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Elissawoke easily and completely, findly feding rested after so long adeep. Y esterday afternoon, after
the savage had spanked her, she'd made up the bed in the cabin's back room and her husband had made
gloriousloveto her. After that they'd fallen adeep in each other'sarms, and it had been so long since
Elissahad had adecent, uninterrupted night's deep that even two missed mealtimes hadn't wakened her.

Her cheeks warmed as she suddenly remembered a dream sheld had. In the dream she was entirely
naked, and the savage held her hand as he led her to achair. He sat down in the chair and took her over
hislap, then put that horrible insertion into her bottom again. The thing immediately made Elissaburn for
the savage, but when shetried to reach behind and pull it out again she found she couldn't do it. She
wanted to remove the vile thing, but for some reason couldn't do it.

Then the savage's hand moved over her bottom in along, dow caress, which let her know exactly what
would happen next. Thefirst smack of hishand on her seet made her choke, but by the time the second
and third smacks came she was able to howl. She desperately wanted to put her hand back to protect
hersdlf, but again she couldn't do it. All she could do waslie across his knees, howling as hishand came
down again and again in the hardest spanking sheld ever had from him.

Many long minutes had gone by while the achein her seat grew higher and higher, amost as high asthe
burning in her blood. She'd squirmed and cried shamelesdy as a hand that felt like wood kept striking her
bottom, and even as various strangers walked in and out of the room she could do nothing to stop the
punishment she was being given. She'd been horrified when her father and brother camein to watch for a
while, but she'd forced hersdlf to beg them to stop the savage. They'd smply shrugged to show that they
couldn't stop him either, and the spanking had gone on and on.

Finaly, after avery long time, the spanking ended. Elissahad decided that the savage had probably
found out the real reason she'd been by the pond, and that's why he'd punished her so thoroughly. She
hadn't wanted him to know, but he'd found out anyway and had reacted just the way she'd known he
would. He lifted her off hisknees, but didn't give her achanceto even try to rub her hot and aching
bottom. He took her hand again and led her to the bed, then made her lie down.

She'd howled when her bottom touched the bedcovers, but the savage hadn't paid any attention. Hed
put his big body between her raised knees, and then had begun to lick her al over asif she needed
encouragement to want him. He didn't cometo her until he had her screaming and begging, but then he
gave her everything she needed and wanted. Hislovemaking was marvel ous, perfect, and she'd actudly
fdlen adegp in hisarmsin the dream, but now she was wide awake and fedling ddlicioudy satisfied and
rested.

But jumping up to open the shutters and let in what looked like the light of anew day wouldn't have been
avery good idea. There wasn't much of an ache left from the hard spanking she'd redlly been given, but
she could hear the savage's soft breathing on the other side of the bed. He was obvioudly till adeep, and
being awvakened by blinding morning light would have been poor repayment for the pleasure held given
her. Maybe, if she used afew soft kissesinstead, he might be coaxed into repesting the performance?

Fedling downright wicked to be planning another campaign againgt her husband so soon, Elissaturnedin
the scratchy linen and moved closer to the man who claimed to love her. Elissahadn't been able to



speak about her own lovefor him, not yet, but if he'ld told the truth about hisfeglings then the time would
come. She put agentle hand to the warmth of his beautifully muscled arm -

And instead of warmth found hest, the heet of fever. He wasn't quite burning up, but fever of any kind
wasn't agood sign.

"Derand?’ she said, using his name for what was probably thefirst time. "Derand, we need to get you to
adoctor as soon as possible. Derand, wake up."

The big man moved just alittle and mumbled something, but even after dl the deep held had he didn't
wake. That had to mean he wasn't really deeping, not the way he should be. A clutch of cold appeared
around Elissias heart and she quickly got out of bed to find her clothes. Those clothes went well beyond
rank by now, but they were dl she had with her?

It must have taken no more than seconds for Elissiato dress, and then she went to the window. Opening
the shutter took another handful of seconds, but then she was able to see better as she hurried back to
the bed. With the shutter down the room had been redlly dim, but now?

Now Elissawas able to see that the bandages around the savage's body were stained with blood. She
hadn't been able to see that yesterday after they went to bed, not with rain and clouds turning the day
amogt asdark as night, but she was willing to bet that if she had been able to see the man clearly she
would a so have seen the blood.

"Oh, you fool!" Elissabreathed a the unmoving body, fear turning her throat tight and making al of her
tremble. "And I'm adoublefool for having believed you weredl right.”

If the savage had been hedlthy and on hisfeet in front of her, she probably would have hit him with
something hard. Doing something thisstupid? ! How was she supposed to get him back to Ramsond and
into the care of adoctor? Carry him to his horse? Even if she could get him out of the cabin and across
his saddle, the trip would probably do him even more damage. She could ride to the city hersdf and
bring help back, but that would mean leaving him al alone and unprotected. So how -

"Elissia, youreatriplefool!" she growled at hersdlf, briefly wondering how any woman who claimed to
be able to think could be so thickheaded. The savage was never |eft unprotected because he never went
anywhere done, afact sheld used to poke at him with at one point. That should mean his men were
around somewhere, and dl she had to do was find them?

"All," Elissamuttered as she headed for the door of the room. "If thoseidiots are dtill trying to stay out of
sight and hearing - ! How can they do that when their king'slife could well be in danger?”

Distantly Elissiaknew she was being unreasonable, but aso being worried sick meant that reason went
out the window. She strode to the front door, pulled it open, then hurried outside. Smdl patches of mud
gtill dotted the ground here and there, remnants of the rain that hadn't had time to dry up. Therain? Had
the savage's men redly spent acold, wet night in the open instead of going back to the city and awarm
barracks? ?

"Help!" Elissacaled, desperately banishing dl thoughts of men returning to comfort when they would be
S0 badly needed. "If anyone can hear me, | need help!”

For along, terrifying moment there was no response, and Elissawas about to cal again whenamanin
black leather suddenly appeared out of the woods.

"May | be of service, Your Mgesty?' the man caled over as he paused just beyond the trees. ™Y our



breskfast and the king'swill be brought in just a- "

"Never mind breskfast!" Elissainterrupted, ignoring the fact that her insdesdid fed very hollow. ™Y our
king isn't adeep he's unconscious, and we have to get him back to the city as quickly aspossible. Do you
have awagon or something like- "

Elissaswords broke off when there was no longer aman to speak them to. The man in black leather
had turned and run into the woods, hopefully to go for more help. With that in mind, Elissiareturned to
the cabin's bedroom and sat down next to Derand to wait for that help to arrive.

No more than ten minutes passed before alarge number of black-clad men appeared. One of them came
closeto the bed, gently moved Elissiaout of the way, then bent to look at hisking. Derand moaned a
little when the newcomer touched him here and there, but other than that there was no response.

"You'reright, Y our Mgesty, the king isunconscious rather than deeping,” the man said after straightening
again. "I'm good enough to take care of battlefield wounds, but what the king needsisared doctor.
Well haveto get him back to Ramsond.”

"How are you going to do that?' Elissademanded at once, not about to let anyone cause more difficulty
for the man sheloved. "He can't St asaddle, and draping him over onewill - "

"Please don't worry, Y our Mgesty," the man interrupted with gentle strength. " Some of the men areright
now putting alitter together, and welll get the king back to Ramsond that way. He's a strong man, Y our
Magesty, and I'm certain hell be fine once he's had some bed rest.”

"Bed rest he should have been getting instead of riding after me," Elissa muttered as she turned away, O
furious with hersdlf that she wished the savage had spanked her even harder last night. Or done
something worse, something bad enough to equa the way sheld put hislifein danger. But how could she
have known that he redlly did love her? Assuming heldd been telling the truth?

Elissas thoughts went around and around, but she wasn't |ft to their untender merciesfor long. Ina
much shorter time than she'd expected, agroup of men agppeared and started to gently put the savage
into his clothes. That suggested the litter was ready, so Elissawent out to look at the thing.

The litter was no more than two long saplings trimmed down to poles with two blanketstied to them. The
tops of the poleswere a0 tied to the stirrups of ahorse, with a second horse standing near the bottoms
of the poles. Under other conditions the bottoms of the poles would be dragged a ong the ground, but
Elissiathought that thistime the litter would be suspended between the two horses. Dragging the litter
would giveits occupant much too rough aride.

Thesmall clearing near the cabin wasfilled with mounted men in black leather, and one of those men held
the reins of the savage's stdlion. Seeing that made Elissalook around for her own horse, and only then
did she notice that her mount had been saddled and brought out of the shed.

AsElissawaked to her horse and got ready to mount, shetried to decide why shefdt faintly annoyed.
She had been raised as a princess, which meant she was more than used to having people do thingsfor
her. It just seemed that there ought to be alimit to having things donefor you, if for no other reason than
to let you learn how to do those things on your own. Being helpless was never abenefit at any time, but
these people didn't seem to care. And they probably thought that her being awoman meant she was
helpless most of thetime?

Sitting on the hard saddle gave Elissaa distant reminder of what had been doneto her last night, but the
sght of Derand being carried out of the cabin banished dl other thoughts. He lay so till and



helpless-looking in the arms of the four men that Elissafelt the urgeto hold him tight and protect him
from everything in the world. Every man in sight was larger and better armed and trained than she, but
Elissaknew she could do a better job of protecting Derand. And from now on she would?

Thetrip back to Ramsond was neither fast nor pleasant. At one point one of the riders handed her a
package, and Elissia opened the package to find bread and cheese and meat inside. The food must have
come from the inn they'd passed, an inn Elissahad ignored through worry about Derand. But the
savage's men hadn't ignored their queen's needs, and Elissia bolted down the food even while she wished
shedidn't haveto. She hated to fed helpless, but right now she was able to fed nothing else.

It was afternoon before they rode through the gates of Ramsond, and they went directly to the palace. By
now Elissawas more angry with Derand than with herself, snce coming after her had been the savage's
decision when he knew full well how badly he'd been hurt. And he hadn't even taken it easy once he
found her! Did the man have no sense at all? No wonder al those men trailed after him so doggedly.
They knew that if they didn't look after him, held certainly never do the job properly himself.

"El, what happened to Derand?" Elissia heard as she dismounted, the worry-filled words coming from
Gardd as he hurried up. "We got word when you came through the gates, but no one said anything about

"Anything about your friend being agiant fool 7' Elissainterrupted as she turned to her brother. "Well, he
isafool, and that's why he's unconscious now. He pushed himsalf much too hard and far, and now he's
paying for the Supidity.”

"If you want to discuss stupidity, let'sdo that," Garda countered, looking at her with less than brotherly
tenderness. "'If you hadn't taken off on your own to go the gods only know where, Derand wouldn't have
had to ride after you. If what happened to him isanyonesfault, it'syours.”

"Noitisn't!" Elissareturned hotly, refusing to let her brother get away with accusing her of thingseven if
those thingsweretrue. "Where | go and what | do is my business and no one se's! I'm not a child who
has to account for her doings, and I'm not adave who needs someone's permission to do anything but
obey orders. If you were the one who had ridden off, would that savage have gone chasing after you
ingtead of staying in bed?’

"No, he wouldn't have chased after if I'd been the oneriding off, but there are two reasonsfor that,"
Gardd returned after folding hisarms as he stared down at her. "Thefirst isthat I'm areasonable man,
ableto take care of mysdlf and considerate enough to tell people where I'm going before | leave. The
second reason isthat Derand isn't in love with me the way heiswith you, and you don't just let people
you love ride away from you without aword of explanation.”

"Why not?" Elissaasked, suddenly inthe midst of adifferent discusson dtogether. "Doesloving
someone give you the right to run the life of the person you love? Does your loving them mean they have
to do things only in ways you approve of ? And if you think you do have that right, what about the person
who might love you? Do they have the sameright to run your life, or doesthat particular right work only
inonedirection?"

Gardd had parted hislipsto answer in the way you do when you're in the midst of an argument, but
ingtead of words coming forth there was only silence. His stare had changed to onefilled with disturbance
and hisarmswere no longer folded, and those two things were answer enough. Elissiabegan to move
around her brother to follow the men carrying the savage into the palace, but Garda's hand on her arm
stopped her.

"El, those are questions you need to discuss with Derand,”" he said with asigh. "If you care about



someone - redlly care - it isn't possible for you to stand by while they do things that might cause them
harm. If you'd been here and it was someone else Derand meant to ride out after, wouldn't you havetried
to keep him from going?'

"I might have wanted to, but | don't know if | would have actudly tried,” Elissaresponded after a
moment, the answer faintly startling. "If someone redlly needsto do something, how much concern are
you showing for them if you stop them from doing that something? Isit redly them you're thinking abouit -
or only yoursdf?"

Gardd's hand left her arm as silence descended again, so Elissia continued on into the palace. A heavy
disturbance had taken the place of the worry she'd been feeling, and as she followed the men carefully
carrying their king she couldn't decide which emaotion was worse. Or which was actudly better?

The savage was carried to a suite and through the sitting room to alarge bed chamber, where he was
gently deposited on the bed. Listan aready waited there with another man, and as soon as Derand was
put down the other man moved to the side of the unconscious king. Listan looked drawn with worry, and
he watched closaly asthe other man lifted Derand's shirt to examine the wounds.

"It'san infection that's causing the fever, but the infection isn't asbad asit might be," the man, cbvioudy a
doctor, said after afew minutes. "'l have poultices that can be gpplied, which will help to bring him back
to consciousness. Once he's conscious, however, I'll give him adeegping draught to settle him down
again. A few days bed rest will make him as good as new."

Listan nodded with obvious relief asthe doctor turned to a hovering servant and began to give the girl
ingructions. Elissaaso felt agood ded of relief, so much so that she moved out into the Sitting room
through the groups of black-clad men who hovered around the open bedchamber door. She felt more
tired than she thought she'd be, and now she had the added job of deciding where to go and what to do -

"Your Mgesty, I'm delighted to see you," Listan said as he came up to her, looking as though he were
ready to catch her if she suddenly tried to run. "1 know it's probably an imposition, but I'd like to ask the
favor of your assistance once you've had a chance to bathe and change your clothes."

"Assgtance with what?' Elissaasked, not about to commit herself to something without knowing what it
was. And maybe not even then?

"Thingsarein agreat turmoil herein Ramsond, most especidly since there's no one currently in charge,”
Listan explained a once, ill looking anxious. "1'd expected my king to return and straighten things out,
but my king won't befit to leave his bed for some days. | have no ideawho he meant to put in charge of
thiscity, and very frankly | don't have the authority to put someone of my own choicein charge. If you
take charge, though, you'll be acting for my king and no one else will have to be chosen.”

"Me?In charge?' Elissaknew perfectly well that her voice had risen an octave or two, but shock tended
to do that to her. "Listan, you can't be serious!”

"I'm not only serious I'm desperate,” Listan returned with asound of scorn. "Eveniif | had the authority to
do the necessary, | don't happen to know what the necessary is. | have no doubt that you'll know exactly
what hasto be done, just as you did with the rescue of my king. Please don't say no.”

"But - What about ? your king," Elissaprotested again, still not up to believing that thiswasredly
happening. "When he wakes up and findsmein charge- "

"Hell be ddlighted that you were here and able to take over while he recovered,” Listan interrupted,
finishing Elissas sentencein hisown way. "1 know hisopinion of you, an opinion | share without



reservation, so will you please say yes?'

Elissawas dmost beyond saying anything at dl, but a sudden thought had cometo her. Sheld aways
been sure in her own mind that she could do thejob of ruling aswel as any man, only there hadn't been
much chance that she would be given the opportunity to prove the contention. Now she was being given
the chance, so it wastimeto put actions where only thoughts had been.

"All right, Ligtan, I'll do asyou ask," Elissiasaid after only avery brief hesitation. "But don't art feding
too happy and relieved. If your king wakes up and decides that this wasn't avery good idea after al, it
won't be metaking the blamefor it."

"I havefaith in my king's good sense, so I'll happily take credit for theidea," Listan said, hisgrin wide and
full of therelief Elissahad warned him againgt. "L et me show you to another gpartment where you can
rest until abath and clean clothes are made ready, and once you're refreshed I'll explain as much of the
muddle as I've been able to determine.”

Congdering the number of people hanging around and doing things in the savage's apartment, another
gpartment wasn't abad idea. Elissafollowed Listan when heturned right up the corridor, but they didn't
go far. Listan opened one of the doors of the very next apartment, then stood aside as he gestured Elissa
infird.

"Assoon as| heard that my king was unconscious, | knew that you'd need a place of your own," Listan
sad as hefollowed Elissainto the stting room where two girlswaited. "I also arranged for maids, and
asked them to look around for clothing aswell asto prepare abath. Y ou girls. have you found clothing
thet will fit the queen?'

"Yes, my lord, we have," one of the girls answered as both of them curtsied. "And Her Mgesty'sbathis
ready and waiting."

"Excdlent," Listan said to the girls, then turned to murmur to Elissa "We've been wel comed with open
arms by the staff in this palace. They're so grateful to usfor taking down Waysten that they can't do
enough for us. I'll leave you to your privacy now, and when you're ready you have only to send for me."

Listan bowed before turning to the door and striding out, and Elissiawasn't unhappy to see him go.
Considering how badly she needed both the bath and clean clothes, the thought of those thingswas
quickly turning into an obsession.

"Y our bathing roomisthisway, Your Mgesty," the same girl said with asmile, gesturing with onearm.
"We consder it aprivilegeto serve you.”

"Y ou may change your mind when you see how filthy | am,” Elissasaid with arueful smile as shewalked
toward the indicated door. "Because of that, I'll want to soak for awhile.”

The door was opened by one of the girls, and Elissawalked in to see amuch larger bathing room than
the one she'd had in her father's palace. The bath was large enough to hold four people, the sanitary
facilities were situated behind awide screen, and there were even tablesto lie on while someone with
magical hands provided a massage.

"Everything looks perfect,” Elissasad to thegirls. "I'll be with you in amoment.”

Using the sanitary facilitiestook only alittle longer than the mentioned moment, and then Elissawas
findly ableto take off and throw aside the clothing that had long since gone beyond well worn. The water
in the bathing pool was delicioudy hot, and Elissa settled into it with asigh of delight. There were " seats’



fashioned into the corners of the pool, and Elissa used oneto do her soaking.

When the water began to lose itswarmth, the girls came close to help Elissawash. They held the soap
while she cleaned her body, and then one of them washed her hair. When the accumulated grime was
findly gone, the girls held two towelsfor her body and hair which they used with gentle efficiency. When
shewas amost dry they heard the sound of chiming, and one of the girlswent to see who was at the
door. Thegirl was back in apair of moments, her expression uncertain.

"The lord Listan apparently arranged for ameal to be brought to you, Your Mgesty,” the girl said after
closing the bathing room door behind her. "Would you like meto tell them to take it back while you have
amassage, and bring afresh med later?!

"| think I'm more in need of food than a massage right now," Elissa said as soon as she became aware of
the new hollownessinsde her, an awareness brought about by the mention of food. "Please have them
st the food out, and I'll be there to do the meal justice as soon as I'm dressed.”

The girl who had gone to the door curtsied and went back to pass on Elissias orders, while the second
girl wenttoasmal ? storage box, the thing looked like. Shelifted thelid and pulled out what wasin the
box, and Elissafound it al she could do not to Stare open-mouthed.

"It wasn't as difficult to find trousers and tunicsin your size aswe thought it might be, Y our Mgesty,” the
girl said, holding out the items mentioned along with apair of plain cotton drawers. "Those gentlemen
who owned the clothing were more than happy to donate parts of their wardrobesto their new queen,
and now that you're back to be measured our seamstresses will have outfits done up for you as soon as
you have the timeto choose the materid."

About to protest that she usualy wore gowns rather than tunics and trousers, Elissia swallowed down the
words. Gowns were awkward and unhandy to wear, not to mention usually uncomfortable. She was
much happier wearing trousers, and now it looked like she would be able to continue the practice. And
asfar asbeing their new queen went, that was a subject best | eft for another time.

By thetime Elissacame out of the bathing room, her meal had been put out on atable in the sitting room.
The two girls continued to hover in case their help was needed, but Elissiawas too hungry to wait for
someone to serve her. She shamelesdy helped hersdlf to the best food sheld had since the last meal Renni
had prepared, and even poured a cup of the hot, fresh tea provided with the food.

The end of the med brought Elissaasurprise. She'd meant to check on the savage and then send for
Listan as he was expecting her to do, but being clean and happily filled had produced adeepinessthat
she couldn't seem to shake off. She sipped teawhile trying to wake up abit, but it was no use.

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to take anap,” Elissatold the girls - whose names she dtill didn't know - as
sheforced hersdlf to stand up. "Please send word to Lord Listan that I'll 1et him know once I'm awake
enough to follow what he hasto say.”

The girls agreed that they would send the message, then they helped her to aredly nice bedchamber
where they aso helped her to get out of her new clothing and into a nightgown. 1t seemed like forever
sncethe last time Elissiahad worn anightgown, but she was much too deepy to fuss. She got into bed,
and was ad eep as soon as her head touched the pillow.

Lord Listan of Arvin listened to the messenger as he stood beside his king's bed, and when the
messenger |eft the doctor turned to him.

"Being taken by sudden deepiness doesn't sound quite natura,”" the doctor said, afrown of concern on



hisface. "Y our king is now deeply adeep, soif you'd like meto have alook at the queen I'll be happy to
doso."

"No need, doctor,” Listan answered with quiet satisfaction. "'l need the queen's help with this city, but not
until she's completely rested. | arranged to have a gentle deep draught put into her tea, so she ought to
deep until tomorrow morning - without ingsting on spending her time sitting at her husband's bedside.™

The doctor nodded his approval of theideaand turned back to hisorigina patient, seeing nothing of the
relief Listan dso felt. Now he would be able to get agood night's deep, without worrying that the queen
would decide to leave again. He'd assigned guards to her door, but hadn't been able to get past theidea
that guards would be usdlessiif the queen wanted to leave. Now there was no chance of her leaving
today, and tomorrow she would be available to help with his problems?

Elissaawoke feding wdl rested, but this time there was no sunshineto show the arriva of anew day.
Heavy rain poured againgt the windows of her bedchamber, making her glad for the presence of the
quilts she lay beneath. She snuggled down, thinking about going back to deep, but her mind had
apparently been working on aquestion and now was able to give her the answer.

"That rotten, miserable - !" Elissatried to think of something vile enough to cdl Listan asshe sat up
quickly. She hadn't taken anap, she'd dept through the rest of the day yesterday and all of the night. That
meant she must have been drugged, and only one man had the authority to order that doneto her. The
next time she saw Listan sheld give him a piece of her mind he would not soon forget!

