran's angry neigh made him pivot. He stared at hisfather on the ground near the flying horse.
Reynardus picked himsdlf up and dusted off histabard.

A snking feding invaded Bastien's gut. He didn't want to do what destiny had prepared for him.
Sowly hewaked to hisfather.

They stared at each other for severa heartbests.
"Isthisyour volaran?' demanded Reynardus.

"Heishisown."



A tic gppeared next to Reynarduss mouth. "It was dways that strangeness that fried my temper.”
"Wherésyour Shield, Uncle Ivrog?' Bastien feared the answer.
Reynardusslip curled. "Gone. Shield to the Exotique, | bdieve."

Maybeif he hurried, fate wouldn't overtake him. Bastien jumped onto his stalion and whedled him
toward the east, where the wall was lowest.

"You aren't leaving me here!”
Bastien didn't look back. "Yes, | am."

Before the volaran could take off, the whisper of wings cameto their ears, and another flying horse
set down in the courtyard without a sound. Except the dull thud of Bastien's heart as it accepted destiny.

The volaran wasthin and scraggly with huge, sad eyes. Bastien recognized her asthe mareto the
late Chevalier Perder, who'd been lost the day Alexahad saved Farentha and Dema.

Timeto accept theinevitable. He and his stdlion turned, observing the winged horse stepping
ddicatdy up to Reynardus, who stood frozen with fear.

"Your volaran ishere, Father," Bagtien said quietly. It was atime for stillness.
Reynardus opened his mouth. No words emerged. A first in Bastien's experience.

The volaran nudged Reynardus with her head. You know, she whispered. Reynardus |ooked
shocked, asif he'd never heard avolaran. It hadn't happened very often to Bastien, but he'd heard an
occasiond word, even aphrase.

It'stime. She bent her neck.

With a high two-note whistle, Bastien magically saddled her. He took a deep bresth in, released it
onasdgh. "I'll beyour Shidd."

Reynardus soun on hished, hismail clinking. "Y ou!"

"Me." He breathed deeply again. "Me, or nooneat dl." Glancing a the sundid, he saw fifteen
minutes had passed. "'l must fly to the Field.”

The musclesin hisvolaran's haunches bunched.

"Wait!" Reynardus shouted and jumped onto the volaran.
The galion whickered. / will help in the distance-magic.
Badtien'slipsfdt cold. "Let'sgo."

A tiny threnody unfurled from Reynardus to touch Bastien's mind. He dlowed it in. The connection
between them snapped into place.

And Bastien knew the burden hisfather had carried since his Song Quest. Alexas and Reynarduss
liveswere intertwined, and one or both would die this day.

Alexas heart started pounding as soon asthey came out of the last distance-magic spell. Sheand
Ivrog had traded off who kept touch with the volaran and who went into trance. By the time they'd



reached Prevoy's Pointe, they'd found the rhythm of their Song together, and the Song they'd share
during bettle.

Shelooked down at the field and terror whipped through he—for hersdlf, but more for Lladrana
and dl the people deep in the interior who had never faced the horrors. The common folk would be easy
prey. Hideous visions coaesced in her mind.

All dong the boundary linefor asfar as she could see was a snaking line of mongters, prowling.
Mostly renders and dayers, but many soul-suckers, and five dreeths. Great clumps of the horrors milled
near the three gaps between the fenceposts.

Ivrog landed. Alexajumped down and staggered to the Marshalls standard, raised by ahuge, old
brithenwood tree. Reynardus still hadn't arrived, but al the other Marshals were there, dong with mgjor
nobles and their Chevdiers, and some strangers. Alexa stared for amoment at richly robed men and
women, then understood they were the Sorcerers and Sorceresses. She counted twenty. They stared
back at her.

Thediastood in front of another animated map, this one of the current battlefield. She nodded to
Alexa, but finished with her question to the Sorcerers. "Can you of the Tower hold aforcefield to narrow
gaps between the fenceposts so the horrors push through at arate we can handle them?'

Jaquar looked at his colleagues, garnered nods. "We can, if that's how you wish to use our Power,
Swordmarshal Thedia. But it will take six of usat each break to hold such aforcefield. That will leave
you with only two of usfor offendve battlespd|s.”