Getting out of bed and going to the large wardrobe |et Elissa discover where her "new" clothes had been
put. She pulled out a pair of black trousers and a blue tunic, then found underthingsin the drawer beneath
the wardrobe doors. Her boots had been put on the bottom of the wardrobe floor next to a pair of short,
light boots that looked to be her size, so sheld taken out the short bootsto try them. If they fit they would
be far more comfortable to wear than heavy riding boots.

Getting dressed took only alittle while, and the short bootsfit as though made for her. That raised
Elissds spiritsa bit as she opened the door to her bedchamber -only to find the cul prit she'd been
thinking about relaxing in her Stting room. Listan rose to hisfeet when he saw her, but she gave him no
timeto comment.

"How dare you do that to me?' she demanded at once as she stalked toward the man. "I know you're
responsible for whatever it wasthat put me to deep, so don't try to deny it!"

"What | can't deny ismy duty toward my king and his queen,” Listan replied without the least trace of
guilt showing. "Y ou were amost as badly in need of rest asmy king was, but you made no attempt to tell
meto wait until today to explain the problems| had. That response showed me what my course of action
had to be, and | followed that course. If you believe the decision to be wrong, speak to my king once
he's up and about again and hell seeto my punishment.”

"Y our decision was wrong because you took it upon yoursdlf to decide what was best for me," Elissa
sad inimmediate rebuttal, not in the least fooled by the sdlfless attitude Listan now showed. "I will spesk
to your king when hel's back to himsdlf, but if he does nothing to punish you then it will be my job to see
to. If you ever do something like that again, | won't wait."

Listan's expression changed to one of faint worry, as the man obviousy knew a solemn promise when he
heard one. Elissaturned away from him to find atable already set with breskfast, but rather than going
directly to the chair dso waiting for her she turned back to the savage's man.

"Tdl menow if there's anything on that table | ought to leave done," she said, letting the man know that



what happened to him would be hisfault doneif helied. "I really want acup of tea, but if - "

"No, no, there's nothing wrong with anything there," Listan said at once, holding up one hand. "I've been
waiting for you to wake up so | can tell you about the help | need. If you fal adeep again it won't be my
doing and it certainly won't be to my benefit.”

"But it certainly will be your neck on the block,” Elissiacouldn't help adding as she went to the table. "Do
you want acup of teato wet your throat while you tell me about al those problems?

"Yes, thank you, I'd enjoy acup of tea," Listan answered as he followed her to the table. "But | have a
question I'd like to put before | talk about the problems. | ? had the impression that you'd be dressed in
gowns again now that the city isours. Do you anticipate more difficulty that you continue to wear men's

dathing?"

"Theresagood chance there will be more difficulty, but that's not the reason I'm dressed as| am,” Elissa
replied as she poured two cups of teaand passed oneto Listan. "I've discovered that I'm more
comfortablein trousers, so I've decided to stick with them for atime.”

"What ? sort of difficulty are you picturing when you say there's agood chance welll have more?' Listan
asked, obvioudy having been distracted from the subject of her wardrobe. Which was a good thing,
since Elissawasn't about to get her new maidsin trouble for not providing more proper gowns. "Isone
of Ramsond's neighboring kingdoms likely to take advantage of the confusion and invade, do you think?!

"That's dways possible, but not very likely," Elissaanswvered with aheadshake while she helped hersdlf
to the medl. "I'm sure the three kingdoms nei ghboring this one know by now thet it was your king who
took the city, and they would expect him to have scouts out near their own mgor cities. If any of them
start to put an army together the scouts who see it would be under ordersto ride at once to fetch more
fightersfrom Arvin, and that's the last thing they would want. Even if you're greedy you don't dso haveto
be stupid.”

Elissaglanced at Listan to see how the man was taking what she'd said, and she was surprised to see
what that reaction turned out to be. Listan looked ? chagrined, might be the best word, asthough hed
suddenly remembered he hadn't done something vital.

"Excuse mefor amoment, Your Mgesty," the man said after avery brief hesitation, risng from hischair.
"I'll be back assoon as| seeto ? something.”

Elissawatched Listan hurry out of the gpartment, wondering if she was supposed to be ignorant of the
reason for hishurry. It wasfairly obviousthat Listan wasn't the savage's tactician, otherwise those scouts
would aready have been dispatched.

Since that was obvioudy what Listan now meant to do, at least his common sense couldn't be faulted.

By thetime Listan returned, Elissawas just about through with her breakfast. The big man took his chair
again, spped from his cup of tea, then took up the discussion from whereit had been left off.

"S0? What other difficulty do you think we might have?' he said, just as though the question wereidle.
"We have dl the fighting men in this city taken care of, so what other danger can there be?"

"Every city has people who grew rich under the old regime and therefore hate to seethetime end,” |
explained, working to keep the ideas as basic as possble. "Every city aso has a certain number of men
who are easy to talk into things and those who can be paid to do anything. If those groups get together,
you won't find your fighters being attacked out in the open, only from the shadows. They'll wait until your



patrols have settled down into aroutine, which will make your men less dert, and then the disaffected will
grike."

"So how do we keep that from happening?' Listan asked, now as open as straightforward as held been
when held asked for Elissas help in freeing hisking. "We can't just arrest dll the wedthy menin thiscity,
not without aredlly good reason. The innocent would become our enemiesright along with the guilty.”

"What you need isasmdl core of men and women who are natives here and therefore know what's
going on," Elissaanswered after finishing theteain her cup. "They'll tell you who prospered under
Waysten and who would like to see him returned to power, and they can aso help set up awatch on
those people. As soon as one of the wealthy startsto dedl with those of the lower class on more than an
occasiond basis, you'll know who to arrest and lock up.”

"How about those people who helped you rescue your brother and later leave the city?" Listan asked,
clearly taking her suggestion serioudy. "Do you think those men would be willing to hel p?

"You'll haveto ask them, but that would be agood placeto start,” Elissaagreed. "If they do find men for
you, make sure you let them know that they'll aso need to find some women to includein their group. If
the person being watched has a shop, for instance, and they want to know if the patrons of the shop are
there just to buy something, it will be easier for awoman to walk in and find out. Women are usually
ignored in places where aman would st off al sortsof darms.”

"That'savery good point,” Listan said with afrown, part of histhoughts clearly e sewhere. "Until now, |
wouldn't have thought that awoman could - Yes, I'll have to make sureto pass on theidea.”

And then the man actually got ready to leave - before Elissa could find out what else he wanted her to
do?

Chapter 2

"Would you like to take aminute before you go to tell me what € se you might need my help for?' Elissa
sad at once when Listan roseto hisfeet. "If thereis something else, | could work on the matter while
you're busy with other things."

"And there's another good suggestion,” Listan said, his smile showing he no longer had most of his
attention aimed elsewhere, but then the smile disgppeared. "We found King Limond herein the palace,
aong with Princess Tdllita, Waysten'ssgter.. | 1eft them both where they were found, but something needs
to be done about them. Isthere a chance you would be willing to see about that something?!

"A something that involves more than just leaving them wherethey are," Elissasaid with anod asshe
roseto her own feet. "Well, it's got to be done so | might aswell be the oneto do it. Can you take the
timeto show mewherethey are?'

"The leader of the escort I've arranged for you knows where they are, so you don't really need me,”
Listan answered. "But before you start that, you might want to take alook at the people we released
from the dungeons. We had to cal in just about every doctor in the city, but agood number of those
former prisoners ill won't survive. For those who do survive, though, | have no ideawhat to do with
them.”

"Capturing acity isthe easy part, in't it?' Elissasaid asthe revelation came. "I would never have
believed that before getting involved in dl this, but now? Do you think | can be trusted to take a quick
glance at your king before | sart dl the jobs you've given me?”



"Of course" Listan answered, & least having the decency to look abit shamefaced. "' wasn't redly trying
to keep you from him? There wasn't anything you could do for him, and | knew he'd want your needs
seento? I'll takeyouin.”

Elissasmply nodded when Listen ran out of words, then followed him out of her

gpartment. It had been perfectly obvious that she wasn't wanted or needed in the savage's apartment,
otherwise someone would have been by to say otherwise. But for her own peace of mind she needed to
know that Derand redlly was all right, and then she could take care of whatever required her attention.

There were three servants and twenty men in black lesther in the savage's bedchamber, but the man they
all hovered around had no ideaal those people were here. Derand lay sound adeep in his bed, and hed
even turned to one side rather than smply lie on hisback. That point was more reassuring than any
words Listan or the doctor could have spoken, letting Elissalead the way out again just as quietly as
they'd arrived.

"Even adeep helooks better," Elissasaid to Listan once they were back out into the hal. "How long do
you intend to keep him like that?"

"Another day a thevery leadt," Listan answered, hisrueful smile showing he hadn't expected her to know
what the plan was. "As soon as he wakes up helll insst on being back in charge whether or not it's good
for him. If we keegp him adegp most of thetime, let him wake up enough to eat something light before
putting him back to deep, he might actualy be in good enough shape to take over again. Thisiseaser
than trying to talk himinto taking it dow."

Because if Derand refused to be reasonable, there was nothing any of his men could do to countermand
his decision. Elissa nodded again to show she understood, then she took a deep breath.

"Y our king might be ableto lie around deeping, but we have thingsto do,” she said to a Listan who
seemed ready to sprint away as soon as he could. "Go ahead and get on with your tasksand I'll seeyou
later.”

"I'll let you know what arrangements have been made as soon asthey're done," Listan promised as he
bowed. "Squad Leader Y arrow hereisin charge of your escort, and if you need something helll see that
you get it. Until later, Your Mgesty."

And then Listan disappeared, aimost in acloud of dust, and as soon as he was gone Squad L eader
Y arrow moved closer. Y arrow was alarge man with light hair and eyes and an oddly easygoing manner.

"Wheretofirgt, Your Maesty?' Y arrow asked after bowing. "Lord Listan said that the decison would
be yours."

"I think I'll take Lord Listan's advice and look at the people who were in the dungeonsfirst,” Elissa
decided aoud. "Arethey redly in such terrible condition?

"Terribleisn't theword," Y arrow said as he began to lead the way back up the hall. "I'm afighter and I've
done my share of killing, but there's no way 1'd have the stomach to do to people what was done to the
oneswe found. My squad was one of those who hel ped to clear out the dungeons, and | didn't wonder
why some of the men threw their guts up. If I'd had anything to eat before we went down there | would
have done just the same.”

Hearing asolid fighting man talk like that made Elissiauneasy, but she refrained from commenting asthey
passed her gpartment and continued some distance up the hal. They findly cameto awide and open



areathat had probably been meant as agathering place for the retainers of visiting dignitaries. Cots had
been set up on both sides of the area, and there were quite afew doctors and servants moving around
near the cots.

"We meant to put them in one or two of the apartments, but when we tried to take thefirst of them inside
they started to scream,” Y arrow said from beside Elissiato her right. "The cells they came from were
redly tiny, so | guessthey can't handle theideaof being insde anywhere. Thisareaisingde, but it doesn't
have doorsthat can be closed and maybe locked.”

Elissaheard what Y arrow said, but she was too upset to make any comments of her own. There were
something like forty or fifty occupied cots, with asmal number set up over to theright. There wasn't
much movement among the people lying to the right, but one woman was moaning in alow, pain-filled
voice. She aso seemed to be crying softly, and when Elissia noticed that the woman'swristswere
bandaged - and her hands were gone from the wrists down - Elissa quickly turned away.

"All the bonesin the woman's hands and fingers were broken,” Y arrow said, obviously knowing what
Elissahad been looking at. "One of the servants said that the woman was hired to play the harp for
Prince Waysten, but the prince didn't like what she played so he had both of her hands broken before
shewasthrown into a cell. The doctors had to cut the hands off to save her life, but they don't expect her
to live anyway. They can't get her to eat anything and they can't get her to stop moaning and crying.”

And that wasn't theworst of it, Elissaredized. Mogt of the people on the cots to the left were stick thin
aswell as being covered with scars and welts, as though they'd been starved in addition to being beaten
and savaged. Somefew lay curled

upinaball, but many more trembled or shuddered or just cried softly. They were the strong ones, the
oneswho couldn't retreat into afantasy world until they died, proving that strong isn't dways the best
thing to be.

"I think I'm ready to visit King Limond now," Elissasaid as she turned away from asight that she wasn't
abletolook at any longer. "Which way do we go?'

"Back thisway, Your Mgesty," Yarrow said, gesturing in the direction they'd come from. "And you have
our thanks for not deciding to stay longer. If you'd stayed, we would have had to do the same.”

"That's one of the benefitsin being awoman, Squad Leader,” Elissaanswered with as much of asmileas
she could produce. "I have no need to prove how brave and manly | am. There aretimeswhen | fed
redly sorry for men."

Y arrow produced the same kind of smile Elissiahad shown, but added nothing in words. They continued
back up the hall to a cross corridor where they turned right, and afew minutes later Y arrow stopped in
front of guarded double doors.

"ThisisKing Limond's gpartment,” Y arrow said with agesture for the two guards outside the doors.
"Would you prefer to see him done, Your Mgesty?!

"Let's start out with you and your men accompanying me, Squad Leader," Elissadecided aloud after a
brief moment. "If | decide | need privacy to spesk with King Limond I'll say s0."

Y arrow bowed his acknowledgment of Elissias orders while the two door guards opened the doors with
bows of their own. Elissahad wondered why Y arrow was suddenly caling her "Y our Mgesty,” but the
reaction of the door guards had answered the question. The two had all but dismissed her presence when
sheand Yarrow had first arrived, but now the two men werefdling al over themsdvesto servether



queen. Y arrow had accomplished hisaim of getting her deference without putting the men - or her - on
the spot, which showed how redlly good aleader the man was.

Theking's public stting room was overbearingly opulent, with lots of gold and silver knickknacks and
decorations. There were aso half a dozen servants hovering around where the king sat with ajeweled
cup in his hands, the men and women ready to run for anything the king might want. The servants paid
little or no attention to the new arrivas, following the example of their king.

Limond himsdlf sat sprawled in achair, hisvery expensve clothing looking

dightly rumpled even though the clothes were obvioudy fresh. Elissa hadn't seen the man in years, but the
last time she had seen him sheld made certain to stay out of his reach. King Limond had the habit of ?
touching any femaeswho came within reach, laughing while he did it asif he werejoking. Elissasfather
had made sure to have only male servants attend Limond while he was a guest, and the king hadn't

stayed aguest for long.

Now? Now Limond looked ? blurry, wasthe only way Elissacould describe him, asthough the man
were out of focusin someway. When Limond gestured with hisjewe ed cup and aservant hurried over
to refill it with wine, Elissafinaly understood why the king looked as he did.

"Why am | not surprised that you're drinking winein the middle of the morning,” Elissasad with dl the
disgust shefdlt, tired of being ignored. "If | were responsible for bringing something like Waysten into this
world I'd probably drink too."

"How dare you!" Limond snapped as he turned his head to glare, showing that he'd been aware of
Elissas presence dl dong. "How dare you speak of your bettersin such adighting way? Guards! Take
thistrollop out and have her whipped!"

"My betters?' Elissaechoed with addliberate laugh, seeing Limond's anger grow when the guardsmen
ignored his command. "Y ou're no better than any other drunk, you just have amore comfortable gutter to
liein. Many of usthought that Waysten had taken over without your permission, but that isn't true, isit?

Y ou not only knew exactly what Waysten was doing, you a so approved of hisactions.”

"My son, Prince Waysten, is doing exactly as he's supposed to, redlizing his destiny and bringing glory to
both of us" Limond snarled the words after swallowing half thewinein his cup, then he put the cup aside
to wipe his mouth with the back of his hand as he staggered to hisfeet. "Asthose usdess louts of
guardsmen won't do their duty and have you beaten, I'll happily see to the matter mysdif. | despise duts
who think themsalves the equa of men, and I've made sure that this kingdom treats them asthey deserve
to be - No! How dare you? Release me at once!”

Two of Yarrow's men had intercepted the drunk before he reached Elissia, and now held Limond'sarms
as he struggled ineffectively to free himsdlf. Listan had said that something had to be done about Limond,
and now Elissaknew what that something should be.

"Have this drunk taken down to the dungeon and locked up,” she said to Y arrow, still showing her
disgust. "Put himin acell next to his son, where the two of them can share the same destiny. Y ou can't
refuse to give people what they beg for."

"Asyou command, Your Mgesty,” Yarrow said with abow before turning to the former door guards
and gesturing to Limond. The door guards came over and took Limond from Y arrow's men, then began
to drag Limond toward the door.

"No, you can't do thisto me!"™ Limond screamed as he was dragged out of the room. "I am the king, and



no one can tregt - "

"If he thinks he's unhappy now, wait until he sobers up enough to redlize histrue position,” Elissasaid to
Y arrow once the small procession was gone up the hall. "After what he's done he doesn't deserveto
have asoft wall between him and redlity, so make sure heisn't given anything to drink from now on but
water."

"Since nothing but water is being given to Prince Waysten, helll be given the same," Y arrow responded,
looking at Elissawith curiogty. "But Your Mgesty? Do you mind if | ask what you think the king has
done? It was his son who tried to harm so many people, wasn't it?”

"What Limond did was encourage his son to do that harm,” Elissa explained, understanding that Y arrow
redlly needed the explanation. "He spoiled Waysten completely by giving him everything he wanted,
making no effort to teach Waysten any vaues of decency. Then, when Waysten was old enough to take
over, Limond stepped aside even though he knew how many people Waysten would hurt. 1t's bad
enough when ordinary people ruin their children. When you're responsible for the safety of the people
under you, there's no excuse good enough to let you get away with not paying for your mistake. Now
let'stake alook at Waysten'ssister Tdlita”

Y arrow bowed again with that faint smile he kept showing, and Elissawasled out of the king's Sitting
room. Thistime their destination was only afew doors away, and again there were two guardsmen in
front of the double doors. These new door guards straightened to attention when they saw Elissia, so
Yarrow just gestured them into opening the doors.

The apartment they walked into was almost as opulent as the former king's, but thistime there was no
onedtting inachair drinking. In point of fact there was only asingle femae servant dusting and
graightening, and the girl jumped with alow exclamation when Elissiaand her escort gppeared.

"We'relooking for Princess Tdllita, girl," Y arrow said to the servant in asoothing voice. "Tell her Queen
Elissaof Arvin wantsto see her."

"Of course, g, I'll certainly tell the princessthat the queen wantsto see her," the girl answered in avery
shaky voice, her fingerstoying nervoudy with the duster she held. "I'll pass on the message as soon asthe
princessisavailable”

"What do you mean, as soon as Tellitais available?' Elissaasked before Y arrow could respond. "Is she
dill deeping, or has she gone somewhere?"

"Oh, no, maam, the princessian't Kill degping,” the girl answered a once, obvioudy growing even more
nervous. "Sheis herein her gpartment, but she's ? occupied.”

"Occupied with what, girl?" Yarrow put, histone now showing atouch of impatience. "And you address
the queen as Y our Mgesty, not maam.”

"Oh! | didnt redize? !" Thegirl's protest trailed off into slence as she belatedly curtsed to Elissa, but
Y arrow wasn't fooled. Elissaheard him take a deep breath asif to calm hisrising temper, and then he
tried again.

"Y ou're going to haveto tdl uswhat the princessis doing eventudly, girl, so it might aswell be now,"
Yarrow said gently but firmly. "If you're worried about what might happen to you, don't be. The
princesss father and brother are no longer in command here, so any power the princess had before now
will never be hersagain.”



"l - 1 can't spesk of it, S, redly | can't!” the girl al but wailed, having dropped the duster to wring her
hands. "Please, the princessisin one of the back bedchambers, but please don't ask me to show you
which one! | couldn't bear to see - Please, Sir, please let meleavel”

"Let her go, Yarrow," Elissasaid with ahand to the man'sarm, her curiosity suddenly piqued. "We can
find Tdlitaby oursdves."

"Asyou command, Your Mgesty," Y arrow acknowledged, then gestured for the servant to leave. The
girl grabbed up the dropped duster and actually ran out of the apartment, and as soon as she was gone
Y arrow shook his head. "I have the feeling we're going to have to question more of the servantsto find
out about everything going on in this palace. But right now it might be best, Y our Mgesty, if you wait
here until we locate Princess Tdllita.”

"l ? think I'm going to disagree with that, Squad Leader,” Elissaanswered dowly while consdering the
stuation. "'If I'm going to be responsible for deciding what Tellita's disposition should be, | need to find
out just what she'sinvolved in. Before someone cleans up the scene or smoothesit over.”

Having made the decision, Elissawasted no moretimein talk. She led the way to the door behind which
lay the hall of the apartment, then followed the hal to the area of the back bedchambers. Most of the
back bedchambers were meant for the use of servants and were therefore on the small side, but dl the
small bedchambersthey checked were empty. One of the roomswas also emptied of al furniture but still
showed signs of use, and Elissadidn't know why that would be until the reached one of the larger
bedchambers. A sudden scream came from beyond the door, and when Elissathrew that door open she
stopped short at what she saw.

"Hit him again, and harder!" awoman ordered the naked man holding alight whip who was standing near
another naked man chained to the back wall. The back of the man in chains was bleeding, obvioudy from
the whip that had been used on him. "He hasto learn that he's nothing but adave and I'm his mistress,
which means he hasto do everything he's told without question. Just as you and the others have to do.
Whip him harder, dave, and don't tell me again that you think he'slearned his lesson or you'll get the
same as he's getting!"

"Put that whip down," Elissasaid at once as she moved farther into the room. There was another naked
man knedling to the right of the man being whipped, but the knegling man had his arms wrapped around
himsdlf and did nothing more than shake. The kneeling man had obvioudy been broken, which made
looking a him as hard for Elissaas|ooking at the man who was being whipped.

"How dare you disgusting interlopers barge in here?' Tdlita screamed as she shot out of the chair shed
been lounging in, outrage clear in every line of her body. She was dressed in an expensivered deep
ensemble, lounging robe over asheer nightdress. "I don't know what fool guest of my brother's you
belong to, but as soon as | speak to my brother you'll be answering to me! Every one of you will be
whipped even harder than my servant there, and you can be sure I'll watch every stroke and laugh!”

"Y ou redly ought to keep in closer touch with what's happening in the world beyond your apartment,
Telita," Elissasad as she strolled nearer to the angry woman. "Y our brother isn't in charge here any
longer, and your father ison hisway to acdl in the dungeons. And what was that you said about daves?
All the kingdoms on this continent agreed that davery would beillegd.”

"Elissa" Tdlitagrowled, finaly recognizing the leeder of her vistors. ™Y ou must have come because of
that idiot brother of yours, typicaly thinking that you'd be able to find him when no one e se could. Well,
youwont find Gardd the lame, and telling me fairytaeswon't kegp me from commenting on your lack of
proper clothing. Y ou look ridiculous enough in gowns, Elissa. Changing into boy's clothing won't - *



"Y arrow, have some of your men get that poor creature out of those chains and taken to the doctors,”
Elissasad, riding over Telita's deek nastiness as though the other woman hadn't said aword. "That
knedling man needs to be taken there aswell, and possibly even thethird? ?'

"No, maam, I'm not hurt that badly, and my nameis Jadl Farange,”" the man with the whip said when
Elissaturned her attention to him, at the same time throwing away the bloodied whip. "But she does have
my sister locked up somewhere, which iswhy | had no choice about doing asshesaid. She-"

"Silencel" Tdlitascreamed, whirling on the spesking man and glaring venom & him. "Adding liesto what
this dut put forward won't do either of you any good, and you'll pay for trying to betray me. My brother
can't be out of power, not when her father's kingdom couldn't scrape up enough fighting men to put down
so much asatroop of children! Y our sister will pay for your betrayd just as her brother will do the same
when he'sfound, so - Get away from that servant, you men, get away!"

"It'sover, Tdlita," Elissasad, fighting to hold onto her temper. "1 did find my brother and free him, but
not with my father'sfighters. Waysten was stupid enough to try making people think that the high king of
Arvin was responsiblefor kidnapping Garda, so the high king brought hisfightersin to take over the city.
Where have you put that man's Sster?”

"The only way youll find out isif you leave these davesright where you found them,”" Tdlitastated, her
face set into alittle-girl pout. "I'm aprincess and my father isthe king, and | can do anything | pleaseto
anyone | please. That'sthe truth, and if you don't likeit that's just too bad."

"I think it isgoing to be too bad, but not for us," Elissasaid, having noticed the anger on the face of Jadl
Farange. "Jadl, ainceit'syour Sster she's hiding, you can be the one to question her if you like. If you're

the kind of man who can't bring himself to ? be firm with awoman, I'm sure one of my men will be able
to-"

"No, maam, thank you, but I'd like to be the one," Jadl answered at once. "I don't gpprove of hurting
women, but punishing them is another matter entirely. And punished iswhat shelll be at least until shetells
me what | need to know."

"Gotoit, then," Elissasaid as Tdlita's expression changed to one of complete disbelief. Two of

Y arrow's squad were carrying out the man who had been whipped, having discovered that the man
wasn't able to stand, not to speak of wak. Another two had urged the kneeling man to hisfeet, and now
were getting that man moving after the one being carried.

Elissawatched the two victims being taken out of the room, and it was hard not to wonder how many
others Tellitahad broken or killed. Tdlitaaways had been as much of aspoiled brat as her brother
Waysten, but it was possible to be abrat without causing terrible harm. Could there be something in the
family's blood to cause such destructive -

"No! Don't you dare!" Elissia heard the words Tl lita screamed and turned back to see that Jael had
aready gotten started with hisformer tormentor. Hed moved the dressing table chair away from the
dressing table, then had sat down and pulled Tellitaacross hislap. He hadn't bothered to find something
to cover his nakedness, but had found a springy length of wood about two inches wide and better than
twelveincheslong that looked somewhat like aruler. Pulling up the skirts of Tdlita's robe and gown took
Jael only amoment, and then he was ready to proceed.

"Y ou're going to tell mewhere my sster isand you'd better doit fast,” Jadl said as he kept Tdlitafrom
struggling free or covering her bottom again. ™Y ou are going to be well punished for what you've done,
but that punishment won't start until you tell me what | want to know. The longer you take to spesk, the
worsethat eventua punishment will be for you."



"Y ou expect meto believe that you'll actualy be alowed to strike me?' Tdllita spat as she continued to
sruggle. "I'm aprincess, and no oneis permitted to - Ow! No! Stop that at oncel”

Jael had used his dender paddie twice on Tdlita, and the smacking sounds against her round white
bottom were accompanied by afaint pinkness left on the white. Even as Elissiawatched, Jael smacked
Tdlita's bottom twice again, and the strokes made the girl writhe aswell as scream. Tl litalsright arm
was being held to keep her from covering her bottom protectively, and Elissafelt afant urgetotdl the
girl how well being a princess did with keeping your bottom from being spanked. But if anyone deserved
agood spanking Tellitawasthe one, so Elissajust watched quietly without the least urgeto interfere,

The paddle kept whacking across Tellitas bottom as it made that bottom more red than pink, and Tellita
screamed and writhed and kicked without being able to free hersalf. Ten or twelve strokes produced
nothing but cries from the girl, but then she broke through the shock of being treated like something other
than queen of theworld.

"Stop! I'll tell you!" Tellita shouted, the words savage rather than repentant. ™Y ou disgusting beast! Y our
sniveling little sster istwo doors down, and now you will let me go!™

Jael looked up at us, so | nodded to Y arrow to go and take alook. Tellitakept insisting that she be
released, but Jael continued to hold hisformer "owner" over hislap until Y arrow came back with agirl
who was rubbing her wrigts. The girl wore asmple day gown, but the gown was rumpled and dirty as
though it had been worn much too long.

"That miserable female threatened to have me raped when | refused to call her mistress,” the newcomer
was saying to Y arrow asthey entered the room. Jael's Sster's voice was trembling dightly, but Elissa
thought the girl was more angry than frightened. " She's crazy, and shereally needsto be- "

The girl's words broke off when she saw her brother and Tellita, and an expression of deep satisfaction
Settled across her face.

"Don't worry, Jaes, I'm taking care of it," Jael said to hissgter. "Areyou al right?’

"My wrists and ankles hurt from the way | wastied, but aside from that I'm fine, Jadl," Jaes answered
with asmilefor her brother. ™Y ou just go ahead and continue with what you were doing.”

"Oh, | certainly will," Jagl murmured, looking down at the girl across his knees. "' So she threatened to
have you raped, did she? ?'

"| told you what you wanted to know, and now you haveto release me!" Tellita screeched, her face
having paed at what Jael had said. "'If you hurt me any more you'll be killed dowly and painfully, and so
will that sster of yours! You - Ow! Oh! Noooo!"

Jadl had started to spank Tellita again with the paddie, and now he seemed to beredlly putting his back
intoit. As Elissawatched Tdlitakick and struggle and scream as her bottom turned an even deeper red,
shefelt asmall shudder go through her from something Jaes had said. She's crazy, Jad's Sster had
stated, and probably would have gone on to say that crazy people who couldn't be cured needed to be
put down. Elissadidn't know if shed have the strength to condemn Tdlitaaong with her father and
brother, but that decision didn't have to be made now. And certainly not by her?

"Yarrow, leave one or two of your men here, to take Tdlitato acell near therest of her family once Jael
isdonewith her," Elissasaid as she turned away from the punishment acrying Tellitawas being given
without gtint. "'If there's anything in the woman to be saved, being trested like the crimina sheismight
bring it out. If dl it doesis make her resentful ? Well, let'sjust wait and see.”



Y arrow nodded and spoke to two of his men, and then the squad leader and the rest of his men followed
Elissaout of the room. Elissawaited until they were back out in the public hdl, and then she turned to
Yarrow again.

"Now that I've donethe job Lord Listan gave me, | think I'll go back to my apartment and have some
tea," she said, working to keep from sounding weary. "1f you need to accompany me back that's fine, but
once we get there - "

"Your Mgesty, excuse mefor interrupting,” Y arrow said, hisexpresson telling Elissathat heredly
wasn't happy to be saying what hewas. "Lord Listan left ordersthat if you finished this chore before
lunch, | wasto tell you that he'd aso like you to take alook at the laws that have been recently enacted.
Prince Waysten

"All right, yes, | know that Waysten passed laws that were to his benefit rather than to the people's,”
Elissasad with one hand raised, annoyance starting to touch her again. "Lord Listan isright about
someone needing to go over those laws, but I'm giving you fair warning right now: if Lord Listenisfoolish
enough to show up in my gpartment again, I'm going to order you to knock him down and then jump up
and down on his prostrate body. If I'm going to be the only one around here doing the work, | intend to
get some pleasure out of it."

And with that Elissia headed back toward her apartment, pretending she didn't hear theway Y arrow and
his men were chuckling.

Chapter 3

Derand woke dowly, asthough finally surfacing from avery deep dive. Thelast thing he remembered
clearly was being in bed with Seea, so he reached ahand out to the side of the bed where she ought to
be. When his hand found nothing but cold and empty bedclothes he woke even more fully and began to
gtup.

"Sowly, my king, dowly," Lisan's voice came, dong with his hand on Derand's shoulder, keeping him
from ditting up. "Everything isfine so you don't need to upset yourself.”

"Seeq," Derand croaked, hisvoice, for some reason, sounding long unused. "Where's Seea?"

"Your queenisherein the paace, busily engaged in straightening out thiskingdom," Listan replied at
once. "If you fed up to Stting, let me help you.”

Derand il felt abit vague, only now naticing that he no longer lay in the cabin he remembered faling
adeepin. Helet Listan help him to gt up, then leaned back againgt the extra pillows hisfriend and advisor
hed piled behind him.

"Moving didn't hurt asmuch as | expected it to,” Derand observed aloud once he leaned on the pillows.
"My body feds ? rusty and unused, but barely more than sore."

"Complete rest has helped you to hed faster, my king," Listan said, standing to Derand's right where he
could be seen more easily. "Are you hungry? When it looked like you were about to wake up | ordered
amed prepared and brought.”

"Hungry?' Derand echoed, now aware of how hollow he fet. "I'm not hungry, I'm starving! If you have
food around here somewhere, haveit brought in before | go to wherever itis."



"Just stay whereyou are,” Listan said with awide grin before turning and nodding to one of the
guardsmen standing in the room. The guardsman went to the door he stood near, opened it, then
beckoned in agroup of waiting servants. A minute later the aroma of hot food was turning Derand into a
dobbering mound of appetite, and as soon asthe first dish was put in front of him he dovein. It was
breakfast he'd been brought and he wasn't able to eat as much of it as he wanted to, but once al he
could hold wasinsde him he sat back againgt the pillowswith asigh.

"| felt asthough | hadn't eaten in amonth,” he said to Listan, who sat near the bed sipping from a cup of
tea. "Would you liketo tell me now what's been going on? The last thing | remember isfdling adegpina
forest cabin.”

"Y ou may havefdlen adeep, but you went from that to unconsciousness,” Listan said, amusement no
longer touching him. "Happily, though, the queen was with you and she caled your guard. They dl got
you back here, and after examining you the doctor said that if you went running around again before your
wounds were alowed to hed you could die. That'swhy | let the man keep you adeep for three days,
feeding you broth every time you came close to waking up. You'rein alot better shape now and can get
out of that bed as soon asyou fed up toit.”

Derand sipped from the cup of teahe still held, forcing the angry words he wanted to speak to cool off
before he et them free. The ideathat he'd been kept adeep for three days without his permission made
him furious, but it was Listan'sjob to keep him dive. And the fact that Listan had taken full respongibility
for what had been done meant the man was fully aware of the fact that hisking could well explodein
anger. Derand knew that blaming someone for saving your lifewas asurly way to say thank you, but the
matter couldn't just be overlooked.

"The matter is over and done with, so thistime wewon't say any more about it,” Derand findly allowed,
speaking very softly and holding Listan's gaze. "If the same should happen again, though, I'll make sure
that athird repetition will beimpossible. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Listan said after clearing histhroat, no longer looking directly a Derand. "Y ou
have my word that thiswill never hgppen again, snce | know you'll never again put your lifein danger the
way you did thistime. Would you like theteain your cup refreshed?”

"Not yet," Derand answered, letting his annoyance be buried under wry amusement. Listan knew well
enough that he could never stand against Derand in afight, not when Derand had so far bested every
opponent held ever faced. But Listan had aso refused to back down, stating in so many wordsthat if his
ownlife

wasforfeit in the saving of Derand's, so beit. It wasn't possible to fault loydty like that, and Derand
knew he would be afoal to try. With that in mind, he decided to change the subject.

"All through the medl | wondered where my wifewas," Derand said after Sipping a theteaagain. "Didn't
you let her know I'd be waking up about now?"'

"| thought you might prefer to be on your feet again before she saw you,” Ligtan replied, and thistime
there was a sigh behind the words. "For the past three days she's been in here every time she had a spare
minute, and afterward the ook in her eyeswas painfully blegk. | have the fedling she blames hersdlf for
your collapse, for making you ride after her when you were in no condition even to stand up very long.
But she'saso been redly busy and | didn't want to interrupt her schedule until you were able to reassure
her."

"What's she been busy with?' Derand asked, mostly to distract himsdlf from the thought of the guilt Seea
might be suffering from. He'd have to speak to her about that, but not while he dill lay helplessin abed?



"And | need to talk to you about precautions that have to be taken, things that should have been done
three days ago. | just hope were not locking the barn door after the horses are aready stolen. The
surrounding kingdoms will be aware of what happened here, and they might - *

"It'sdl right, my king," Listan interrupted with an odd kind of amusement. "I aready have scouts
watching those other kingdoms, and if any of them startsto gather what looks like an army our scouts will
ridefor Arvin and bring back an army of our own."

"Well done, Listan," Derand said, really meaning the words. "That's one worry taken care of, but there
are others. There are sure to be people in this city who want Waysten back in charge, so - "

"That's aso been taken care of, my king," Listan interrupted again, the odd amusement increasing. "Those
in this city who have grown fat under Prince Waysten's rule are being watched, and if any of them triesto
recruit assassins or troublemakers well know about it dmost at once.”

"Ligtan, I'm delighted and very impressed,” Derand said, his brows high with surprise. "I never redized
you werethisgood astrategist, and | feel better knowing that our people here aren't in as much danger
asthey might have been. Y ou should have shown methistalent of yourswhen wefirst began the
campaigns. | could have used the help.”

"Tdent was definitely used, my king, but it wasn't mine," Listan answered, agrin findly bresking through.
"| wanted to distract your queen and keep her from deciding to ride off again, so | asked for her 'help'
just as| did when you were Prince Waysten's prisoner. To my shock and chagrin sheimmediately
mentioned just what you did, and | fell dl over mysdlf rushing to make the necessary arrangements. Y ou
were absolutely right when you suggested she was a master dtrategis.”

"So my people werein good handswhile | dept,” Derand murmured, his delight increasing. "And she's
foolish enough to fed guilty thet | didn't let her ride out of my life? But you gtill haven't told mewhat ese
she's been busy with."

"| redlized that | didn't have the authority to make decisions about the roya family,” Listan said after
spping from hisown cup of tea. "King Limond isadrunk and Princess Tdlitawas running wild, so |
asked the queen to decide on what their disposition ought to be. The queen interviewed them both, then
had them sent to the dungeons with Prince Waysten. King Limond, by the way, knew about and
approved everything Prince Waysten did.”

"Then Limond can dsojoin hisson in death,” Derand said, al ddlight and amusement gone. "Wewere
wondering if Limond was avictim or a co-conspirator, and now we know. But what about Tdllita? Does
Seea serioudy expect me to execute awoman?'

"It seemsthat Princess Td litamade a hobby of turning innocent men into daves," Listan answered
heavily. " She had them chained up and besten a her whim, and even broke at |east one man that we
know of. The queen had the princess put in the dungeonsto seeif punishment made the woman regret
what she'd done. But Princess Tdlita has been showing resentment instead of regret, and that's why the
gueen has recommended that she be executed with her father and brother. If the princessis allowed to
live, the queen said, no one you place on the throne here will ever be safe.”

Derand made a sound of understanding, knowing just what Seea meant. Anyone interested in revolution
had only to marry Tdlita, and the legitimacy of the man's claim couldn't be argued. Seeawasright again,
and Derand would have to find the innards to back her decision. If he didn't, he had no right to
jeopardize anyone by putting him on the throne.

"But the queen handled dl that much too quickly, so | had to find something else to occupy her," Listan



went on. "1 asked her to look at the laws Waysten passed for his own purposes, our purpose being to
rescind the ones that turned honest men into outlaws. She did that aswell, and then she had a closer ook
at the rest of the laws. She decided that there were other laws that could use rescinding, but she didn't
want to act hastily. So she sent for that man Torban, who used to be a teacher, and asked his opinion.
She aso had Torban bring in someone else, someone who could argue for the laws she wanted to

reped.”

"Getting all Sdes of the picture before making adecision,” Derand said with anod and what was
probably afoolish smile. "It's too bad people actually on athrone aren't wise enough to do that. So that's
what she'sinvolved with right now?"

"WEell, no, not entirely,” Listan replied, and now the man looked the least bit uncomfortable. " She's
working on restructuring the laws, but at the sametime shesaso ? reorganizing the people. All the
beggars are being rounded up, fed, and given clean clothing, and some of Torban'sfriends are finding
jobsfor those who are willing to work. Those who have no interest in honest work are being kept
together, waiting until you can decideif they should be thrown out of the city or smply put down. I'm
supposed to tell you that if the group isthrown out of the city they'll probably take to stedling from the
farms and disrupt food ddliveriesinto the city, but the decision about what to do with them hasto be
yours."

"How nice of her not to usurp my authority,” Derand said after blowing out a breath of annoyance, no
longer amiling. "And I'll bet gold that by the time I'm ready to make the decision shelll haveincluded any
members of thethieves guild il left dive. She'sredly giving meno choicea dl, but clearly doesn't want
meto fed left out.”

"I think it's your standing and image the queen is concerned about,” Listan said dowly, asthough thinking
the matter through as he spoke. " She knows it's foolish to keep people around who want to use society
instead of be apart of it, but she aso knows that the power and fighters are yours. If shetook it upon
hersdf to decide a matter that was yoursto decide, she would be usurping your authority and making you
look weak. She seemsto be going out of her way not to do that.”

"Yes, of course, you'reright,” Derand said, now wondering why he'd gotten annoyed. Seeawas doing
exactly what hed hoped she would, seeing to time-consuming and boring preparatory work and
providing him with recommendations for the decisions that were histo make. Maybe it wasthe fact that
sheld gone ahead and started projects that should have had his approva before they were begun. But she
couldn't have gotten his approval, not with him dead adeep in hisbed?

"I think I'm ready to get up and walk around a bit,” Derand said abruptly, putting aside histeacup. "If |
don't plan to make this city my home, and | don't, | have to get back into good enough shapeto leaveit.
And not in acoach or wagon."

Listan nodded as he put aside his own cup and stood, ready to give whatever help Derand needed.
Listan knew aswell as Derand did that Derand couldn't return to Arvin looking the least bit weak without
having half the kings held conquered trying to take him down. Strength was the only thing the men of the
Federated Kingdoms respected, so that was the only thing they could be shown.

But strength was something Derand didn't have much of at the moment, afact he learned once held
thrown aside the bedcovers and gotten to hisfeet. Standing up had taken aspecid effort, and the idea of
walking even asfar asthe end of the bed seemed like a project meant for one of the legendary heroes of
popular myth. But the effort had to be made so Derand took the walk, but once held returned to his
gtarting point he was covered with sweat and had no choice about collapsing back into the bed.



"Y our strength will return fairly quickly, my king, but for now it might be best if you rested,” Listan said as
he helped Derand to lie flat again. " The wounds were certainly giving you trouble, but the more they hedl
thelesstrouble you'll be given."

"Yes? Thewounds? " Derand gasped out, pretending that that was the trouble. But the wounds were
only throbbing faintly, asmal amount of pain to be felt behind the throbbing. It wasthe water in his
musclesthat plagued Derand the most, and even as heraged silently at the feding of helplessnessthe
wesarinesstook him down into deep again.

The next time Derand awoke hefelt agood ded better. The vagueness around his thoughts was gone
and he was able to st up without help, and when amea was brought he finished most of the food without
any trouble. For dessert heleft the bed and walked to its foot and back, sitting down again with only
heavier breathing -and faintly aching muscles - to show for the effort.

"Better," Derand said as he settled himsdf againgt the pillows again. "By tomorrow | expect to make it
out to the Sitting room, and then the hard part will be over. Did my wife show up while | was adegp?”’

"Asamatter of fact shedid, my king, and she seemed pleased that you were dowly returning to
yourself," Listan responded from the chair he sat in again. " She suggested that you send for her when
you're up to having visitors, as there's something she wantsto talk to you about.”

"Y ou sound asif you know what the something is," Derand observed, seeing
Listan'swry expression. "Isthere a problem you haven't mentioned?!

"Oh, not exactly aproblem,” Listan responded, now looking a bit uncomfortable. "When you and she
first returned here to the palace, the queen was very worried about you. | had the apartment next to
yours prepared for her so she could have the privacy she couldn't have had here, and then| ? arranged
for adeeping draught to be put in her tea. If | hadn't she would have spent the night sitting up at your
bedside, worry and guilt causng untold harm.”

"And instead she had agood night's deep," Derand said with anod of approva. "So where doesthe
problem that's not a problem comein?’

"Thequeen ? didiked theidea of having been put to deep againgt her will, so to speak,” Listan said,
obvioudy choosing hiswords carefully. " She told me so in no uncertain terms, then told me she meansto
ask youto ? punishmefor the ? intruson.”

"Does she now?' Derand said, feding the grin hewore. Listan had known held probably get away with
keeping hisking drugged, but he wasn't quite as certain about what he'd done to Seea. She was Derand's
queen and wife, after al, and men usualy did what they could to please the wivesthey loved? "What do
you suppose shelll ask meto do to you, old friend?"

"1 ? think I'd rather not speculate,”" Listan answered, obvioudy trying not to look worried. ™Y arrow aso
told me that she wasn't pleased with all the chores1'd found for her to do, and it might be best if | ?
refrained from visiting her gpartment unless | camein force. Y arrow was laughing when he told me that,
but | didn't take it asajoke. He and his squad have learned to admire the queen, and her ordersto the
squad would naturaly supersede my own."

"Naturdly," Derand agreed, enjoying himsalf enormoudy. "Wdll, well just have to see what she asksfor
before | decide whether or not to go along with it. And now I'd like to hear the reports made by the men
after the takeover."



Listan looked asif he wanted to pursue the previous subject of discussion, but held been given an order
by hisking and knew he couldn't argue. What he didn't know was that Derand wasin the midst of
punishing him for three days of forced deegp in the only way he could use. Listan was afriend aswell as
being Derand's most loyd follower so Derand would never harm the man, but that didn't mean Listan
couldn't be teased unmercifully for atime. The longer Listan worried about whether or not he would be
punished, thelonger he would hesitate next time before doing something for Derand's "own good.”