Everyone looked at the dreeths.

Thediagrimaced. "That'show it will be, then."

"What arethey waiting for?" asked Alexa, pleased when her voice came coally.
"Apparently, you," Jaguar said. "Look, they're moving, pouring through!"

"Everyonein position!" Thealiaordered, and her words reverberated acrossthe field. She gestured
to apair of battlemares. "For you, Alexaand Ivrog."

"With your permission, Alexa, | would prefer to stay volaran-back. | promiseyou | can Shield you
best from there," Ivrog said.

Alexamounted the horse, squared her shoulders and put on the helm that 1vrog had handed her.
"Sounds good to me." She grinned, more arictusthan ared fighting grin. The adrendine should dump
into her system soon. God, she needed it. Her insides were so watery with fear, she thought they'd dop
around.

She should do that old Roman salute and the "we who are about to die, sdute you" thing. She
shuddered and wiped her hands on a hank of saddle blanket in front of her. Her dreethskin leathers
wouldn't dry her hands. She supposed thisfear would always hit her.

She gulped. We who are about to die, salute you. Shetried to remember what that wasin Latin,
but couldn't. Sheld aways been bad at languages.

"Attack!" screamed Thedia

Alexapulled her baton from her sheath and set her mount galloping to the nearest breach of the



border, and into the fray.

Worldly power always demands a price, and | wanted power, said Reynardus, mind-to-mind
with Bastien.

Bagtien'slink with hisfather seemed odd.. .because it was unusualy easy. They were more alike
than either would have wished. Their father-son Song, suppressed for so long by each, ran strong and
clear.

As Reynardus spoke of Power, Bastien caught images from hismind, asif seeing awell-traced
history: Reynardus young and in love with alower-class girl. That shocked Bagtien, and hisfather
snorted. Then Reynarduss first Song Quest—where he was shown severa futures.

| could wed the girl and live contentedly on our ancestral holding. Or | could wed another—a
woman of great wealth, but of pitiful character— and build my own status. Then | would be a
man to reckon with—the Lord Knight of the Marshalls! My name would echo through history. |
wanted that, and more.

Badtien said nothing, kept his disapprova to himself. Having been the issue of that cold, passonless
marriage, he wanted more. His heart wanted more—intimacy and delight. Hed found that with
Alexa—passion and endlessfascination.

The price of my Power was a bloodless mating with one who could never be a Marshall,
never my Pairling, never my equal. His mouth curled, he danted astare a Bastien. And the price was
a flawed son.

Badtien's heart lurched. He gripped hisreinstight, but kept the pressure from affecting the stallion.

And to fulfill my dream of fame and fortune, the Song required a third payment—death on
the battlefield at a relatively young age. Thistime Reynardusturned his head and his eyes glittered.
But the Song is not always right—not always inescapable. Even though it took my volaran and
sent me this sad beast ready for death, the Song can be changed by the will of a man.

Keeping his mouth shut and completely averse to talking philosophy with Reynardus, Bastien
nodded. Then hisfather did something so touching that Bastien was stunned.

Reynardus stroked the neck of the volaran, and sang. He sang of life, of fighting for life, of
determination. In doing o, he relieved his mount of the brooding sorrow and despair it had carried Snce
itsflier perished. The volaran's ears perked up, the tension of its musclesloosed. It held its head high and
proudly, with eyes unclouded by grief.

Bastien could barely believe hisfather had done such athing. Compassion. The man had alittle
compassion after dl. Or wasit smply self-interest? Bastien didn't know. He did know that in the coming
battle, as Shield for aman marked for death, Bastien would have to be very, very careful. Though
Reynardus would not alow Bastien any other than surface thoughts, he began layering defensive spdllsto
protect them both.

Bastien and Reynardus arrived at Prevoy's Pointe to see death and destruction. Glowing Marshall
batons sgnified the loss of a Pair—the oldest Pair, Albertus and hiswife.

Blood and ichor surrounded the bodies of Chevaliers, volarans, and the horrors. Dozens of
skirmishes dotted the battlefield. The auraof magic glowed in sparkling rainbows around the bregks
between the fenceposts.