The next day and ahdf saw Derand's strength dowly returning to what it had previoudy been. The
second night he even had a dream, one that he really enjoyed when he remembered it. In the dream he
and Seeawere at afancy ball in someone's palace, the two of them moving through the crowdsin the
ballroom with Seea holding to hisarm. Held had to punish her for some reason before they |€eft for the
ball, usng theinsertion she so didiked and a hard spanking, and by now shewastruly desperate.

"Husband, please!" she'd whispered asthey strolled, asmile on her face to disguise what sheredly fdt.
"I'll admit | earned that punishment, but | smply can't wait any longer! Y ou have to find away to eese me
right now!"

"During abal?' held murmured back in adrawl. "It won't be easy to find a private corner, so why don't
wejugt wait until we get home?"

"Oh, no, please, | can't wait!" she whispered a once, dl but squirming as she spoke. "I'll do anything you
say if only you easeme! | burn for you, husband! Please!"

Theway she looked at him made Derand do some burning of his own, and the opportunity had been too
good to let go by.

"Having you do anything | say will make the effort worthwhile, | think," Derand hed replied after along
moment. "All right, wife, let'slook for that private corner | mentioned.”

An eyeblink later they were at the opened doorsthat led into agarden, so Derand guided Seea outside
and down the steps. Couples and small groups moved in dl directions asthey strolled and talked, the
pathslit by torches so that the strollers might see where they were going. Derand led Seea off on their
own gtroll, al theway down to thefind torch and then beyond. There weren't any strollers down thisfar,
or at least there didn't seem to be, so Derand took Seea over to astone bench that was almost
completely hidden in the darkness. He hadn't seen the bench until his eyes adjusted to the dark from the
light of the torches, so the area ought to be private enough.

"It'shere or nowhere, wife," Derand had said softly to asquirming Seea once they stopped. "If you don't
likethis spot, well just wait until we get home to ease you.”

Even in the dark Derand had been able to see that Seeawanted to protest the possibility of someone
coming aong and seeing them, but she'd been much too hot

to refuse the opportunity. Shelet him guide her to the end of the bench and then into leaning down on it
with her forearms, and then held raised her skirtswhile she stood bent over. Untying her undergarment
took only amoment and then, with the undergarment down around her ankles and her skirts up over her
back, Derand had rolled up akerchief and put it in her mouth.

With dl the necessary done, Derand had findly been able to put his now-raging desire to Seed's. When
he thrust deeply into her shetried to scream with ddlight, which waswhy the kerchief had been
necessary. She aso tried to howl when he came in contact with her gtill-sore bottom, whichwasa
second reason for the presence of the kerchief. Derand had stroked hiswife over and over and over,
more than sharing the pleasure shefdt until hisown reease findly ended the time. And the thought that



someone might come along and see them had somehow added incredibly to the ddight? Maybe, he
thought when remembering the dream, he might be able to arrange that for real at sometime?

By thethird day after waking up from adrugged deep Derand was fedling well enough to stroll through
the paace. He spent quite alot of timein Waysten's former apartment, going through the paperwork and
filesthat Waysten had kept. It had come to Derand to wonder if Waysten had had secret dliesin his
efforts, dlieswho were defeated kingsin the Federated Kingdoms of Arvin.

"Have you found anything, my king?' Listan asked when he joined Derand in the room that had been
Waysten's study. "I'll admit I've been hoping there would be nothing to find."

"No such luck," Derand answered with asmall growl, dropping the report held been reading back onto
the desk. "Thereis someone Waysten was in touch with, but thereisn't asingle clue asto who it could
be. Names are very ddiberately not used, so it looks like well have to ask Waysten before he's
executed.”

"Unfortunately, questioning Prince Waysten won't be possible," Listan replied with asigh as he dropped
into the chair standing in front of the desk. " The shock of the begting he was given combined with having
been thrown into his own dungeon has unhinged the prince's mind. | went to see him just now, and he
does nothing but lie on the dirty straw in his cdll, staring into space. If he'stouched he starts to whimper,
but speaking seemsto be beyond him."

"How about Limond?' Derand asked after cursing under his breath. "Waysten's father ought to know the
names of the people his son was deding with."

"Theformer King Limond isin only dightly better shape than hisson,” Ligtan reported with asigh. "His
sobering up has been brutal, and the shakes have him with avengeance. | offered to bring him a bottle of
anything heliked if he told me the names of Prince Waysten'sdlies, and that Sarted the man crying.
Apparently Prince Waysten knew better than to give sendtive information to adrunk."”

"And you said that Tdlitadidn't even know that her brother had been defeated,” Derand finished up with
disgust in hisvoice. "That means she's another one who won't have any idea of who Waysten was dealing
with, so who doesthat leave?!

"| hate to say it, my king, but that leaves no one," Listan said after nodding confirmation of Derand's
guess about Tellita. "Prince Waysten had no real advisors or confidantes, so there was no onefor himto
share the information with. Whoever thetraitor is, hisidentity will remain asecret.”

"For now," Derand qualified as he stood and stretched. Only twinges came from his wounds, and soon
even the twingeswould be gone. "I'll probably have another 1ook through these papers before we return
to Arvin, but | intend to spend the rest of the afternoon soaking in abath and getting prettied up. My wife
will bejoining mefor dinner, and tonight shelll be back in my bed.”

"And shell be able to see that you've completely returned to yoursdlf,” Listan added after also standing.
"| think you were wiseto wait until now."

"I had more trouble waiting than in getting my strength back, but the wait was necessary,” Derand said, a
good portion of hismind on what going to bed would bring. Not deep, thistime, not for along time?
"My wife needsto see that I'm back to my old sdlf, not shuffling around like an old and toothless derelict.
| don't want her feistiness drowned under guilt.”

Listan smiled but said nothing, so the two men left the former Prince Waysten's gpartment. Derand didn't
mention that hed come across some of Waysten'stoysthat held taken for his own. Seea hadn't needed



encouragement that night in the cabin, but if she did happen to need some help in getting over her guilt
Derand meant to be prepared.

The rest of the afternoon went just as planned, and Derand enjoyed his bath and pampering. The paace's
servants were very good at pampering, a service Derand usualy avoided, but thistime he actualy
enjoyed the attention. After the bath, massage, and shave only afew small bandages were put over the
remnants of hiswounds before he was hel ped into clothes. He then went out to the sitting room and
watched the food being delivered.

Seeaarrived just as mogt of the servants were leaving, and Derand found himsalf surprised. Hed
expected hiswife to be wearing agown, but instead she wore trousers, atunic, and short boots. About
to protest an gppearance he considered inappropriate, Derand abruptly pulled himself up short. Making a
fuss about clothes right now would be stupid, and it was still much too soon for him to be stupid with
Seea and not regret the consequences. Maybe, once they'd been together for afew decades, he'd be
ableto gpesk without thinking first?

So Derand stepped forward and said with asmile, "Good evening, wife. I've missed seeing you these
past few days, but now that you're here the world is perfect again.”

"Y ou can't be serious, saying something like that," Seea protested with a surprised laugh as she came
forward from the doorway. "Y ou sound as if you've been reading aredlly bad romance nove."

"And you sound asif you could use a dose of romance, good, bad, or otherwise," Derand returned with
agrin. "HasLigtan redly been working you that hard?'

"Don't even mention that man's name," Seea answered with amock growl as she stopped afew feet
away from Derand. "He's been smart enough to stay away from me these past few days, and lucky for
him he was. Which reminds me: since he'syour man, | want you to punish himin some way that will
make him hesitate the next time he thinks he knows what's best for me.”

"I've been trying to find afitting punishment for that attitude for years now without having any luck,”
Derand told her ruefully, firmly keeping himself from closing the distance between them. " The problem is
Listan redly would give hislifeto save mine, and | think he'slearning to fed the same way about you. Do
you realy want to find away to make the man lessloydly devoted?!

"I want to find away to make the man less meddlesome,” Seea stated, obvioudy not swayed in the least

by what Derand had said. "It is possible to be devoted without feding you have the right to run the life of

the person you're devoted to. If you haven't been able to think of anything to do, then I'll haveto givethe
problem some thought."

"Can your thinking wait until weve ? gotten acquainted again?' Derand asked, feding the way hisgrin
had changed to asmile on thewry side. "Y ou're standing so far away? Does that mean you don't want
me to touch you?"'

"l ? know you're till not completely healed,” Seeaanswered after abrief but definite hesitation, her gaze
no longer meeting his. "Thelast thing | wanttodois

cause you even more hurt? "

"My getting hurt wasn't your fault,” Derand said, doing some firm stating of his own as he moved closer
to her. "If you want to get technica, the fact that | wasn't hurt even worse than | wasis dueto no one's
efforts but yours. Y ou know you were wrong to run from me and you were soundly punished for that
foolishness, so why don't we forget about it and go on to more pleasant things? If you believe I'm not



healed enough, you'rein for anice surprise.”

"Y ou know, you'reright,” Seea said, surprising him into stopping with hisarms about to go around her as
shelooked up at him. "'l was punished for going off on my own, but what about you? Y ou rode after me
when you shouldn't have, which could have cost you your life. So in what way are we going to punish
you for that foolishness?'

"Me?' Derand echoed with adisbelieving laugh. "My dear girl, I'm the one who does the punishing, not
the one on the receiving end. And my riding after you wasn't foolishness. | would have been theworld's
biggest fool if I'd let you get away."

"S0? Among al those men you command there wasn't even one who could have followed my trail in
your place?" Seea said, again making Derand stop as he was about to put hisarms around her. "1 know |
probably could have bested most of your people in single combat, but two or three of them together
should have been safe. And able to bring me back without you risking your life. So wherein al that was
the requirement that you come after me yourself?*

"l had to tell you that | love you," Derand reminded her, relieved that he'd thought of the point. For some
reason the girl was making him fed cornered and outnumbered? "What good would it have done for my
men to say the words? Y ou wouldn't have believed them and no one could have blamed you for not
bdieving."

"What would have kept you from saying the words once I'd been brought back?" the fiendish woman
countered immediately, as though expecting the point. ™Y ou would have been rested and aready starting
to heal, instead of being haf dead and ready to fal over. If what you had to say wastrue, thestrics
wouldn't have been necessary. Truth doesn't need theatrics to makeitself known? "

"Stop right there!" Derand ordered, his hands going to her arms instead of gently around her body. "It
isn't thestrics when you're desperate to speak to the woman you love, desperate to make her believe
you. | do loveyou, so you can't Sart doubting me again.”

"All right, I'll put doubt aside for the moment,” she said, her gaze coming back up to his. "Y ou came after
me because you were desperate to tell the truth, not aconvincing story. Well, | was just as desperate
when | rode away from you, desperate to get away from aman who might want to stay married to me
because of gratitude, guilt, and pity. But | was still punished for riding away because the effort put my life
at risk. If my desperation did nothing to save me, why should yours save you from punishment?'

Derand parted hislipsto answer her question, but for amoment nothing in the way of words came out.
The woman redlly wastrying to back him into a corner, and that was something he couldn't alow.

"Y ou seem to forget that | was punished,” Derand findlly offered, diding his hands around to Seea's back.
"| was forced to spend three days adeep, and it's taken almost another three to get back to my previous
dtate of health and strength. During all that time | couldn't touch my wife or show her how much | love
her, and that, my girl, isa punishment worse than the one you got.”

And then Derand lowered hislipsto hers, cutting off whatever she would have said in rebuttd to his
statement. And she had been about to say something, but surprise kept her from continuing with the
effort. At first she responded with al the passion held come to expect from her, stirring him with desire as
her arms went around his body. But when he tightened his hold on her, expecting her to do the same, she
pulled back from the kissinstead.

"Not so tight, or you'll hurt yoursdlf," she scolded in an amost-breathless way. Do you want to have to
go back to bed - done?"



"l can seethat telling you I'm dl right won't do the job,” Derand answered with asigh, reluctantly
releasing her. "Let's have dinner and then I'll show you what kind of shape I'min.”

Seeawas back to not quite looking at him, but she let herself be seated at the table set for two. Derand
did hisbest tojolly her out of the worry during their medl, but he could see that visons of him lying
unconscious were probably undoing dl his efforts. Well, once he had her in bed that would change.

Derand made sure that Seea drank her share of the wine, and once the meal was done he deftly guided
her into his bedchamber. 1t didn't take long to get her out of her clothes, and once hewas just as bare he
joined her in the bed. Hetook her in hisarms and kissed her with al the passion risng insde him, but her
response was more reluctant than uninhibited. She seemed to want him as much as he wanted her, but it
looked like worry about his condition kept her from redly letting go.

Eventualy Derand brought her to a high-enough hest for them to make love, but the compl ete abandon
he'd been looking forward to never appeared. The time was only just adequate, and once he left Seeato
lieon hisown side of the bed she stirred just allittle.

"That wasn't too good,” she murmured as she turned to snuggle under the covers, the durred words
gpparently spoken to hersdlf. "Serveshim right, but it isn't fair that | have to be punished right dlong with
him."

And then she seemed to be ingtantly asleep, probably because of al the wine he'd gotten her to drink.
For amoment Derand didn't understand what she'd been talking about, but then the answer came almost
with aburst of blinding light. Seea had been talking to hersdlf, the wine making her speak the words
instead of just thinking them. And those words said she was in the process of deliberately holding herself
back during lovemaking, adding to the punishment he'd told her he was suffering under!

It looks like she didn't believe me, and decided to make an excuse redlity, Derand thought, suddenly
angry enough to growl under his breath. She probably wouldn't have done something likethisif she
hadn't been put in what amounts to sole charge of this city, with no one able to countermand her
decisons and actions, but that's areason for what she did, not an excuse. | have to make her regret
playing gameswith me, but not right now. Once we leave the city, though?

That thought let Derand relax, and he fell adeep making the necessary plans.
Chapter 4

The next morning Derand awoke to find Seea gone. Sheld left without waking him and sheld probably
clamshedid it out of concern, but Derand knew better. Hiswife was determined to see him punished for
risking hislife, but hed told the truth in everything. Not having her beside him for solongwasa
punishment, but not the same kind he meant to give to her. What she got would remind her who was
redly in charge.

Derand wasjust finishing bregkfast when anew arriva was shown into his gpartment. The new arriva
was Skallin, one of Derand's older brothers who Derand had sent for just before the taking of the city.
Derand got to hisfeet to greet his brother with abuffet to the shoulder and a hug.

"Derand, boy, you're looking fitter than | expected," Skalin said after the hug, ingpecting Derand with
narrowed eyes. "One of your men said that Waysten had turned his torturers loose on you before your
men brokein."

"It'strue, and the time was far from pleasant, but they didn't get to do much damage," Derand reassured
thisolder brother of histhat held ways been so closeto. " The wounds are headling nicely, which means



I'm ready to head back to Arvin, but | can't leave until | finish straightening out this city and kingdom. Did
you bring your fighters dlong with you, brother?"

"Y our message said | had to," Skallin pointed out as he moved to Derand's breskfast table and reached
to theteapitcher. "1 never knew why you had me recruit al those fighterswhen | had no interest in going
after athronethe way you did, but I fill brought them with me."

"Good, because you'll need them," Derand said, ringing for a servant before joining Skalin at the table.
"Y ou may not want to take someone el se's throne by force, but you dways said that if athrone became
available you would be willing to accept the job. Well, now athrone has become available, sothejobis
yours. You'll have something to eat, and then I'll show you around the palace that will beyours. Y ou're
the best choice for taking the throne here, brother, because | know you're strong enough to hold onto it.”

"But what about Waysten and hisfather King Limond?" Skallin asked from the chair held taken after
pouring himself sometea. Skallin looked agood ded like Derand and wasjust asbig, but Skalin's hair
and eyeswerejust ahit lighter brown than Derand's and he wasn't quite asimposing.

"Waysten planned to take over every kingdom in reach after defeating me with treachery, and Limond
knew al about it," Derand said after Stting again near hisown cup of tea. "Before | leave | mean to see
the two of them executed, but you have adecision to makein that regard.”

Derand stopped the explanation in the middle when the servant he'd rung for entered the apartment, then
he quickly ordered breskfast for his guest. Once the servant was gone again, Derand returned his
atention to awaiting Skalin.

"Limond's daughter Tellitawasn't a party to the planning, but she can't be described asinnocent,” Derand
continued. " She spent her own time turning free men into daves, and she wasn't gentle about it. She'sina
cdl near her father and brother now, and | want you to take alook at her. If you think you can stand
having her asyour wife I'll arrange the marriage, but otherwise shelll have to be executed with Waysten
and Limond."

"Having her as my wifewould legitimize my taking the throne, and | hate the idea of awoman being put
to death,” Skalin said after taking along drink of the teaheld poured. "Still and dl, aking hasto be
practical and consider al sides of his decisions before he puts them into effect. | met Tellita again about
two years ago when Limond brought her to Father's palace for avisit, and she was even worse as an
adult than sheld been asachild. Asagirl shewas badly spoiled, but as awoman she was vicious and
uncaring about anyone but hersdf. Any children she produced could well be ruined by the sametaint, and
even if they weren't | could never trust the woman near them or let her be unsupervised near anyone else.
No, Derand, | won't take her as my queen.”

"] think you'rewise, but | till had to ask," Derand said, feeling agood dedl of relief. "If you're going to be
in charge around here, the decision had to be yours. I'm going to set the executions for this afternoon,

and tomorrow you'll be crowned king. After that your fighters can take the place of mine, and | can leave
for home."

"Consdering what was doneto you | don't blame you for wanting to get out of here, but you can't leave
quite that fast," Skalin said with awry smile. "'l haveto be told what you've done with the city after taking
over, what new policies have been initiated and what old policies have been thrown out. Even above that
| need to know who I'll have to watch my back with, otherwise I'll spend al my time looking over my
shoulder instead of ruling theway aking is supposed to."

"For that information you'll have to speak to my wife," Derand said, watching for Skalin'sreaction -
which ought to be fun. "Elissia has been in charge while | was recovering from the wounds, so shell be



ableto bring you up to date.”

"Your wife," Skallin echoed with afrown, then his expression cleared. "Oh, yes, now | remember, that
skinny girl child of King Ostrin's. | heard you were going to claim her, but how did the two of you end up
here? And how in the name of sanity could you let agirl be put in charge of akingdom?'

"She'sawoman now, and | wasn't exactly in aposition to argue even if I'd wanted to," Derand said with
alaugh for Skalin's obvious outrage. "But | wouldn't have wanted to, and heréswhy."

Derand told his brother the story of how he and Seea had ended up in Ramsond, leaving out only purely
persond details. The servant returned with Skallin's breskfast not long after Derand Started thetale, so
Skalin listened while he ate. And amost choked when Derand mentioned the way Seea had reached her
brother before he and his men were able to act.

" She outmaneuvered you?' Skallin demanded once he could spesk again. "Y ou, the master strategist?”

"She's at least asgood as | am, maybe even better,” Derand said with al the pride he felt. "Whichisa
lucky thing, because only her quick and clever efforts kept me from losing parts of my anatomy that are
best |eft unmentioned. She got Listan and hersdlf into the palace and in a pogition to protect me until my
fighterstook this place, and while | was unconscious shetold Listan dl the right thingsto do to protect
our backs here. Her only fault isthat she tendsto do things her own way instead of mine even if her way
iswrong, but | plan to help her get over that once | get her home."

"Y ou awaysdid prefer your women on thewild side,” Skalin said with ashake of hishead. "My own
taste runsto the homebody sort with a good sense of humor, and one of the first things | do will beto
invite my neighboring kings and any marriagesble daughtersthey may haveto comevist. I'll makeit clear
that I'm not promising to marry one of their daughters, but I'm more than willing to take alook.

And I'm ready now for that tour you promised me. I've dready turned over the billeting of my fightersto
your man Ligan."

"Then thefirst thing well do isfind out where he put them," Derand said as he stood. "Y ou'll want some
of your fighterswith you at al times until things settle down, and maybe even for ashort while after that.
Y ouwon't bein the same position | am, but it can't hurt for you to use some of the same precautions.
After that I'll introduce you to my wifeand let her fill youin."

Skdlin finished the teaiin his cup and then got to hisfeet to follow Derand out of the apartment. Thefirst
thing they did wasfind Listan, and then Derand sent for some of Skallin's fighters. Once Skalin had a
proper escort, Derand showed him to the king's apartments which had been cleaned up in preparation
for the new king'sarrival. While Skalin and hisfighters were looking around, Derand took Listan to one
sde.

"I want you to find out if my wife has been supplied with any gowns," Derand said softly to hisfriend and
advisor. "If she hasn't, make sure you have someone collect afew for al occasions. Shell need agown
for the coronation tomorrow, and | don't want her in pantsfor the trip home. When Gardd |eft for home
yesterday, | asked him to speak to hisfather about getting the servantsto pack up dl of Seed's
possessions. |'ve aready been gone from Arvin for too long, so wewon't be stopping at King Ostrin's
palace on our way home."

"Y ou know, it's possible she wasn't given any gownsto wear," Listan said, surprise having raised his
eyebrows. " She's been wearing different trousers and tunics every day so those girls must have gotten a
good supply of the clothing, but they may have thought that she didn't want any gowns. I'll have atalk
with them to correct the oversight.”



Derand nodded his gpprova, and then it was time to continue with Skallin'stour. The new king was
shown the highlights of the palace and how to get from one areato another, and then Derand took Skallin
to talk to Seea. She didn't redlly remember Derand's older brother but she wasfairly pleasant when
introduced to him. Derand had the fedling that something was disturbing Seea, but it wasn't thetimeto
ask. He'd have to remember to do it later?

Therest of the day went by amost in ablur, what with al the preparations that had to be made for
leaving. Skalin'sfighters had to take over patrolling the city while his own fighters gathered their
belongings, and then his own fighters had to leave in assigned groups. It wasn't practical to havefive
hundred men traveling together, but the various groups had to be close enough to one another in case of
trouble.

After grabbing a quick lunch, Derand made one more effort to search Waysten's gpartment for any clue
asto which of the kings of Arvin had been conspiring with the wayward prince. Derand had reached the
point of checking the wallsfor secret recesses when Listan appeared to end the effort.

"It'samogt sundown, my king," Listan said rather quietly. "King Limond, Prince Waysten, and Princess
Tellitahave been prepared for the execution, and the representatives chosen from the city are beginning
toarive

"Then I'd better find Skallin," Derand said after forcing himself to give up the search. "If heand | show up
late, the city people might think we're reluctant to do what's necessary. Or that he's reluctant, which
won't be good for him asking. Let'sgo."

Derand found Skallin in the room Seea had been using, poring over the notes she/d made and taking up
where sheld |eft off. Skallin looked up, and then he smiled.

"Say, little brother, | redly haveto hand it to you," Skadlin said as he leaned back in the chair. "That wife
of yoursis specia, and | can't believe the amount of work shedid. Or the high quality of that work. If |
follow the plans shelaid out | ought to havelittle or no trouble here.”

"I'm glad to hear that," Derand answered, but couldn't find amatching smile. "Right now we have less
pleasant work to take care of, so we'd better get to it.”

"The executions," Skalin said a once, losing his own smile as he stood. "If you'd like to forget about
attending | think my own presence will be enough.”

"No, we both have to be there," Derand answered with a headshake. " The witnesses from the city have
to undergtand that I'm firmly behind you with these executions, just as I'll be firmly behind you if there's
any trouble you find you can't handle done. That understanding ought to siop most trouble before it
darts.”

Skallin nodded his own understanding, and they | eft the room together. A back courtyard of the palace
had been chosen asthe place for the executions, mostly because other executions had been held there. A
chopping block had been set on alow wooden platform, and when Derand led Skalin outside they could
see that the executioner was dready standing beside the block.

Derand signaled some of hisfighters, and they went to get the three people everyone else was waiting
for. The witnesses from the city stood in abunch asfar

from the platform asthey could get, and Derand didn't blame them for being upset. It was one thing to kill
someone who was trying to kill you, but executions had dways turned his ssomach.



When Waysten, Limond, and Tdllitawere led out, asmall amount of relief touched Derand. Waysten had
certainly enjoyed the terror and screams of the people held had executed, but the same would not be
happening today. The three people had been given adrug in their afternoon tea- or wine, in Limond's
case - and now they moved asif in adream. They had no idea about what was being done, and would

die without knowing it was happening.

"If Waysten had come back to himsdf | might not have let him have the drug,” Derand murmured to
Skallin as the three prisoners were urged up onto the low platform. " A lot of people were harmed
because of Waysten's ambitions, but now that the man hasturned into afrightened, shivering child |
couldn't justify holding back the drug.”

Skalin nodded without saying anything, and they both watched the executions without expression.
Limond, the father who had so failed his children, was taken firgt, and the headsman did hisjob briskly
and without trouble. Then it was Waysten's turn, but the man's run of bad luck proved itsdf ill there. It
took two tries before Waysten's head was free of his body, and a single whimper came from the former
prince's throat before he was forever put beyond making any sound at al.

Telitawaslast, and disturbed murmurs came from the witnesses as the executioner took her arm and led
her closer to the block. But the murmurs quieted when Tellita began to dur out curses at the executioner,
cdling the big man adave. He was her dave, sheinssted as she was knelt in front of the block, hersto
do with as she pleased just as every man in the city would be. And when her brother made himself king
of everywhere, she announced, she would be able to do the same with everyone.

Therecita of what Tellitawould do with al men went on as she was made to lean over the block, and
then her list was ended permanently. Derand noticed that the witnesses were now more grim-faced than
disturbed, just as Skallin was.

"I'm glad | decided to be practical rather than political,” Skallin murmured as the witnesses gathered
themselvesto leave. "That woman was crazy, and if 1'd been fool enough to marry her | would have
regretted it sooner rather than later? Derand, are you sure that |etting your wife attend the executions
was wise? She was white-faced when she hurried back into the palace.”

"Seeawas out here?' Derand demanded as he turned to look all around. "1 didn't want her here, which is
why | made no effort to remind her about the time. That woman needs agood taking to, so I'll join you
for dinner later, brother."

Skallin nodded again, leaving Derand free to go looking for Seea. Thefirst place he went wasto her
gpartment, but she wasn't there. Rather than running all over the place Derand returned to hisown
gpartment with the intention of sending the servantsto find Seea, but as soon as he walked into hisSitting
room the need to send out search parties disappeared. Seea sat in achair looking amost as pale as
Skallin had described her, and she didn't stand up when she saw Derand.

"I know you're busy so | won't take much of your time," Seeasaid, not quitelooking at him. "I'd just like
to ? make arequest for the future.”

"A request?’ Derand echoed as he walked closer to her, diverted from the anger hed felt. "What kind of
request?’

"If there's ever another need to execute someone, I'd like to be excused from attending,” she answered,
one hand pressed to her middle. "I know | had to be at this execution because | was ? involvedinthe
decision about Tdllita, but - "

Seea's words ended abruptly as she looked like she wanted to press that hand to her mouth instead of



her middle, but shewas obvioudy stronger than that. She smply sat staring down at the carpeting, clearly
fighting to keep control of hersdlf.

"Isthat why you were there?' Derand asked as he knelt in front of her chair and took her free hand.
"Because you thought it was your duty? Why didn't you talk to me about this before you put yoursalf
through such aterrible time? There was no reason for you to be at the execution, and | would have told
you s0."

"| - looked for you but couldn't find you," she said after amoment, till staring at the carpeting. "When it
became clear that | wasn't going to find you, | gave up and went out to the courtyard. But there wasa
reason for meto be there. | recommended that Tellita be put down with her father and brother, and you
should never recommend athing like that without knowing exactly what'sinvolved. After seeing whet |
did, I'll probably never be ableto say the same again? "

Thistime Seeds hand did go to her mouth, showing that she wasn't well at al. Derand helped her to her
feet and back to her own apartment, then he summoned her maids. The girlstook over at once and
helped Seeatoward her bedchamber, and Derand followed to make sure the woman he loved was being
cared for properly. The girls quickly got Seeaiinto anightdress and then into bed, and when Seeds eyes
closed Derand quietly left. He'd check on her again later, but right now the woman needed deep more
than she needed a scolding.

A servant found Derand in the hall and said that Lord Listan waslooking for him, so Derand followed the
servant back to where Listan waited. There were somefinal questions Listan needed answersto, and by
the time he supplied the answers Derand discovered that it wastimeto join Skallin for dinner.

"You'redone, brother?' Skallin said when Derand was admitted to the apartment by a servant. "Wasthe
discussion you had with your wife too strenuous for the lady to bear?!

"My wife was close to throwing up, so | had her maids put her to bed,” Derand answered with asigh.
" She thought it was her duty to attend the executions, and now she wants me to excuse her from ever
having to do the same again.”

"Women often have the best of it, don't they?' Skadlin said asheled Derand to asmadl, private dining
room in the back of the apartment. "I'd enjoy being excused from attending any more executions, but if |
did it I'd look weak and any enemies would be quick to take advantage of the supposed weakness.
Women have no need to show strength at dl times, and it'sashame your Elissadidnt join usin the
courtyard. Y ou could have relieved her of that 'duty’ before she was forced to witness the horror.”

Derand nodded his agreement as he joined Skallin in Sitting at the table already set and ready, and then
the servants began to serve the food. The med was ddlicious, of course, but Derand found himsalf
diverted from what he put in his mouth by anagging itch in hismind. Something hed seen or beentold
didn't quite ring true, and now his mind chased after the something in order to scratch theitch.

The cold fish salad and soup were swalowed before Derand finally figured out what was bothering him.
Asit happened there were two somethings, and both of them led back to the same situation. The servant
Listan had sent had had no trouble finding him, and he and Skalin had been in the courtyard before Seea
arrived. Those two facts together meant -

Meant that Seea had been playing him! Derand sat straighter in his chair asthe redlization hit, dl the anger
hed felt earlier returning intensified. She'd said shed looked for him and couldn't find him, and because
he'd been in Waysten's gpartment he'd accepted the statement without question. But any number of
servants had seen him going into the gpartment, which was probably how Listan had found him there. If
Seea had redlly wanted to find him, asking the servantsiif they'd seen him would have been an automatic



part of the process.

But Seea hadn't wanted to find him, not when she had what she considered a duty to perform. She
couldn't have helped but know that he didn't want her at the executions, otherwise he would have made
sure she knew when it was time to go to the courtyard. And that was why she hadn't come over to him
when she reached the courtyard. She'd known he would probably refuseto let her stay, so she'd stayed
back to keep him from learning of her presence!

"Issomething wrong?' Skallin asked, abruptly pulling Derand out of histhoughts. ™Y ou're wearing the
most peculiar expresson? "

"Something was wrong, but it'sal straightened out now," Derand answered, |etting asmile curve hislips.
"Asamatter of fact two somethings are straightened out, or at least they will be by tomorrow afternoon.
What do you plan to do first after the coronation, brother?”

Skallin began to discuss his plans, much of it based on Seed's notes, and that suddenly brought Derand
another reveation. Seea hadn't known that Derand had sent for Skallin and meant to put his brother on
the throne, and when sheld found out her expression had been more than odd. It was just possible that
Seea had meant to demand that she be alowed the throne in Ramsond, and that's why she'd put together
S0 detailed aplan of rule. After al, she had taken the palace before hisfighters arrived.

Which in turn meant that Seea had planned to run away from him again, but thistimein reverse. She
would have been the one to stay, while hetook hisfighters and returned to Arvin. Or so she might have
thought, doubting hislove again as sheld said she would not. To think that she'd expected him to ride
away from her for any reason at dl?

Wéll, Seeawas due agood |esson about behaving foolishly, asterner lesson than the one she'd aready
had. Derand knew exactly what to do, embellished by that dream, and it was just too bad that he
couldn't begin immediately. But Seea hadn't been pretending about being ill, shed smply used her iliness
in an effort to protect herself. Her punishment would have to wait until tomorrow, then, which would
actualy makeit worsefor her. And worse would be good, better for her and definitely for him. A few
ordersto various people in the morning, and everything would be st for their trip home?

Derand was pleased to see the coronation go off without a hitch, and the newly crowned King Skalin
accepted the pledges of loydty from the few members of the nobility who were left. Those few nobles
had probably gone along with Waysten's plans to save their necks, which others of their ilk hadn't
managed to do. The four men looked downright delighted with their new king, and if they were only
pretending then Skallin could take care of them. Held dready mentioned his intention to ennoble many of
the men who had been hel ping Seeaand then him straighten things out, so there would be people on
Skdlin'ssde.

Seea appeared for the ceremony dressed in atruly beautiful gown in slver and white which set off her
red hair and green eyes. Shelooked completely recovered from theillness sheéld felt yesterday, an
observation that really pleased Derand. His plans had al been arranged earlier, and now only needed to
be implemented.

"Skallin has declared afeast for tonight, but we won't be staying for it," Derand said to Seea asthey left
the throne room after the ceremony. She held to his arm without stiffness, but there was still ashadow of
deep unhappinessin her. "WEell have an early lunch and then well start for Arvin. Once we reach home
welll have afeast of our own, awedding feast. I've decided that well renew our vows and that al my
subject kingswill beinvited to the ceremony. Since you don't remember our origina ceremony, thetime
will be as much for you asfor the people | want to know for certain that you're my queen.”



"Another ceremony?' Seea said, ahint of suspicion in thewords. "If weredly are married, why would
we need to go through another ceremony? Aren't there enough people around who know about the first
ceremony that we don't need a second? If you believe you're doing it for my benefit, | can assure you
that | don't need - "

"Ah, but you do need the ceremony,” Derand interrupted in a pleasant voice. "1 know you're still having
trouble thinking of yoursdlf as my wife, and asecond ceremony will settle the question for good. Y ou'll
cometo my apartment for our early lunch as soon as you've changed into traveling clothes.”

Rather than argue any more, Seeasmply nodded. She didn't seem to have changed her mind, Derand
noticed, but she did stop trying to get him to change his mind. Once they reached hiscastlein Arvin,
Derand knew held have to have a serioustalk with Seeato find out what exactly was bothering her. By
then she ought to have learned better than to lie to him or try manipulation.

Derand saw hiswifeto the door of her gpartment, then went on to that of the new king of Ramsond.
Skallin was surrounded by anumber of his new subjects, and Derand was pleased to see that astrong
section of Skallin'sfighterswas aso there. His brother came forward to greet him, knowing that Derand
had come to say his good-byes now. L ater, at departure time, there would be too much confusion going
on. He and Skallin hugged, then Derand l€eft to return to his own apartment.

Everything Derand had with him was ready to go by the time Seea arrived. Shewalked in wearing a
traveling gown of light brown trimmed with yellow, and her expression showed adigtinct lack of
happiness.

"Why were dl of my trousers and tunics taken away?' she demanded as soon as she was in the door and
saw him. "How am | supposed to ride a horse wearing this?'

"The obvious answer isthat you're not,” Derand replied pleasantly. "We're not sneaking around any
longer, so there's no reason for you to ride ahorse. You'l travel in the coach | arranged for you, the way
alady and aqueen should travel.”

"The way other people think alady and a queen ought to travel," Seea countered a once. "Ridingina
coach isboring, and I'll bet you mean to ride your horse."

"Yes, I'll beon my horse, but | promise that your trip in the coach won't be boring," Derand came back,
gtill being nothing but pleasant. "L et's have lunch now, and then I'll show you why you won't be bored.”

Seealooked ready to demand an answer right now, then clearly remembered that forcing an answer out
of him before he was ready to giveit just wasn't possible. She blew out asmall breath of vexation, then
let hersalf be seated at the table. The medl wasn't very involved and before long they'd finished the last of
it. Derand emptied the last of histeadown histhroat, and then he stood up.

"Theré's something | need to talk to you about before we leave," he said without the lightness his voice
had held earlier, holding out his hand to Seea. "I don't want the conversation interrupted, so let'shold it
somewhere other than this sitting room."”

After abrief hesitation Seearoseto her feet, then let Derand guide her to and into his bedchamber.
Derand could seethat shewasn't a al happy to go with him, but she knew well enough that refusal
would do no good at al. Once they were inside the bedchamber with the door closed behind them,
Derand guided her to the middle of the room before releasing her arm.

"To say I'm furious with you would be severely understating the matter,” Derand said without any more
delay, staring down at this woman who was hiswife. "I would have sworn you knew better thanto lieto



me and play games, but obvioudy you dont.”

"What lies and games are you talking about?' Seea responded after another hesitation, her cheeks having
gone pink. "Y ou seem to think there are so many, so you'll have to be more specific.”

"Y ou lied when you said you tried to find me before the executions,” Derand answered flatly, in no mood
to beat around the bush. "Y ou knew | didn't want you there, so you avoided me even after you came out
into the courtyard. If you hadn't wanted to be there you would have spoken to me as soon as you came
out, but instead you deliberately disobeyed me and attended.”

"Y ou never told me not to attend, so how can you cal it disobeying?' she countered, not quite looking at
him. "I may have stretched the truth a bit about not being able to find you, but snce you hadn't told mel
had to find you the exaggeration can't be called disobeying.”

"Getting picky and technical isn't going to save you," Derand stated, hearing the near growl in hisvoice. "l
a so happen to know that you deliberately resisted when | made loveto you, giving me what you
conddered ajust punishment. As| said that night, I'm not the one who gets punished, I'm the onewho
doesthe punishing.”

"But you can't punish me now, not when we're almost ready to leave,” she protested when he took her
arm and began to lead her to achair. "'If you do then thetrip will be terrible for mel™

"But it won't be boring," Derand said, Stting down and pulling her over hisknees. "Y ou may remember |
promised that, and | like to keep my promises.”

Seea began to struggle, of course, but Derand had no trouble holding her down. He aso had no trouble
pulling up her skirts and throwing them over the upper part of her body, which made holding her ill even
easer. Beneath the skirts she wore asilk undergarment that could lmost be called breeches, stretching
asit did from her waist to just above her knees. The undergarment wastied at her waist on theright, so
Derand undid the ties and pushed the silken thing down to her knees.

Under the covering was Seed's lovely round bottom, the bottom Derand had been attracted to from the
moment held first seen it. He caressed that lovely seat with his hand the way he so enjoyed doing, and
Seeamoved in slent protest at the touch. She knew well enough what was coming, and obvioudy aso
knew that any words she spoke would make the time even harder for her. But Seeaonly knew part of
what was coming, athough in another minute she would certainly know the rest.

Derand had prepared for thistime, so he reached to his belt and took out one of the toys he'd
appropriated from Waysten's gpartment. The item was nothing more than around black bead with athin
string attached, but it would serve the same purpose Derand's lost device had and would be easier to use
and carry. Its shiny surface was dso on the dick side, so he had no trouble quickly separating Seed's
cheeks and thrusting the bead insde her.

"Oh, no, not again!" Seea shrieked, for amoment fighting even harder to free hersalf before suddenly
going very gill. "You can't do thisto me again, you just can't!"

"Oh, but | can," Derand disagreed, stroking her bottom again to prove the point. "Y ou deliberately
refrained from doing your wifely duty properly, so you can't say you didn't earn this punishment. And
believe me, my girl, you will remember it for quite sometime.”

And with those words Derand began to spank her, even the first stroke making her yelp and squirm and
jump. Her firm round bottom felt so good to the palm of his hand that he came close to humming as he
smacked that bottom again and again, quickly bringing a proper ruddinessto the white. Seeawas now



dhrieking wordlesdly as her legstried to kick, the bead inside her making her wild as his hand came down
on her seat over and over again. No, he thought, boredom would not be her problem in the coach.

Derand reluctantly stopped the spanking after only afew minutes. He wanted Seea to be extremely
uncomfortable, not in so much pain that it would distract her from what the bead was doing. Her bottom
was nicely rosy from his efforts, so heraised her drawers again and retied them before pulling her skirts
down aswell. Only then did he lift her from hislap and stand.

"Please don't leave that thing in me, please don't,” Seea begged as the tears ran down her cheeks and she
squirmed where she stood. "I won't be able to stand it without going completely insane!™

"Y ou won't go insane and you will stand it," Derand corrected as he took a handkerchief and began to
gently dry her tears. "And don't think that you'll be able to take the bead out of you once yourein the
coach. Some of my fighterswill be riding right next to the coach, and they've been given ordersto keep a
close watch on you. Anything you do in the coach will have an audience, and if the anything is strange
enough I'll be told about it. When we reach theinn well spend the night in, you'll be given the chanceto

do your duty properly.”
Seea closed her eyes and began to cry even harder, but Derand had no intention of

letting her sway him. He waited afew minutes while she cried, wiped her tears again, then took her arm
and led her out of the apartment. In accordance with his orders there was no one around on the route he
took to the side door of the palace where the coach waited, and once there he got Seeainside and the
door closed. Another minute saw him mounted on his stalion, and then they were finaly leaving Ramsond
and heading home.

Chapter 5

| hate that miserable savage! Elissathought, dmost on the verge of tearsagain. | hate him more than I've
ever hated anyone, and if | don't have him soon I'll die!

Her thoughts might have been on the melodramatic side, but Elissadidn't care. The coach segt she sat on
might have been nicdly padded, but for the first hour it had redlly hurt to Sit on it. Because of him. Now
there was only asmall acheleft, but that wasn't the main problem. That thing held put insde her was
driving her crazy with need, and there was nothing she could do about it.

"If only those men would stop looking at mefor alittlewhile," Elissawhispered, pretending she didn't see
the riderslooking in at her now. She hadn't understood why the beast had had all her pants outfits taken
away, but now she did. Hed known what he was going to do to her, and had dso known that if she
wore pants she might manage to pull out that bead thing with none of the men watching her noticing the
effort.

But with her in skirts and underdrawers there was no quick and easy way to undo theinvasion. Elissa
tried to concentrate on the woods to either side of the uneven road they traveled, but it smply wasn't
possible. What the savage had put in her bottom thistime wasn't aslarge aswhat hed used at first, but in
itsown way it was just as maddening. And the way the coach bounced over the rutty road made her
jiggle up and down on the seet, adding to what the smple presence of the horrible device did. She
wanted nothing morein al the world than to be eased, but that would have to wait until they reached the
inn they would stay at. And exactly where that inn might be was something she didn't know for certain.

"So | haveto keep looking out of the window, praying for the sight of abuilding or for the sensation of
the coach dowing down," she muttered, clenching her fiststo keep from looking out again. "But it's not
redly closeto dark yet, so | till have to wait. But how long? How long?'



Elissaclosed her eyesto keep from screaming out those words, finding it harder and harder to retain
control of herself. She was being put through al this because that miserable savage had caught her inalie
that wasn't redlly alie, and because he'd somehow found out that she'd tried to punish him for dmost
causing hisown death. But that last part of it, a least, wasn't much of asurprise. In thisworld men were
alowed to do everything and women nothing, afact of life she should have learned along time ago.

She had learned that fact of life, shejust couldn't find away to accept it. More than anything she wanted
to do something with her life, to make adifference, and for alittle while sheld thought that the savage
would help her reach that goal. Now? Now she could only remember what held said about hisintention
to hold another marriage ceremony. He'd said that the ceremony would be for her, obviously meaning
that he wanted her to swear to obey himin dl thingsagain, only thistime do it knowingly asan adult. If he
didn't mean to keep her tied down the way other women were held, there would be no reason for
another ceremony.

"And | thought he was so different,” Elissawhispered as shefelt atear trail down her cheek. "Did he
make mefal inlovewith him for no purpose other than to bind me moretightly? How can | know if he
loves methe way he clams he does, or just said the words he knew | needed to hear? He sees so many
things, that savage of aman, things he ought to know nothing about but somehow does. Isthisidea of
love just one of those things? And how can | think straight with my body screaming for release?”

Elissajust stopped hersaf from shifting on the coach seat, which would have made atidal wave of desire
roll completely over her again. Simply sitting still was bad enough but it was athousand times better than
shifting around, afact she'd learned thoroughly during the first hour of the trip. Back then she hadn't been
ableto gt till, not with the throbbing, aching bottom his spanking had given her, and shed amost broken
down into tears out where everyone could see her crying. Only her desperate refusal to shame hersdlf
that badly had kept the tears away, but now the urge was back again even stronger. How much longer
would it be before they stopped?

The answer turned out to be: unbearably longer. At least another hour went by before the coach began to
dow, and more long minutes dragged past before theinn cameinto view. It wasalargeinn and looked
well-tended and busy, and by the time the coach came to afull stop most of their escort had dismounted.
Elissawas more than ready to open the coach door and climb out hersdlf, but the savage was suddenly
there to open the door himsdlf and offer her his hand.

"WEell spend the night here, wife," the savage said as she took his hand and let him help her down. "Well
have our evening meal early and then go to bed, because welll be leaving redlly early tomorrow
morning.”

Elissahad been looking forward to standing up, but only because she hadn't et hersalf remember that
standing up would aso meant walking. Every step she took made her even more aware of the thing insde
her, but she held to the savage's arm and fought not to show what she felt. For that reason they'd entered
the inn and were moving toward a private dining room before Elissaactudly heard what the savage had
said. She would have to wait even longer before she could be expected to be eased, and if shetried to
argue he would probably extend the wait even more.

"Wadll, look at that," the savage said asthey entered the private dining room, histone pleased. "Since |
had the foresight to send arider ahead to let them know we were coming, we have teaready and waiting
for us. Here, Seea, take thischair.”