The thickest fighting centered on asmall woman glowing green and blue and on horseback. Bagtien's
heart jumped to histhroat.

| Shield for you, but we go there! Bastien pointed. Where my Pair mateis.

Reynardus grinned, screamed awar cry and dove. Caught up in hisown fury, Bastien followed,
accepting the rush of emotionsfrom hisfather to himsdlf, handling them, adding wild magic from himsdlf
and hismount. Linking to Ivrog, and from Ivrog to Alexa, and through Reynardus and Alexato the
Marshdls. He saw agolden net among them al. With luck, the net could close around the horrors and
crush them.

Alexaknew when Bastien arrived. That he Shielded Reynardus. A bubble of wonder passed
through her brain, but her hands concentrated on killing adayer. Ducking spines. Shooting green baton
magic sraight to the heart.

Then Reynardus was next to her, swiping his baton around in awide swath, killing severa mongters
with one blow.

"Dreeecthd " someone screamed.
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A dreeth materidized amidst them, itslong, curved, pointed beak plunging toward Reynarduss
heart.

Alexawas there, in front of him. How, she didn't know. Shriek-ing her own fear.
Bastien and Ivrog took the blow for her. The Shields held.

Her baton wasin her hand, flaming green.



Reynardus's flamed white. He grabbed hersfrom her hand, yelled at the pain. He and hisvolaran
shoved her aside.

Shereded.

They flung themsalvesin, in. Close to the thing's bulbous underbelly. Reynardus shoved both batons
into its most vulnerable point. He shouted a chant and the thing exploded.

Theforce of it knocked Alexato the ground. Dreeth chunks flew.

Reynardus laughed and tossed her baton to her. She caught it and gasped at hisenergy. Flung his
magic back at him to absorb.

He laughed again and with a huge gesture and wave of his baton, Reynardus vaporized the rest of
the dreeth.

He was till laughing when another dreeth gppeared behind him and pierced hismagica Shield,
spearing his body with its besk, plunging through him and down into his volaran.

Reynardus and the flying horse gave one shudder and died.

Agony ripped through them dl. All Marshdls. Bagtien and Ivrog and Luthan screamed, their minds
shocked at their loss, her connection to them gone.

Badtien was nearly unconscious, his Shield around his father having been brutaly rent.

The new dreeth flicked its beak and Reynardus's body flew, arcing droplets of deep red blood from
the back and between itslegs. The volaran collgpsed asit lay, blood pooling under it.

The horror made Alexas bregth catch. The Marshalls and Luthan's and Ivrog's and Bastien's grief
and anger wrenched open her own for Sophie. Suddenly the dreeth was every senseless death, every
supid mistake that clamed alife, every evil that took life and laughed. All evil.

Screaming, she ran toward the dreeth, jJumped over the body of the volaran, ducked under the
wicked clawed wings, and thrust her baton into the dreeth. The jade dug deep. She threw hersdlf
forward and stuck her arms up to the elbows into the dreeth.

[tdied.

She was crying, tears streaming down her cheeks as her heart and mind and soul wept for Sophie.
And Reynardus.

The dreeth's body toppled forward.
Not agan!

But the massed magic of the Marshalls plucked her away. Was too much. The Power spun her
acrossthe Fied, onto the ground and under another dreeth's beak and claws. Her help gone, she stared
at her own death in fascination.

Sinafin screamed and dived.
Badtien's atombal bulleted straight through the dreeth, leaving ahole. The shooting-star shattered.

That dreeth rocked forward, toppling.



Alexarolled until she stopped against arocky outcropping littered with debris. The dreeth thunked
behind her, causing the earth to vibrate. Grabbing the edge of aboulder, she used it to stagger to her feet.

A render shrieked and swiped. His claws skimmed her back and fiery pain sizzled. She whipped
around and only one claw connected, diced her cheek. The pain cleared her brain. She would not die.
Shewould fight and win!

She lunged forward, her flaming baton-point took the render in the heart. She jerked her stick back
and it came with ahorrid sucking noise, echoed by a soul-sucker lashing atentacle around her. Suckers
fastened on her back, aong the render wounds, and blood drained from her to it, dong with her energy.
Anocther limb pulled her close, trapping her arm so she couldn't use her baton.