He had pulled out the chair to the right of the table, and waited to seat her before going to hisown chair
which stood opposite hers. Elissaredly hadn't wanted to Sit down again, but there was no choice at al.
She was being punished by the man she belonged to, and held obvioudy decided to make the punishment



even worse than it would normdly be.

A mae servant had followed them in to pour teafor them, and then he stood at the side of the room
ready to refill the cups as soon as they were emptied. The savage made no attempt to send the man
away, which told Elissaexactly what her husband wanted and didn't want. He didn't want her begging
him to wait until later for the medl, or even to just alow her to remove the thing driving her insane until the
medl was done. Elissasipped her teawhile hating the savage even more, then waited anxioudy to see
how fast they would be served.

The food came only a handful of minutes later, and the servant in the room helped the new mae servant
arrange the dishes on the table. After that the servants put food on the plates for them, and the second
man opened a bottle of wine and poured glasses for them. The savage tasted the food and made a sound
of approvd, then nodded after sipping from his wineglass. The two serving men bowed, then both of
them moved to the wall to wait until they were needed again.

Elissamade an attempt to eat what she'd been given, but after afew tastes she wasn't able to continue.
She dso found it impossible to take more asingle sip of wine, not with the way the wine made her blood
surge. That was the last thing she needed, so she smply made do with the tea. The savage happily ate
everything he'd been given, and even gestured over one of the serving men to refill hisplate. Elissagave
all her attention to her teacup - and to not squirming where she sat - and forced hersdf to wait again.

The savage had a second glass of wine before he let the meal end. He came around to Elissas side of
the table and offered her hisarm again, pretending that she had a choice about whether or not to takeit.
Once she held to hisarm he led the way out of the private dining room, took akey from one of his
fighters, then led Elissa up the gairs. Their room was only afew steps away on the second floor, and the
savage unlocked the door and escorted her inside. Once inside he brightened the lamp beside the door
before closing and locking that door, and only then did he turn to look directly at her.

"So how did you find the day'strip?* he asked in adefinite drawl. "Was| right to promise that it wouldn't
be boring?'

"Y ou know perfectly well that the trip wasn't boring,” Elissasaid, finding it impossible to look directly at
him while her cheeks heated up with embarrassment. "How much longer are you going to make me
walt?'

"Long enough to be certain that you're learning your lesson,” he answered, till in that hateful drawl. "By
the timethis punishment is over the mere thought of lying to me again or playing gameswill send you into
hysterics. A woman can't do as she pleasesin thisworld, not when she can't fight to defend her right to
do those things. Thelesson ought to help to keep you dive - if you learn it well enough.”

So he thought he was doing thisfor her own good. For ashort while Elissahad thought that that meant
he cared about her, but doubt had begun to set in again. Doing something for someone el se's good
doesn't mean you have to torture them, not if caring isthe real reason you're doing that something?

"l was going to make you ask to do your wifely duty, but I've changed my mind,” the savage said,
drawing her out of darkening thoughts. "Being dlowed to ask for something gives you asmal amount of
control over that something, or at least that'sthe way | think you see the matter. Having a small amount of
control makes you believe you can take even more, ahabit of yours I'd dmost forgotten about. For the
sake of my future peace and quiet you have to learn that your hushand hasthefind say indl things, and
this ought to be the best way to teach you that truth. Let's get you out of those clothes and into your
husband's bed."

Elissawould have loved to be able to tdll "her husband” exactly what she thought of him and what he



could do with hisbed, but the miserable beast had made sure shed be hel pless to defy him. When he
came close and began to open the buttons of her dress, her body started to pulse and scream out its
need. She wanted him so badly that she would have preferred to tear off her clothing, but al she could
do was dip out of the gown once it had been opened far enough.

That left her in camisole, underdrawers, stockings, and the soft shoes that matched her gown. She kicked
off the shoes hersdlf while the beast took the camisole and pulled it off over her head, but when she
reached for thetie of the underdrawers one of his hands stopped her.

"Y ou can take off these drawers and your stockings, but theinsert will stay whereitis" hesaid, a
warning note to the words. "1'm the only one permitted to take the bead out of you, and if you try to do it
yoursdlf I'll make you wait until tomorrow night before you're eased. When you're completely free of
clothing, lie down on the bed on your back."

His hand moved away then, so Elissiawas able to undo the ties, take off the underdrawers and
stockings, and then make her way to the bed. More than anything she wanted to pull that bead out of her
bottom, but the thought of having to wait an entire night and day longer filled her with the cowardice of
desperation. Simply removing the bead would not bring her ease, so once again she had no choice.

Once shelay on her back as ordered, Elissawas able to see that the savage was in the process of
removing his own clothing. When hetossed his black lesther pantsto the pile of therest of histhings,
Elissanearly gasped a the strength of the flames burning through her. Sight of his naked body added
terribly to the desire shefdt, and when he came close to look down at her she had to fight for air to
breathe.

"| seeyou redly are eager to do your duty,” he commented with a chuckle as he straddled her before
putting his handsto her breasts. "Y our nipples seemed to have turned to rock, and they harden even
more & the touch of my thumbs."

Elissa had begun to gasp when he touched her nipples, and speaking was entirely beyond her. She stood
the circling caress of histhumbsfor aslong as she could, then she reached to his body with the intention
of guiding hisinflamed desire to where she needed it the most. She was an inch away from taking hisrod
into her hand when his hands quickly left her breaststo capture her wrists and force her arms over her
head.

"When your duty beginsand what it entail sis your husband's decison,” the savage said, no longer
amused. "Since you gtill seem to be missing that point I'll have to underscoreit for you. If you find the
time difficult, consder it adequate repayment for having denied your husband what love done should
have given him without question. Someone who ruins the sharing between husband and wife has more
than earned the punishment she gets.”

Elissiacried out when hislips and tongue replaced hisfingers at her nipples, but her crieswere muffled
down to choking when he used only one hand to hold her wrists and the other to tickle at her
womanhood. Her body writhed pitifully between his knees, amovement she found it impossible to stop,
but he ignored this added torment as he went on with the extra punishment he/d decreed for her.

It took forever before Elissafdt him guiding hisrod into her womanhood, and just as she was about to
scream in relief hislipstook hers and smothered the scream. He thrust al the way into her burning desire,
and when he began to stroke in and out Elissiawas taken by true madness. She wanted to run her hands
over his body and movein the rhythm she'd been taught, but her wrists were still being held above her
head and his free hand was clamped around her thigh. The hand on her thigh kept her from moving, kept
her from doing anything but accept what was being doneto her, and there was nothing she found it



possible to do to change that Sate of affairs.

Elissas body erupted time and time again, but only because of the need forced on her by the bead. The
savage wasn't making love to her he was using her, and when hefindly found release of hisown and lay
down beside her after pulling the bead free, she closed her eyes and didn't move.

"When | offered to sharelove, you refused the offer in an effort to make a point you decided needed to
be made." The savage's words came after along moment, faint bitterness clear even through his
gtill-heavy breathing. "I'd missed you so much and wanted so much to give you that love, and you
deliberately ruined thetime. If at any point you stopped to wonder how that made me fed, you should
now have the knowledge through personal experience. Y ou used me for your own purposes, and now
I've done the same with you. Not much fun, wasit?

Elissadidn't answer him, mostly because she couldn't think of what to say and also because she didn't
have the strength to try. She hadn't considered what her idiotic plan would make him fed like, but now
sheld found out the hard way. She owed him an gpology, but she'd distantly noticed that he'd gotten out
of bed. It wasn't hard to decide to make the apology when he got back, but somehow deep arrived
before he did.

"It'stimeto get up, wife," Elissaheard, and only then did she notice that alamp was burning and she was
under the bedcovers. She didn't remember getting under the covers, but she had the impression that the
lamp had been turned out. " Come and have bregkfast, and then I'll help you get dressed.”

By now Elissawas awake enough to remember that they were at an inn and had to get back on the road
to Arvin, so she sat up after rubbing her eyes. A yellow wrap she didn't recognize lay on the covers near
her, but shetook it anyway and put it on before leaving the bed. The wrap had probably come from the
same source as the gowns, and afresh gown in dark blue with matching shoeslay on achair waiting for
her to be ready for them. The old gown and shoes were nowhere to be seen, so they must have been
taken by the same person or people who had brought the new.

The room'stable held dishes and a pot of tea, and Elissawaited only long enough to it down and pour
herself acup of the tea before she glanced at the savage.

"I meant to say thislast night, but | stupidly fell adeep instead,” she got out without looking directly at
him, the words square and blocky and difficult to manage. "I -had no ideayou would fed likethat, and |
owe you adeeply sincere gpology for -making it happen. I'm obvioudy not bright enough to understand
and notice other peoplesfedings, so| - hopeyoull find it possibleto forgive me.”

"Since | never asked for an gpology, you have no ideahow happy this one makes me," the savage said,
and then hishand came to cover one of hers. "Everyone makes mistakes, but the telling point is whether
or not they learn from those mistakes. | knew you were someone who would do theright thing if you
could, and | thank you for proving the point in away that was obvioudy difficult for you. Now let'shave
breakfast before the food gets too cold.”

Hetook his hand away and began to serve himsalf from the food on the table, and Elissiasipped her tea
as she watched him. This man spent histime doing outrageous things to her and then, when shewas
certain sheredly did hate him, he suddenly did something that rekindled her love. Confusion surrounded
her again, the way it had been doing much too often lately, and there didn't seem to be a permanent way
out of the state. Maybe once alittle more time had passed?

The savage put food on her plate aswell, and then he gpplied himsalf to making his helpings disappesar.
Elissahadn't eaten much the night before, but after only afew bites her faint appetite disappeared. She
wondered if she ought to mention now that she didn't really want to go to Arvin, or wait until they werein



her father's palace. The savage wasn't likely to enjoy hearing what she had to say, so Elissadecided to
play the coward and put off saying it. There had been few enough pleasant moments between them that
the one they now shared was worth preserving.

Oncethe savagefinished edting he helped Elissainto the fresh clothes. He himself was dready fully
dressed, so when everything was properly closed she turned to him.

"Well, it lookslike were ready to go," she said, having glanced around the room to make sure nothing
had been accidentdly left behind. "Isthere any chance of finding a decent book here, do you think?
Having something to read will make thetravel time go much fagter.”

"Do you redly think you'll be able to concentrate on abook?" the savage answered with raised brows.
"If not, there's no sensein spending time looking for one.

"Why wouldn't | be able to concentrate on abook?' Elissareturned, her own browslow. "The coach
doesn't bounce so badly that - * Then aterrible thought came to her and she looked at the savage and
said, "No, you wouldn't. Not again.”

"Seenq, try to understand,” he answered with asgh, and there wasn't asingle sign that he might be teasing
her. "Half aday of punishment won't mean athing to you, and the lesson you need to learn in order to
aurviveintheworld will belogt. If | let you off easy you'l think you can do exactly asyou please, you
know you will. Y ou need a solid reason for obeying me completely and never lying again, and that's what
youll have."

Babbling out shocked protests did nothing to keep the savage from taking her arm and pulling her over to
achair and then across hisknees. He stuffed a cloth in her mouth before pulling up her skirts, acloth that
was certainly meant to help her keep from making so much noise that it would be heard outside the
room. How lovely that he was so concerned about keeping embarrassment from her and protecting her
life?

Elissa shouted into the cloth when the bead was put in her bottom again, then the shouts turned to
screams when the spanking started. The beast's hand was so hard when it smacked her bottom, bringing
her pain and flashing, flaring desire both at the sametime. Elissafought to Struggle against what was
being done to her, but her skirts were draped over her head and arms, and her drawers were down
around her knees. Struggle proved to be completely usdless as the beast's hand kept hitting her bottom,
each solid smack adding to the growing ache in her sest.

Tears had started to run down Elissias face by the time the beast stopped spanking her and began to pull
her drawers back to where they belonged. He tied the ties snugly before pulling her skirts down over
them, and then he hel ped her to her feet. Once again she couldn't stop squirming and crying, and the
miserable savage held her amoment before removing the cloth from her mouth and wiping a her tears
with afresh cloth.

"The day will come when you findly understand how much good this trestment has done for you," the
savage said gently ashewiped a her eyes. "When that day arrives| know you'll thank me, so let'sleave
discussion about thisuntil then, al right? Well get your face washed and then well leave.”

Hefilled the room's basin with fresh water and brought it over to her, helped her wash and gently dry her
face, and then they left the room. Walking was the same horrible experience it had been yesterday,
especidly with her bottom aching the way it was, and Elissiaknew there was an even more horrible
experience waiting for her. The savage was taking her to the coach where she would have to it down
again, and there was nothing she could do to stop what was being done.



Sometimes an anticipated terrible experience turns out to be lessterrible than imagined, but every now
and then the time turns out to be worse. Elissia discovered that sitting in the coach on an aching bottom
with a horrible bead ins de was worse than she remembered, and keeping hersalf from crying was harder
than it had been the day before. But fighting againgt the tears gave her something to do besides suffer and
squirm, so she spent her time fighting.

Most of the ache was gone from her bottom by the time the coach pulled into an inn's yard at noon, but
the need insde her had grown higher as the ache receded. The savage came to the coach to hand her
down and lead her into theinn, and again there was a private dining room waiting for them. It came asno
surprise when Elissawas made to sit in achair at the table, and the food and tea was brought even more
quickly than the night before.

As soon as the food was served to them the savage began to eat, but Elissiafound she till had dmost
nothing of an appetite. She picked at the food until aservant came to take the plates away, dreading the
time when she would have to go back to the coach and its jouncing progress dong the road. She had to
let herself squirm whenever no one waslooking at her, and the heat had built so high that shefdlt like
ripping open her clothing. Theideaof having to wait until dark before she could be eased was
devadtating, and so sunk into her thoughts was she that when the savage spoke he startled her.

"I'm delighted to say, Seea, that it looks like you've aready learned part of your lesson,” he said, causing
Elissato look a him acrossthetable. "If you'd demanded or even begged to be eased | would have
made you wait until tonight, but showing that you understand the choice to be mine has earned you easing
right now."

"Isthere aroom we can go to?' Elissaasked at once, helplessto keep the pitiful wordsinsde as she
roseto her feet. Her body had flashed even hotter at the thought

of having him, the only thought that meant anything to her right now.

"Taking you to aroom right now would be embarrassing for you, so well make do in thisroom,” he
answered as he stood more dowly. "Come over here and I'll show you what | mean.”

Walking hadn't become less difficult, but Elissaignored the fedings as she moved the few stepsto the
other side of the table. She stared at the savage with desperate eyes, and he smiled gently as he
produced another of those cloths.

"I think you'll need thisto keep our private doings private," he said, holding out the cloth. "But that'sjust a
suggestion, so don't useit if you think you don't need it.”

Elissahesitated only amoment before taking the cloth and putting it in her mouth. Screaming in deight

had become agood part of her relationship with this man, dmaost as much a part as screaming in protest
?

Oncethe cloth wasin Elissia's mouth, the savage had her lean down to the seat of hischair with her
forearmsflat on the seat. Elissiahad no ideawhat was going on until the savage threw her skirts over her
head again, then began to untie the ties of her drawers. For amoment she was afraid that he would spank
her again, but once the drawers were down around her knees and he'd spread her legs asfar as possible
she was shown the truth.

A moan tried to escape from Elissdsthroat as hisrod touched the heat of her womanhood, then a
scream came as he thrust completely insde her. At first the scream was one of protest because hefelt so
much bigger than usua, but then he began to stroke hard and fast and al thoughts but those of pleasure
flew out of her head. In no time at al her body was spasming with ddightful release again and again,



meaking it difficult to stay on her feet.

But somehow Elissadid manage to keep stlanding, even though mists of pleasure clouded her mind and
awareness. When her skirtswere pulled down and she was urged by the savage to straight up, it came as
asurpriseto redlize that her drawers had aready been replaced and retied. But just assurprising and a
lot less pleasant was the redlization that the bead hadn't been taken out of her bottom.

"Tonight well do that again but in the right way," the savage murmured after taking the cloth out of her
mouth and briefly touching her lipswith his own. "The dessert you so kindly provided was ddightful, but
now we have to be on our way again.”

Before Elissaknew it she'd been returned to the coach, and the trip was

immediately resumed. She moved avery smal bit on the coach seat, feding the need begin to build again
after being so thoroughly seen to. The savage had thanked her for what he called dessert, just asif sheld
had a choice in the matter, but he hadn't been thankful enough to take that bead away. Hed made it
perfectly clear that he intended to keep on with this punishment, and Elissa had only one question: Just
how long would he keep on with it?

By the time evening came and they stopped at another inn, Elissawas back to being terribly in need. She
ateonly alittle of the food put in front of her, dl her thoughts and attention on the time when she and the
savage would go to their room. That time findly came, and unlike the night before they shared what the
savage caled lovemaking. Elissafdt completdy satisfied, and once the bead was pulled out of her she
fell into an exhausted deep. Her last thought was that she'd ask tomorrow about how long?

Chapter 6

The next morning there was another traveling gown and shoes waiting when she awoke, thistimein dark
gold. She ate some of the breakfast that was also waiting, and then let the savage help her dress. Shed
wanted to question him during the meal but hadn't had the nerve, and so smply spent her time hoping that
the punishment would be over. Once she was dressed, though, the savage began to lead her to achair

again.
"Wait!" she begged, trying to pull back againgt that large, square hand on her arm. | - need to know how

long thisisgoing to continue. | give you my word that I'll never forget what's been doneto me - or why it
was done - so you don't redly haveto - *

"Seen, please" he said, the sigh he voiced actualy looking redl. "How long the punishment continues
depends on you, and although you've been modestly quiet thelast day or so | can till tell that you haven't
really made up your mind to obey metheway | want you to. When | see that you have come around to
the proper way of thinking, that's when the punishment will end.”

Elissawas too shocked to say anything more, which meant that she was quickly over the savage's knees
with acloth in her mouth, her dress up, and her drawers down to her knees. The bead was put into her
and then the spanking began, and as usua Elissawasn't able to keep from trying to scream. But thistime
shedidn't cry, and that fact seemed to please the savage once she was put back on her feet with an
aching, throbbing bottom.

"See, that'sastep in theright direction,” the savage said as he took the cloth out of her mouth, at the
sametime showing asmile. "Y ou're starting to redize that crying isn't getting you anywhere, that you have
to change your attitudesinstead to show red remorse. If you keep moving forward in apositive way like
this, the punishment will end even before we reach Arvin."



Hetouched hislipsto hersthen led the way out to the coach, and they were back on the road before
Elissalet hersdf think again. She was more than aware of how it hurt to Sit on that seat and how her
aching bottom made her squirm and cause the bead to send shudders of need through her body, but that
wasn't what she thought about. They would reach her father's palace in just acouple of hours, and once
there shewould not talk to the savage about not continuing on to Arvin with him. Shewould just
disappear and let her lack of presencetell him what he needed to know.

"And that will be the end of the threst of having to go to Arvin," Elissamurmured as she looked down at
her hands. "1 was right to hesitate over theidea of living in the midst of abunch of savages, aplacel
know nothing about and where | never wanted to go. And | was even more right to hate the idea of
marriage, where aman can do as helikesto you in the name of caring. If thisisan example of caring, I'd
rather be hated.”

Elissa spent the next two hours or so staring out the window, pretending that she wasn't beginning to
burn up on the insde as familiar landmarks began to appear. They were dmogt to the road that led to her
father's palace, and once they turned | eft onto that road -

"No!" Elissa choked out as the road was ssmply passed by. No one had turned onto that road, and a
wagon waiting there seemed to be ready to join their procession at the end. A man in black lesther drove
the wagon, with ahorsetied on at the back.

"Ah, | seeyou've noticed the arrival of your wardrobe and other possessions,” the savage's voice came,
and Elissaturned her head to see him riding on the other side of the coach. "1 sent word to your father
with Garda when your brother went home a couple of days ago, asking that al your possessions be
packed in awagon and readied to join us when we came by. | dso sent my apologiesfor not being able
to stop, but I've been gone from Arvin much too long dready. Y ou'll see your mother, father, and brother
again when they cometo attend the new marriage ceremony and festivities. WEIl stop for lunch at noon
asusud, and tonight you'll be able to pick out what you want to wear for tomorrow."

He gave her asmile before riding toward the head of the column again, and Elissaféet too numb to stop
staring at the place he'd been. Her last hope of escape was gone, snatched away by the savage who held
her captive even though he'd had no ideawhat she meant to do. She'd been put into that box she'd once
told Gardal about, the box he'd been rescued from but she never would be.

Pulling into an inn yard at noon came as a surpriseto Elissia. She'd been so deeply

sunk into depression that she'd barely been aware of the nagging need of her body, and she continued to
fed distant even when she was led into the usua private dining room. She had no ideawhat food was put
infront of her, and she certainly didn't eat any of it. When, after the medl, the savage "eased” her, she had
no real need of the cloth in her mouth. Her body spasmed with release automaticaly, nothing in the way
of pleasure gppearing to make her want to scream.

When she was back in the coach and they were on the road again, Elissafdt asmadl, distant hint of
satisfaction. There was more than one way to escape capture, and the only way |eft to her was probably
best. There would be no regrets afterward, no tears, and no condemnation. And no yearning for
someoneto love her in the sameway sheloved?

When the next inn came into view, Derand dmost wished that he hadn't sent one of his fighters ahead to
make arrangements there for the night. Seea had been more than just silent during lunch, she'd been
amost like the ghost of astranger. Or someone not enough of a stranger. He remembered what sheldd
been like when depression held her, not long after sheld been told she was hiswife and during their trip to
Ramsond. The punishment was obvioudy weighing heavily on her, but he couldn't afford to stop it before



sheld learned her lesson. The punishment would teach her that lesson? Unlessit taught her something
eseentirdy and something he didn't want her to learn? Shewasn't acting at dl theway shehad in his
dream?

"I'll haveto talk to her tonight,” Derand decided in a muitter, the words too soft to reach the men around
him. What he would say he gtill didn't know, but he definitely had to talk to the woman. He had to make
her understand somehow that he really was acting for her own good?

"Tomorrow we crossover into Arvin, my king," Listan said from Derand's right, satisfaction in hisfriend's
voice. "Well haveto be more dert then, but it feels good to be getting home.”

"Yes, it will fed good to get home," Derand agreed asthey rodeinto theinn'syard. "1 wonder if one or
two of my 'loya kings will try to take advantage of the Stuation when it looks like I'm settling down."

"Since they probably will, well just have to be ready for whatever they try," Listan said with something of
asmile. "If Arvinitsdf ever settles down to a peaceful existence, we probably won't know what to do
with oursaves"

"I think I'll be able to find one or two thingsto occupy my time," Derand answered dryly, then pulled his
galion to astop and dismounted. "Have agood night, and I'll see you tomorrow."

"Tomorrow, my king," Listan agreed as he took the rein of Derand's mount. Listan would seeto the
horses and the men while Derand looked after Seea, and for a brief moment Derand wished he could
trade jobs. But even if Listan had been up to handling Seea, Derand would never haveredly traded. He
had to make sure personally that the woman he loved was al right and would also stay that way.

The coach pulled into the inn yard behind Derand and hisfighters, others of hisfighters till around the
coach. Derand hadn't really ordered his men to watch Seea and report anything odd that she might do,
not when the woman thinking he had given that order was enough to keep her from escaping her
punishment. Derand walked over to the coach when it stopped and opened the door, then handed Seea
out. Unfortunately she looked just as remote and amost unreal as she had at lunch, so as soon as he led
her into the private dining room he stopped her near the table and took her in hisarms.

"Seeaq, I'm worried about you," he said, feding hisinsdestwinge when she stared at his chest rather than
looking up at hisface. "'l know that this punishment isreally hard on you, but it will turn out to be for the
best. Arvinisnt like your father's kingdom or Ramsond, and if you don't learn to obey meingtantly it
could some day mean your life."

Derand paused to let her say something, anything to show that she was till here with him, but not asingle
sound came. She smply stood in hisarms and stared at his chest, and the twingein hisinsides turned into
atruetightening.

"Seea, gpeak to me," he urged, desperate for some normal reaction from her. " Say something to show
that you understand I'm not just torturing you for the fun of it. I love you, and in order to keep you safe
I'll do anything | haveto even if it makes you unhappy. Being unhappy is better than being dead.”

"I thought you said you didn't want meto lie," she responded, still not looking at him even though her
manner had changed in some smal way. "'I'm not the one who doesn't understand things, but you'll never
believethat.”

"You're saying that | don't understand?’ he asked, glad that she'd findly spoken to him but otherwise
confused. "What isit that | don't understand?'



"Y ou don't understand that if you really did love me you would accept me as| am, not try to change me
into someone you approve of more," she answered, and Derand became aware of the fact that she now
held hersdlf away from him even though she hadn't moved. "If you want awoman who will obey you
ingtantly and completely, you should have chosen someone dse. It isn't in meto be that kind of woman,
S0 trying anyway would be futile. And from where | stand, death doesn't look to be a bad choice at dl.”

"But that'sridiculous," Derand protested, now even more confused. "Anyone can learn to do anything if
they want to badly enough, which iswhy | chosethis particular punishment. It's designed to make you
want to obey me rather than be punished thisway again, and it will work. And suggesting that | choosea
different woman isnonsense. You'rethe onel love, which means| don't want a different woman."

"Andit'sal about what you want, isn't it?" she said, but there was a deadness to the words rather than
bitterness. "I'm not another human being, I'm awoman, and what a woman wants doesn't matter because
she can't fight to defend her stance. | understand the point perfectly.”

"But you're understanding the wrong point,” Derand protested, very much aware of the fact that Seea
wasn't playing agamein order to get him to change hismind. Shewasn't evenredly arguing? "Itisnt
because you're awoman that you need to obey me, it's because you don't know how dangerouslivingin
Arvin can be. If trouble starts you have to do exactly as| say or | could end up losing you!"

And your loss or continuing possession isal that matters, Derand almost heard her say as soon asthe
words about losing her were out of his mouth. But Seea didn't offer the counter his own mind had
provided, which meant things were even worse than heldd thought.

"All right, I'll grant you that when amanisin love heturns sdfish,” Derand said into the continuing silence,
wishing shewould look at him even once. "I never knew how wonderful beinginloveis, and | can't
accept theideaof losing thewoman | fed that love for. If not wanting to see you dead makesme a
mongter, then I'll beamongter. It is, after dl, your life that I'm most concerned about.”

"If it was my life you were most concerned about, you would let meliveit my way," Seea stated, and
again there was no argumentative edge to her words. "Trying to force meto live my life your way says
that the happiness of your own lifeis most important. And | can't stop you, o what does it matter

anyway?"

Derand's arms had |oosened their hold, and Seea proved she knew that by moving away from him to the
waiting table. She poured some of the hot teainto a cup before sitting gingerly in her chair, and Derand
closed his eyes and then rubbed at them. The conversation had gone as badly as he'd been afraid it
might, but he refused to lose hope. After Seea had ahot meal in her and they'd made love, he ought to
have better luck.

The luck Derand was hoping for started out being conspicuous by its absence. The food was redlly good
when it came, but Seeaignored it completely and smply drank tea. Derand was tempted to make an
iSsue over her not esting, but starting an argument wasn't the best way to lighten the woman's mood.
Missing asingle med wasn't likely to do her much harm, and after they'd made love she would certainly
bemorelikdy toligento him.

Thinking about making love to Seea caused Derand to hurry the last of hismeal. He couldn't seem to get
enough of the woman, especidly since the presence of that bead turned her wildly passionate and
responsive. She held to hisarm without comment when he led her out of the small dining room, took his
room key, then guided her up the stairs, but that distance she'd been showing was obvioudy ill there.
Well, that wasn't likely to last very long once he had her in bed.

As soon as they were both bare Derand took hiswife in his arms and began to kiss her. Her body



showed strong indications of the need she was being madeto fed, her nipplestight and hard, her hips
moving as his hand stroked her beautiful, round bottom. Her response to hiskiss, though, wasn't as eager
as hewould have liked, but Derand ignored that and quickly put her to her back. His not making her wait
for relief ought to please her, his own ddight strong as he parted her thighs and presented himsdlf to the
soft warmth of her womanhood.

Histhrusting deep drew a sound from her, but what the sound indicated wasn't very clear. Derand was
certain he hadn't hurt her, so he began to stroke her in the way he most loved to do. After afew minutes
her body responded to the stroking by exploding in release, but there seemed to be fewer explosions
than usual. She also made very little noise, and the wild abandon was mostly absent. It was dmost as
though if not for the bead urging her on, she would not have responded to him at all ?

After ashorter while than usua Derand let his own release come, and once held withdrawn from Seea he
lay on hisback trying to understand what had happened. It shouldn't have been possible for Seed's
response to have the same distance that her manner had taken on, but somehow sheld managed it. But
Derand didn't have the feding that she's done it on purpose, the way she had when she thought she was
punishing him. Whatever it was he refused to let it go on, so he sat up, turned Seeals unmoving body to
the side so that the bead could be removed, then turned her back to him.

"You? didn't seemto enjoy theway | madeloveto you," he began, hishand turning her facein his
direction. "I didn't hurt you, | hope?'

"No, you didn't hurt me," she said, and then there was nothing. Her face was turned toward him, but her
gaze was somewhere other than on him. And the satisfaction that usualy held her for awhile didn't seem
to have cometo her at dl?

"How do you know that obeying me completely will be so terrible?' Derand findly tried, the only thing he
could think of to say. "Wouldn' it be morefair to try something before condemning it? Y ou might
discover that you redly enjoy being obedient, and if you do | promise not to tease you with any
I-told-you-so's. And if you do agreeto trying it my way, I'll suspend the punishment until we see how the
experiment works out. So what do you say?Isit adeal?'

Theideaof a"ded" had come as a stroke of inspiration, and Derand was delighted that it had. This
morning Seea had been ready to agree to just about anything to have the punishment stop, so the relief of
his offer would certainly break her out of the depression. If she didn't keep her word about obeying him
he could aways start the punishment again, but memory of what she'd gone through should make her do
whatever was necessary to ? keepit from ? happening again?

"Seeq, you aren't answering me," Derand noted aloud as hisinsdestwinged again. "'l expected you to
accept my offer immediately, but - "

"Y ou were right about complete truth being best," Seea said, breaking into his half-bewildered question.
"Lying only makes more trouble than you aready have, so | will tdll thetruth. No, | won't obey you,
completely or otherwise, under any circumstance at al. Whether or not | can do it is beside the point. |
amply won't."

"Not even to stop a punishment you can't bear?' Derand demanded, so confused that he was getting
angry. "Not even to stop a punishment that can be made even worse? What's wrong with you, Seea?
Why are you being so unreasonable?’

"My nameisElissa" she said with no emphasisat dl as she sat up and moved to put herself under the
covers. Then shelay down again, and along moment later her breathing showed that she was adleep.



"l don't believethis," Derand muttered, staring at the woman who was hiswife. Sheld stated what her
name was and then had gone to deep, asthough rgecting hislove-namefor her without actualy saying
the words. She'd rglected hislove-name? ! That couldn't mean she was aso rejecting hislove? !

Derand got to hisfeet and began to pace around the room, the confusion surrounding him o intense that
it was dmost painful. Seea needed a strong hand to restrain her take-charge impulsesin a Situation that
could cause her harm, and sheé'd even said she wanted to be punished if she did something that might
prove harmful. For some unknown reason she'd now changed her mind, and refused to cooperate even
to have a painful and embarrassing punishment stopped.

"Sowhat do | do?' Derand whispered, willing to take advice from anyone able to giveit. But no onewas
hereto give advice, which wastypica of the way that whole matter was turning out. Hisfirst, angered,
urge had been to show Seea that the punishment could be worse, which would hardly be difficult to do.
If, after lunch, he spanked her again instead of easing her, then made her ask for yet another spanking
before taking her to bed?

Y es, the punishment could be made harder on her, and he just might have to choose that option. Sheld
flatly refused to obey him and he couldn't |et that decison stand. But - and thiswas what disturbed him
the mogt - she hadn't been defiant in her refusal. She'd smply spoken what she clearly saw asthe truth
and then had gone to deep, making no effort to chalenge him. It was asiif the darkness shed sunk into
had taken control, and nothing that mattered had been |eft her.

"And I'velogt the only way | had to pull her out of it," Derand whispered again, the redization bringing
him unexpected fear as well as a sense of hel plessness. " She was 0 set on saving Gardd that she kept
pulling herself out of the depression for her brother's sake, but now Garddl is safely at home. Sheisn't
fighting the depression in any way for any reason, and | don't know what the hell to do!"

Derand'slast words had amost become the shout he so desperately wanted to voice, but shouting and
ydling would have been usdless. He couldn't back down on demanding obedience from Seea, not if he
wanted her to live whole and safe. But his demanding that obedience had sent her into ablack pit of
lifdessness, and if he didn't find some way to pull her out of the pit she wouldn't live long enough to get
hersdlf killed by disobeying him.

Another hour and more of pacing brought Derand nothing in the way of answers. Wearinessfindly
forced him to astop, that and the fact that held heard the guard being changed in the hall abit earlier. He
had to get some deep if he was going to be as dert as he needed to be once they crossed over into Arvin
tomorrow. In the morning he'd talk to Seeaagain over breskfast, hopefully implementing the ideathat
would cometo his rested mind.

The room'slamp still burned, so he crossed to the door and turned it down, then made his careful way to
the bed in the dark. He sat down on the near side of the bed, more than aware of Seed's deeping
presence on the other side, wanting desperately to hold her in hisarms as he dept but unsure of whether
that was agood idea. Taking her in hisarms might wake her, and loss of degp would simply add to what
held her sotightly -

Before Derand could lie down the room's door was kicked open and adark form rushed in. The intruder
was clearly mae and very big, just about aslarge as Derand himsdlf - and on top of that he held what
looked like along dagger in hisfist. As soon asthe intruder entered the room he headed for the bed, and
if Derand had been adeep he would never have been able to wake quickly enough to keep from being
killed.

But Derand hadn't been adeep, and hadn't even been lying down. Instead of finding an easy victim the



intruder was met by aman who had surged to hisfeet with uncanny speed, and then had grasped the
wrist of the hand holding the dagger. Derand used hisright hand to take the intruder by the throat, at the
same time delivering avicious knee to the intruder's privates. When the intruder bent with the pain of
being kneed, Derand forced the man to drop his dagger.

Unfortunately, though, being fouled didn't keep the intruder from fighting. He recovered from being kneed
faster than Derand would have, and then Derand was fighting for hislife again. The intruder was strong
and seemed fresher than hisintended victim, and was obvioudy agood fighter. The punches he threw
were solid with the man's body weight behind them, but Derand had taken as bad or worsein histime.
He threw his own punchesin response that the intruder had to fed - and then came the one thing Derand
had hoped wouldn't happen.

The intruder must have somehow felt the bandage still covering parts of Derand's body. When thefirgt
blow struck directly on the wound that hadn't yet healed, Derand told himsdlf that it had been alucky
shot and tried to ignore the heavy pain. But when the second and third blows came there was no longer
any doubt about the intruder's knowing he had an edge to use againg hisintended victim. Derand, well
aware of thefact that he'd be able to stand up to the trestment only so long, desperately grappled the
intruder close and pulled him down to thefloor.

Derand and the intruder rolled back and forth, each of them struggling to get the other under him whereiit
would be possible to use body weight again. Derand was just about to win the struggle and pin his
assailant down when the son of a diseased whore punched him in hiswound again. When the blinding
flash of pain passed Derand discovered that he'd lost the struggle after all, and the intruder knelt above
him - with hands closed tight around Derand's throat! The dagger was gone, but strangulation would kill
the intended victim just as dead as edged sted!!

Trying to force the hands from histhroat while lying flat on the floor wasn't working. Derand would have
pulled out one or both of his attacker's eyesif he could have, but the man kept his head back as his
fingers closed tighter and tighter. The darkened room started to get darker still asit aso began to spin -

And then the big body was gone from above him, the hands gone from histhroat. Derand lay till for a
moment as he dragged all the air in theworld into hislungs, then he forced himself to St up. His attacker -
former attacker - lay unmoving on the floor beside him, and as the lamp brightened Derand could see the
pool of blood dowly spreading from under the man's body. He turned to thank whichever of hisguards
had come to his rescue - and got a shock amost as bad as the one the attack had brought.

"Ishe safely dead?" Seea asked, the dagger dripping blood till held in her hand as she adjusted the lamp
by the door. "What happened?”

"I wasafool," Derand answered with asmdl bit of trouble as he forced himsdlf to hisfeet. " Just because
wewon't cross over into Arvin until tomorrow shouldn't have been taken as aguarantee that no attack
would come until then. And yes, heis dead so you can put the dagger down now. And get some clothes
on."

Derand added that last when he heard the sudden shout and sound of running boots, showing that
someone had noticed either the absence or the death of the fighters who were supposed to be out in the
hall. All the rooms on thisfloor had been reserved for Derand, but Listan wouldn't hear of putting their
fightersinto those rooms. The High King of Arvin and his queen deserved privacy, Listan had said, and
his good friend and advisor meant to see that they got it. Privacy in life that had amost led to the
complete privacy of desth?

"Y our Mg esty, what happened?' avoice came as Derand was putting on his pants -with his sword right



next to hishand. "The menin the hall are down with arrows through the neck, and in here? "

"And in hereis probably the man who used the bow," Derand finished when the fighter's voice trailed off.
"But just to be sure, wake up a couple of extra sections of the guard to do asearch. And send for Lord
Ligan."

"No need, Your Mgesty,” thefighter said, causing Derand to ook up to see both fighters at the door
looking to their right. "Here comes Lord Listan with more men right now."

The next few minutes werefilled with afurious Listan issuing ordersin dl directions, which gave Derand a
chance to glance around. Rather than getting dressed Seea had gotten back into bed, which was
probably the wiser move. She couldn't have closed that gown herself, so being completely under the
bedcovers was considerably more effective. Derand redly wanted to talk to her, but the conversation
would have to wait until the hubbub died down.

"My king, areyou dl right?" Listan finaly got around to demanding as he stalked up to Derand. "We
found abow and quiver near the stairs, but the men outside swear that no one got past them. How this
filthy assassn got into theinn - "

"Thelate assassin probably got to thisinn before we did and then waited, so he didn't have to get past
the outer guards,” Derand interrupted to say. "Check to make sure that no one else registered with him or
even at the sametime, get the body out of here, and then get the men settled down again. And put
someone in the kitchens, to make sure that nothing ? unusua is added to the breakfast I'll want injust a
few hours. Then go back to your own bed."

Listan dmost argued the last of that, but Derand knew that his expresson was one that Listan had
learned not to argue with. Instead of arguing Listan had two of the men remove the body before he
bowed and I€ft, closing the door aswell as possible behind him. That meant it wastime for Derand to
have that talk with Seea?

Chapter 7

" Seea, please remind me to thank my father and yours,” Derand said as he walked to the bed and sat on
it. "That's the second time you saved my life, and you were hereto do it only because they had us marry.
Areyoudl right?'

"l wasn't the one fighting," Seeaanswered obliquely, but &t least it was an answer. Flat and distant and
amost uninterested, but an answer.

"I'm glad you're unharmed,” Derand said aswarmly as he could, pretending he didn't notice the flatness
and distance. "Seea... | think we need to discuss our relationship abit more. I'm not insisting that you
obey me completely because | don't believe you capable of doing things on your own. | know you're
more than capable, but you lack experience for living safely in my world. And didn't you once ask meto
punish you if you did something that wasn't good for you?"'

Derand asked the question knowing she'd probably refuse to answer him, but at least it ought to give her
something to think about. It was agood point that he should have brought up sooner, but before he could
congratulate himself Seea stirred where shelay.

"If I'd given my word to obey you completely you'd be dead right now," she stated, faint anger tingeing
the words. " Obeying someone el se completely means making no decisions of any sort on your own. All
you can do is stand around waiting to be told what to do, because anything you decide to do on your

own could be against the wishes of the person you're supposed to obey. Y ou don't want awoman you



want awell-trained dog, so why don't you go and find one.”
"That's not fair!" Derand protested, stung by everything shed said. "I never - 1"

Derand's words broke off before he could insist that he'd never said he didn't want Seeato make her
own decisons. Theline of logic shed thrown at him was vaid, especidly the part about saving hislife.
Hed madeit very clear that he didn't want Seeaiinvolved in any dangerous Situations, and picking up a
dagger touseonan nwho might turn on you before you killed him was avery dangerous
gtuation.

"Now that you mention it, thiswas the second time | saved your life," Seeawent on before Derand found
anything congtructive to say. "Thefirg time didn't even hear asmple thank-you, and thistime you
decided to thank two other people entirely. And Torban didn't understand why | knew areward was
completely out of the question.”

"All right, you are due areward, and for both times," Derand responded at once, now more hurt - and
embarrassed - than stung. "'l never thought 1'd have to use ordinary words to someone who loved me and
whom | loved in return, but - So what do you want? Gold? An entire new wardrobe? Nameit!"

"I want my freedom,” Seea answered ingtantly, but not with eagerness and not even bothering to sit up.
"When you flatly refuse, don't forget to mention it's because you love me."

Derand's mouth had opened automatically to give her exactly that answer, but her comment made the
words refuse to come. Seeawas twisting everything around to make him look in the wrong, but he
wasnt! He just couldn't find away to prove the contention...

"Any man who saved the life of aking not once but twice would be given everything his heart desired,"
Seeawent on, and now it was faint bitterness that colored her words. "A woman doing the same... Hey,
she'sonly awoman so let's give her what we want her to have: complete davery. If wetdl her it'sredly a
reward she won't be bright enough to know the difference.”

"Seeq, sop it!" Derand demanded harshly, the pain beginning to grow too high to bear. "Y ou're cutting
me to pieces with everything you say, and none of it istrue! | do love you, so much that | can't abide the
ideaof losing you! Sincewhen isit wrong to protect the woman you love?’

"It becomes wrong when you make her life not worth living because of your needs," wastheimmediate
answer, weariness suddenly in her voice. "But | redlly hate to waste my breath so let's drop the subject

And with that she turned over, asif intending to go back to deep. Hed told her to state her ideaof a
proper reward and she had, but not with any expectation of getting that reward. Sheld called being
married to him davery, and shedd badly shown that she didn't believe he loved her. His reason for
treating her the way he had was till valid, but - What good was retaining lifeif it made you lose the one
you loved in adifferent way...?

"All right," Derand heard himsalf saying, defeated as never before. "All right, you win. | can't sand the
idea of making the life of the woman | love not worth theliving, o | withdraw the demand that you obey
me completely. Are you happy now?'

"At least as happy as any other dave," she answered after avery brief hesitation, not even bothering to
turn around as her tone went back to being flat and dead. "I ask for freedom, and you grant me the gift of
needing to obey you only some of the time. But you did make the effort, so just consder me ungrateful .”



"Damn it, woman, what do you want from me?' Derand roared, reaching over to turn her back to him
and shake her jugt alittle. "In thisworld women are expected to obey their hushands, even women who
think they're smarter than everyone else! | may have made mysdf High King of Arvin, but | can't change
theworld!"

"I don't remember asking you to change the world," she responded, saying nothing about whether or not
he was hurting her arms. "I asked for my freedom in exchange for having twice saved your life, but you
considered the price too high for the services rendered. If the Situation should even come up again, I'll
have to remember that you refused my terms.”

Derand let her go with asmal push and then got to hisfeet to stak around the room. Anger made him
want to shout al sortsof things at her, things he would be sorry he said once he calmed down. Avoiding
the need to make alater apology seemed like amuch better idea, so Derand moved up and down and
back and forth acrossthe fairly small room. But by al the gods he was tempted to beat the woman more
soundly than shewaslikely to appreciate, but at the moment that would solve nothing but satisfying his
anger. No, he had to talk to her, so it might be best to start with aquestion.

"Y ou said you wanted freedom,” he began after turning back to see that shed lain down again. "Does
that mean you expect meto let you run around doing as you please no matter how bad an ideayou get?
If one of my enemiestakes advantage of the opportunity and killsyou, will | then be dlowed to say 'l told
you s0'?"'

"If you give me the freedom | want the problem will never come up,” she said &fter avery long moment.
The words sounded reluctant, but more out of wearinessthan regret. "'I've never had any desireeven to
see Arvin, not to mention live there. If you put the marriage aside and let me go back to my father's
paaceI'll be as safe asyou claim you want meto be."

"So you redly don't believe | loveyou," Derand said, his own weariness suddenly rushing up to choke
him. "And you can't possibly love meif al you want isan end to our marriage. Wdll, if that'sthe reward
you want it'syours. I'll make the arrangements right now.”

And with that Derand |ft the room, the pain inside him worse than any wound he'd ever gotten. The
woman he loved didn't love him, didn't believe he did love her, and wanted nothing more than to be avay
from him. Never in hislife had he so wished that he could bresk down and cry, but somehow he
managed to control himself as he sent one of his guards for Listan before going into aroom acrossthe
hall from the one Seealay in. Theroom Elissalay in, not Seea. Seeawas the woman he loved and who
loved himin return. Elissawas a stranger who would soon be gone.