Desperately, she reached for aweapon, any wegpon. A long branch of brithenwood stuck out from
therocks. In that instant she knew.

Brithenwood was the key to making the fencepodts. It was afencepost.
Using sheer willpower, she pulled it out.

The brithenwood sang to her, music bubbling through her blood and nerves, combining with her
surging magic. Y es, this brithenwood staff could become afencepost; she only need widd it.

Staggering with the overwhelming Song, she thwacked the branch across the soul-sucker's back.
The soul-sucker's ululating scream deafened her. It released her and crumpled. She stabbed the branch
down, through the soul-sucker and into the ground.

The branch transformed before her eyes, glowing yellow and growing to—afencepost! Magic ran
from it to the next post down the line, ahot blue streak of Power.

Thedlia skewered adayer and it fell on the boundary, shrieked asfire engulfed it, vanished. In the
mongter's place was awall of flame.

For aningtant Alexa couldn't find her voice. Then she shouted, yelled with magic and triumph so all
on the battlefield would hear her. "The boundaries—they are fueled by the horrors lifeforce!” Shesaw a
volaran and Chevdier die under atangle of render claws. The bodies|anded on the border too. Again
the boundary flared, the bodies disappeared, and the border was strong and alive at that point.

With shouts, the Marshdls and Chevaliers pressed forward, maneuvering the mongtersto theline.

Soon the entire front was it with avisble wall of magic that the monsters behind it could not punch
through. The beasts on the LIadranan side of the border were trapped.

Yédling battle cries, the defenders of Lladranaencircled and killed renders, dayers, soul-suckers and
another dreeth.

Alexastumbled back into the skirmish. Her bond with Bastien returned firdt, then Ivrog. Their tunes
were uneven, flattening and nearly disgppearing a points, but shewas glad of any help she could muster.

She found her wandering horse and heaved hersdlf into the saddle. Shefelt better, stronger, morein
control on horseback. For the first time she thought she might eventually become avolaran fighter. Alexa
kicked the horseinto arun and helped finish off the remaining horrors, swinging her sword, using her
baton automatically until she looked around and found only Chevaiers, Marshalls, Sorcerers, horses, and



volarans aive. No sgn of the mongters except avery tall, very bright boundary of magicd flame.

Her arms dropped and she just stared at the new border. She didn't think she'd seen anything so
beautiful in her life. Safety, security, triumph. The glowing fencepost and boundary line meant dl that to
her.

)With apress of her hedls, sherode closer to the fencepost and the huddle of Chevalierswho
examined it. Where the post rose from the ground was acircle of jade. Alexa shivered. She—she had
made the fencepost and it showed that. It also seemed to taly her kill, then go on to record the other
beagtsthat had died on theline. AiImogt dl of the Marshalls—including the Shields—had ajeweled ring
around the pole. The Chevdier kills were shown in wood.

Thealiajoined her, smiling faintly and cleaning her sword. "Wl done, Swordmarshall. Now we
know how the posts are formed— brithenwood staffs.”

"Branches," Partis said as he and his volaran landed, "and fredly given. Not cut, but culled from dead
fdl."

Loremarshal Faith drew near too. "Did you say any spell when you thrust the brithenwood into the
ground, Alyeka?'

Alexas mind went blank. Had she? She had the vague idearthat al day long she'd been praying "Oh
God," or swearing, "Oh shit." She smiled weekly. "I don't think so."

Bagtien's stdlion trotted up. The volaran looked magnificent and pleased, asif he knew hed
participated in afateful event. Bastien's expression was strained, but he managed to dip his head and
amileat her.

All her fedings about him roiled through her. Love, despair, caution. Suddenly she wanted her feet
on the ground. That might steady her.

She did from her horse and wobbled to the fencepost asif to study it. From the corner of her eye,
she saw Bastien tense. Up close the fencepost was awesome. Y ellow-white, it would be abeacon at
night, awarning to those evil crestureswho tried to dither into Lladrana. The gemstonerings of the
Marshalls sparkled in the light, bright and new, the edges of the carvings crisply incised.

Reaching out, she meant to trace the dreeth, but her fingersjust brushed the column.

Mist seemed to swirl around her and it was fast and thick and white and she couldn't tdll if it was
behind her eyesor in front of them.

The earth under her feet vibrated.
And she heard the Song.

She'd thought the melody between herself and Bastien had been a Song, but thiswas more—richer,
incredible.

Thiswasthe Song of aworld.
And not the planet Amee or the land Lladrana.

Thiswas the Song of her mother planet, Earth. A Song that whirled al the memories of her home
planet into vivid life—the scent of snow, of spring grass, of the Colorado soil itsdlf. Images of the law



school campus, her office and battered desk, and her gpartment. Of lost Sophie.

It brought tactile sensations too. The warmth of the chinook wind in February, a cashmere seater
sheld once touched in one of her foster homes, cornsilk.

Music. Thered music, the crash of Begthoven's Fifth, the beat of rap, the zing of zydeco, the horns
of jazz and holiday tunes and triumpha marches. The Song of Mother Earth's core-best that called to her
own blood, the beat of her own heart.

Everything, every sensory memory, overwhelmed her.
The Shap.
"Nooo!" she heard someone scream harshly.

It had sounded like Bastien, only his voice held anote she hadn't heard. Shetried to turn her head
but couldnt.

Rough arms grabbed her, shook. "Hold on to me! See me! Take ME!" she thought she heard. The
words made no sense. Instead, she focused on the vision of thelovely house and children and a caring
man—of black judge's robes.

But they were al wrong. Her body shuddered and she sucked in deep breaths and with them
another Song, fractured and frail, weeping and calling to her. Her house was redbrick, not fake
half-timber. She had no children, but friends and horses and beautiful winged creatures called volarans
and afunny, wonderful shape-shifter. She didn't wear black judge's robes. She wore fighting leathers of a
dreeth she had killed with her own hands—and wielded amagical baton, not an authoritative gavel.

Themanwasdl wrong. He was caring, not loving. Their sex was good but not desperate and
consuming. He gave tenderness and support, but she could have that and love. She could have more.

She could have aman she Paired with, fought with, loved passionately. She could have aland that
was strong and free because of her actions.

She could save aland and save lives. She was needed here. In Lladrana she had been and would
continue to be the difference between life and death, for people and for the land.

The cost could be very, very high. No children. A short life. Horror and fear and pain.
Thereward wasimmeasurable.

She grabbed on to Bastien.

Mother Earth's Song diminished, faded and | eft alast blessing of the taste of Assam tea
Amee's Song sighed, and weypt, and flowed through her and claimed her as one of her own.

Alexacollapsed onto Bagtien. The world steadied and she found hersdlf clutched closdly to his
chest, hearing the rapid pounding of his heart. She looked up and he was blurred behind her own tears.
Sheblinked and et the tearsroll down her cheeks.

"The Snap," shesad.

He squeezed her until her bones creaked. "I know." Hisvoice wasthick and muffled. "1 know. |
loveyou, Alexa. Stay with me."



She hugged him back with dl her strength. Hefelt solid, good and wild in her arms. Wow. "I love
you too, Badtien. I'm here for good. Herein Lladrana."

Sheturned in hisarms, saw the Marshdls and Chevaierswatching her, eyeswide, obvioudy
understanding what had occurred.

Thedlialooked a her colleagues. No one moved. Her mouth twitched in impatience and she hurried
to Alexa "The Snap."

When Alexatook astep from Bastien, her knees fatered. He set his hands on her hipsto steady
her, but didn't constrain her. She lifted her handsto run them through her hair, lift it from her scalp and
dry the perspiration of her head.

She smiled a Thedlia, past Thedliato Partis and the others, and called, " The Snap has come and
goneand | am Hill here. | will remain herein Lladrana”

More Songs entwined her, the threads of connectionsto the Marshalls, each individua and the
Pairs, notes and links to Chevaliers with whom she'd worked so closdaly. From each came an uplifting
gladnessthat she'd stayed, atune of friendship. For her, Alexa Fitzwalter.

Welcome home, said Sindfin.