By leaving the door to this new room open, Derand made it easier for Listan to find him. Derand was
sprawled in achair when Listan dmost went past the room, then stopped abruptly and entered.

"My king?' Listan said as he looked around. "If you want to move the queen to thisroom, | can - "

"Closethe door and St down, Listan," Derand said in avoice that was very much like the one Seeahad
been using. "The queen - will be going back to her father's paace, after which shell no longer bethe
gueen. | want you to arrange an escort to take her back firgt thing in the morning.”

"My king, are you sure?' Listan asked gently, his expression closeto being stunned as he sat in the chair
near Derand's. "Was she all that upset at seeing you kill the n? | hadn't thought she was that
ddlicate ayoung lady, so there's agood chance shelll get over - ™

"A ddicate young lady, now therésalaugh,” Derand interrupted, but couldn't quite find the laugh hed
mentioned. "No, Listan, sheisn't upset a seeing me kill an assassin because she was the one who killed



him just before he killed me. She saved my life again, and as areward she wants me to put our marriage
aside and send her back to her father. | was sure she loved me even though she never said the words,
but now it'sfairly obviousthat she doesn't."

"That makes no sense, my king," Listan protested, his expression odd. "The queen

may never have mentioned her love for you aoud, but if you'd seen the way she shafted the torturer who
wanted to start taking off parts of your body... And if she wasthat eager to be unmarried, why didn't she
samply stand back and let the assassin get rid of you for her? Y ou surely can't believe that she wasn't
aware of how much power she would have if she went to Arvin as your widow? She's probably one of
the very few people who would be able to keep the Federated Kingdoms from separating again, and if
you think about it for amoment you'll seethat you agree.”

Derand, about to shake his head in denial, suddenly discovered that he did agree with Listan. Seeawould
have been able to continue with what held started, so why -

"So why did shekill the n ingtead of |etting the man finish hisjob?" Derand asked, spesking to
Listan rather than just to himsdlf. "When he crashed through the door the noise must have wakened her,
so while heand | fought she had enough time to come al the way awake. That means she didn't just grab
up the dagger unthinkingly, but took it and used it deliberately. If she doesn't love me, why wouldn't she
be as practica as| know she can be?'

"The only answer | can think of isthat she doeslove you, but for some reason believesthat her loveisnt
returned.” Listan spoke quietly and gently, but the ook in his eyes was sharp and directly on Derand.
"Could there possibly be areason for her to believe that, my king?'

"| ... found it necessary to punish her," Derand grudged, feding that twingein hismiddle again. "Whét |
did wasfor her own good, but the punishment made her extremely unhappy. That unhappiness should
have turned into a strong willingness to do things my way, but instead she seemsto now see hersdlf asa-
dave"

"Condgdering how the queen fed s about things done for her own good, I'm not surprised.” Listan sighed,
now looking dmogt as upset as Derand fdt. " She d so went from being completely in charge of Ramsond
to being nothing but awoman punished by her hushand. The queen isawoman of grest pride, my king.

Y our punishment must have been extreme for her to speak about having become adave, and | haveto
say that she hasn't looked well thislast day or so. And I'm also forced to remember her comments about
being nothing but awoman... "

"Comments | assured her weren't going to be true about her in our marriage,” Derand grumbled, only
now able to see hisbiggest mistake. "It worried methat | was taking her back to an unsettled reim like
Arvin, so | decided to make sure she would be safe. | should have waited instead until we were actualy
there and she was fully involved in the various chores shelll do so well with. And now I've promised her
that I'll et her go, but | don't want her to leave me. So how do | retrieve my word without dishonoring
myself even morethan I've dready done?"

"Y our association with the queen has dways struck me as being very much like acampaign,” Listan
commented, the words thoughtful. "'If the queen were an enemy you wanted to win over and turninto a
friend and dly, how would you go about doing it, my king?"

Listan's question made Derand stop emoting and start thinking, which was exactly what he needed. Ideas
immediately began to flood his mind, Strategical ideasto win thewar he wasin the midst of. Thiswar
could well be the most important one of hislife, and as soon asthe ideas firmed up he gave ordersto
Listan, orders which the other man accepted with awide grin. The first battle of the war would be fought



in the morning, and that one had to be won. If it wasn't... No, Derand refused to think of failure. He had
to win so hewould... Hewould...!

Elissawoke up when she heard the gentle tapping at her door, at first having no ideawhy she was done
in the room. Then memory of the night before returned, and she knew that the savage hadn't come back
to the room while she dept. She aso now remembered that held promised to free her, but that wonderful
news didn't bring her the complete relief and happinessit should have. Which was very foolish of her, so
she pushed the thought awvay and said, "Whoisit?'

"A maid to help you dress, Y our Mgjesty,”" came awoman's voice, and then the door opened a crack.
"May | comein?'

"Yes, of course" Elissasad, firmly pushing away the faint disgppointment shefdt. "Have you brought a
wrap?'

Theinn girl had brought awrap, so Elissaput it on before she got up to wash. Thegirl dso carried an
outfit Elissadidn't recognize, which made Elissaremember that she hadn't chosen from her own
possess ons the night before. Well, tomorrow sheld be back in her own clothes, if not by tonight. Her
father's paace wasless than afull day's ride away.

Theinn girl |eft as soon as Elissawas completdly dressed, giving Elissatime to add something sheld
prepared the night before. Once that was done she realized that she'd still heard nothing about her escort
being ready to leave. Elissawaited no more than aminute before heading toward the door to find
someone to ask, but just as she got there someone knocked. Thinking it was afighter coming to tell her
the coach was ready, Elissiawas startled when she opened the door to find the savage standing outside.

"Y our coach will beready in just alittlewhile" the savage said after blinking at the suddenly opened
door. "Our breakfast has been brought up, and | would appreciate your sharing it with me. It'sright in
here"

He gestured toward aroom across the hall, and Elissahestated only amoment before stepping out of
her own room and heading for the other. Making afuss now would be pointless; once sheleft shewould
never seethe savage again.

A full breakfast had been laid out on the table, so Elissia sat down and poured herself sometea. The
food looked tasty and fresh, but when Elissiafound that her appetite still hadn't returned she gave dl her
attention to the tea. Odd how the prospect of going home wasjust as depressing as staying here had

"Y ou don't expect meto send you back to your father looking like that, do you?' Elissasuddenly heard.
She glanced up to find that the savage had taken the chair on the opposite side of the table, and now sat
garing at her. "Y ou're pale and thin and look asif you haven't eaten in aweek," the savage continued in
the same mild way. "If you don't do justice to that food in front of you, your father and brother will think |
ddiberately starved you."

Which may make me change my mind about sending you back, Elissafinished for himin her mind. That
was something she definitely didn't want, so she reached for the food with asigh. Sheld eat as much as
she could stuff down if that waswhat it took to escape.

Thefood redly was good, but Elissas mind wandered as she ate. The night before sheld been shocked

when the savage had agreed to let her go, something she hadn't believed held ever agree to. She'd known
al histak about how much heloved her was nothing but talk, and hadn't expected him to prove the point
for her quite that easily. But he had shown her the truth, and soon she would be on her way out of hislife



forever...

Just asElissaput her fork down, finding it impossibleto finish the last of her food, there was aknock at
the door that continued to stand open. The savage put down hisown fork as Elissaturned to see Listan
in the doorway, gesturing to hisking. The savage got up and walked over to Ligtan, listened to the soft
words the man spoke, then he spoke soft words of his own. Listan nodded and bowed then left again,
and the savage returned to his chair.

"It ssemsthere may be asmall problem,” the savage said after picking up histeacup, the expressonin his
gyesdigant. "That n from last night was aone here a the inn, but some of my men found
indications that he may have had

accomplices camped in the woods. There's no sign of those accomplices themsalves, only indications that
they're around, and it also wasn't possible to tell which way they went after their track was wiped out.”

"Why should that be a problem?' Elissa asked, not seeing hispoint at al. "If those people were able to
wipe out their tracks then they can't be avery largeforce at dl. Y ou have five hundred fighters dl around
you, so you can't possibly be worried that they'll try for you again.”

"It wasn't me| wasthinking of," the savage replied with asmall shake of hishead. "If | send half my force
along as your escort you won't have any trouble getting back to your father's paace, but what if some of
those accomplicesfollow you? If even one or two assassins get into your father's palace with the intention
of hurting me by hurting those close to me, your father, mother, and brother could become targets. The
nswon't know, you see, that our marriageisover."

Elissawas so gppdled that she nearly dropped her teacup.

"But that meansif | go back now | could cause the deaths of my entirefamily!" she blurted. "But wouldn't
the ns go after me done rather than anyone ese? In their eyesI'd till be your wife and therefore
the best target they could choose."

"Intheir place | would kill your family and leave you unharmed,” the savage said, clearly having
consdered the point. "After last night you would know that the desths came about because of me, and |
would bethe natura one for you to blame. Even if our marriage was nothing but a political arrangement,
your hatred and disgust would accomplish more for my enemies than your death would. After al, aman
can't be a hisbest when the woman who shares his bed can't abide the sight of him."

"I don't believethis," Elissamoaned, ahand to her head in an effort to stop the dizziness swirling her
around. "Obvioudy | can't go home now, so where can | go? Back to Ramsond, possibly?'

"And lead the assassinsto my brother?' the savage asked with a sound of ridicule. "Again, they would
most likely leave you dive, thistime with adifferent purposein mind. | would naturally be expected to
blame you for my brother's death, a contention that would be spread far and wide. Then they would be
ableto kill your family and blame the desths on me, asaretdiatory gesture in revenge for my brother.
Outrage and fear would spread through the common people of two kingdomsin addition to the onesin
Arvin. The hatred between us would a so be two way, making for an even more chaotic Stuation.”

"Thisisanightmare," Elissawhispered, wishing she hadn't eaten anything. Nauseawas beginning to rise
inside her, right next to fear and desperation.

"It looks like you'll have to continue on to Arvin with me," the savage said after amoment, sounding less
than happy about the prosgpect. "The only problemis, | promised myself that your punishment would
continue for aslong as you were with me, until you learned the lesson | wanted you to learn. | redlly hate



to bresk apromise, even oneto mysdlf... "

Elissahadn't thought it possible to be even more appalled than she was, but the savage's words showed
her it was perfectly possible. If shetried to leave dl aone rather than with an escort, those assassins
would have no trouble capturing her. With her to stand behind, they would find it easier to gain entrance
to her father's pdace. Killing her family and then blaming the deaths on the savage would do the same
harm asin any of the other scenarios held mentioned, and that horror would be no one's fault but hers!

But to agreeto let him continue with that terrible punishment! She could picture how the savage would
put her over hisknees, pull up her skirt and lower her drawers, then put that bead into her bottom. She
would start to squirm immediately, of course, the bead giving her no other choice, and then the savage
would start to spank her. Thefed of hishand asit smacked her bottom hard, over and over until she
wanted to scream like amad woman, until no other thought filled her mind but the need to have him
insgde her, stroking hard and fast despite the ache in her seat

No, she couldn't allow that to be done to her again and not for the reason the savage might think. Elissa
knew she'd never be able to bear wanting the savage's body again, desperately needing the lovemaking
of aman who fdt nothing of actud lovefor her. It was lust that he felt, nothing but physica desire, and
Elissaknew sheld rather be dead than settle for anything less than the kind of love shed secretly
dreamed of. And that, of course, was her only remaining option. If she died right now it would be
pointlessfor the nsto go after her family. What afortunate thing she'd kept possession of that

dagger...

"On the other hand, if | break a promiseto myself | can dwaysforgive mysdf,” the savage said just
before Elissa spoke the first words of her refusdl. " Since you won't be staying in Arvin any longer than it
takesto find out who sent the assassins, you don't redlly need to learn any lessons, do you? If you're
ready we can leave now."

"Yes, I'mready," Elissasad a once, fighting not to show how flustered she felt. She hadn't expected the
savage to change his mind about what he wanted to do to her, and being pulled back from the edge of
violent death so0 abruptly was an unsettling experience. A fina ending was till her mgor aim, but death
would be easier to accept and accomplish if it was gentle...

As soon as she wasin the coach and the savage was mounted, their procession headed back for the
road they'd been following for days. Elissafully expected to be bored after a short while had passed, but
as soon asthey were actualy on the road she made an unsettling discovery. Even with the bead nowhere
closeto her bottom, her body began to ... hint that desire was growing anyway. Rather than be bored,
Elissaspent the ride sllently shouting at hersdf not to be afool. Hersdf, unfortunately, didn't pay anything
like complete attention...

Chapter 8

Derand bregthed avoicdess sigh of relief after closing the coach door behind Seea, then went to mount
his stdlion. Hed actualy come up with a counter to every protest Seea had made relating to leaving him,
but held nearly lost the game when hetried to push it too far. He redlly enjoyed having hiswife burn as
high for him ashedid for her, so héd tried to maneuver her into continuing with the punishment that
would keep putting her into that state.

But held Ieft himsdf ajust-in-case bolt hole, and it was a good thing he did. HeEd been able to see that
terrible depression about to weigh her down again, so he'd quickly reversed his position. She was now
going to Arvin with himwillingly, which would hopefully give him enough time to make her change her



mind about wanting to leave.

"How did it go, my king?" Listan asked softly as soon as Derand wasin his saddle. "Did the story work
aswell aswe hoped it would?"

"It certainly did," Derand agreed, letting himself smilejust abit. "My wife now believes she doesn't dare
go home or anywhere else, or those "assassins will follow and kill everyone she cares about. | don't fed
particularly good about using her fedlings againgt her, but desperation makes us use whatever tools are
available. Have you told the men that well be stopping a my father's palace rather than going straight to
mine?'

"Y es, the men have been told, my king," Listan agreed as he urged his mount to pace Derand's on the
way to theroad. "And they'll dl be very much on the dert, not against mythica assassins, but againgt any
ambushes that may have been set up. May | suggest that you wait to take lunch until you've reached your
father's palace ingtead of stopping at another inn? We should get there only a short time past noon.”

"I'd wait evenif we arrived along time past noon," Derand said with agrimace.

"Seedsfamily may be safe from my enemies, but my own family isn't. Skdlin and hisfighterswill be fully
aertin Ramsond for quite sometime yet, but my father and other brothers need to be warned that
someone has decided to move againgt me. Until | find out who that someoneisthey'redl in danger.”

Listan nodded without speaking, so Derand touched his stalion with ahed to increase his pace. The
faster they reached hisfather's paace, the happier he would be.

Oncethey crossed the border into Arvin Derand's fighters closed up around the central party, but they
gtill made redly good time. Thanksto their early start they reached Meersond, Derand's father's city,
even before noon and wereimmediately alowed through the gates. Another few minutes saw them at the
palace, and Derand |eft Listan to escort Seeaingde while he went looking for hisfather.

At that time of the day Derand knew where his father probably was, and the guess turned out to be right.
The door of the smdl room next to the kitchens was closed, and the kitchen girls went busily about their
choreswithout looking in the room's direction. That room was used when one or more of the kitchen girls
needed punishing, and Derand's father, King Almis, was the one who gave that punishment.

Y ears eaxlier, Derand's father had discovered that the girls working in the kitchens were whipped if
someone decided they deserved to be punished. Using awhip on mere girls had outraged King Almis, so
he'd replaced the practice with one of hisown. Every day before noon he went down to the kitchens,
and dl the girlswho merited punishment were brought before him. If the offense wasinggnificant or an
accident, King Almisusudly let the girl off with awarning. If the offense was serious, though, the king
provided a good, hard spanking.

As soon as Derand opened the door to the small room he heard the howling as a backdrop to the sound
of smacking, and stepping insde provided the picture suggested by the sound. Hisfather sat on achair
with agirl draped over hislap, her skirt raised high and her underdrawers down around her knees. Her
pretty round bottom was well-tinged with red, and tears rolled down her cheeks as she howled. The
gpanking had obvioudy been going on for awhile, so Derand closed the door behind him and stood near
thewadl until hisfather wasfree.

King Almis had sent his son asurprised smile when Derand first walked into the room, but his big hand
hadn't stopped smacking that round and squirming bottom. The sound produced by his hand coming
down showed that there was consderable strength behind each smack, and the girl's seat got another ten
or twelve whacks before Almisfinaly reached to her underdrawers and pulled them up. Once the



underdrawers were secured her skirt came down, and then she was set back on her fedt.

"For your sake, Faela, | hope this session finally teaches you to mend your ways,” Almissaid sternly to
the girl, who bounced and mewled where she stood but made no effort to rub at her bottom. "If you're
caught bullying the smdler girlsathird time, it won't be my hand warming your bottom. I'll tekethe
wooden ruleto your stubbornnessfor three days straight, and you won't be allowed to take your lunch
standing up. You'l haveto sit on your aching bottom on the bench with the other girls, and | promiseyou
won't enjoy the experience. Y ou may return to your work now."

"Yes, Your Mgesty," the girl gasped out, some of her bouncing trying to turn into acurtsey. "1 won't do it
again, Your Mgesty, | promise| won't!"

Derand joined hisfather in watching the girl hurry to the door and then disappear through it, and then they
looked at each other instead.

"Obvioudy they're still not alowed to rub until they're out of thisroom,” Derand said with agrin ashe
moved closer to his now-standing father. "It's good to see you again, Father."

"And you, Derand, or should | say, Your Mgesty?' Almisreplied with hisown grin as he joined Derand
inamutual, back-dapping hug. "I heard that you sent for Skalin, but | ill don't know why you needed
him. Didn't you have enough fighters of your own with you for asmple visit to Sollera?

"That smplevist developed some serious complications,” Derand answered as he stepped back. "If you
have no other plans| cantell you al about it over lunch.”

"Done," Almisagreed with aclgp to Derand's shoulder. ™Y our mother is off lunching with friends, so well
be able to speak privately."

"Firg, I think, we both need to pass along some ordersto our people,” Derand said, no longer amused.
"If Mother is out of the palace her escort needsto be derted. An assassin tried for melast night at theinn
we stopped at, which hasto mean that one of my loya kingsisn't asloya as he should be.”

Almiss amusement died with Derand's, and he quickly led the way up to the main part of the palace.
Listan waited with the men of Derand's persona escort, so Derand took Listan aside and gave him
instructions about Seea. Derand had findly become aware of how badly Seea had been eating, and she
needed more than this morning's breakfast to stay dive. Listan agreed to stress the point with Seea that
he, Derand, would need her help to find the person responsible for sending out the ns, an effort
that would assure the safety of her family. If that didn't make the stubborn mule of awoman start to eat
properly again, Listan wasto tell Derand at once.

With all matters of security taken care of, Almisled Derand to his apartment and the smdl, private dining
room it contained. Fresh teaaswell asanumber of covered plates aready waited for them along with
saervants ready to give them whatever they wanted. Almis acknowledged their bows and then dismissed
them before gesturing Derand into joining him at the table. Derand sat down and then poured teafor
them both.

"| thought your purposein going to Sollerawasto collect your bride," Almisremarked as Derand
poured. "If Elissaiswith you, she ought to be here egting with us."

"Elissaiswith me, but things aren't going well between us," Derand admitted after no morethan a
heartbeat worth of hesitation. "That'swhy | wanted thistime aone with you, to talk about her aswell as
thisnew problem. Let metell you the whole story from the beginning.”



Derand started from the time hefirst got to Sollera, then took the tale dl the way through to the night
before. He left out nothing in theway of detall, and hisfather listened quietly until he was through.

"So Skdlinisnow King of Ramsond and you have awife who doesn't believe you love her," Almis
summed up then. The food hadn't been touched, and Derand wasn't sure he had anything of an appetite
left. "Even when Elissawasalittle girl | had the feding that she would be specia, and that'swhy | agreed
to having you married to her. Y ou do understand what you did wrong, | hope?"

"With her involved, everything | do seemsto bewrong,” Derand answered glumly, toying with histeacup.
"Shehasto learn that I'll punish her if she does something she shouldn't, but every time | do punish her
she seemsto fdl into thet life-eating depression. And she seemsto think that if | punish her | can't love
her. | suppose | should have waited until | got her homethislast time, but | wastrying to anticipate the
trouble instead of smply waiting for it to happen.”

"Y ou were trying to make her into a sweet, obedient wife, the most foolish move I've ever seenyou
make," Almis corrected with asmall headshake, partially echoing something Seeahad said. "Youfdl in
love with the woman as she actudly

is, seeing her differences and strengths and appreciating them, and then you promptly tried to erase both
things. If you truly mean to keep her asyour wife, you haveto let her act as her nature demands and save
the punishments for the times she overdoesit. I'm willing to bet shelll give you more than afew chancesto
punish her, and if she deserves the punishment she won't resent what you do. She may not likeit, but she
won't resent it - and she won't become depressed.”

"Sonow al | haveto doisfigure out away to get closeto her again,” Derand muttered, aware of how
glum he sounded. "1 acted cool and distant this morning to keep her from seeing that I'd changed my
mind about |etting her go, but | don't want to be cool and distant. | want to take her in my aimsand
make wild and passionate love to her while shejoins mein the sameway, but | can't think of how to
accomplish that.”

"Let'shave our med and we can think whilewe eat," Almis suggested, reaching over to the serving cart
for thefirst of the covered dishes. "Thisfood is still hot, but it won't be for much longer. Y ou can't expect
to think congtructively on an empty stomach.”

Derand smiled faintly at that and accepted his portion of the meal, and then the two of them atein silence.
Derand chewed through idess as he chewed the food, and by the time he finished held actudly come up
with aplan.

"I may have something that will work, Father, but I'll need help from you and Mother," Derand said when
hefinaly looked up. "It'srisky in that Seeamay figure out what I'm doing, but it's probably my only
chance.”

"Then you haveto try the plan,” hisfather answered, obvioudy having finished eating sometime ago and
now only sipped tea. "If you'l tell me what parts your mother and | are supposed to play, I'll passaong
the word as soon as your mother gets back.”

Derand explained hisideain detail, and hisfather nodded as he listened before making a suggestion of his
own. The suggestion was a good one so Derand adopted it at once, then sat back to finish his own tea.
Now al he had to do wastry the plan on Seea- as soon as he got up the nerve to make the try?

Elissalet Listan help her out of the coach while she wondered where they were. The fighters around
them had dismounted, but they looked more dert than at home.



"I've been asked to tell you, Y our Mgesty, that well be staying herein Meersond until tomorrow
morning," Listan said as soon as she was on the ground. "My king needs to warn hisfather about the
assassins, and staying the night here should be safer than stopping a aninn. Thiscity is, in amanner of
speaking, out of our way, so detouring here just might ruin our enemy's plans.”

"Y es, he does need to warn hisfather," Elissiaredized doud. "And it might even be agood ideato warn
my father, if your king can do it without | etting any watchers know it's happening.”

"HisMaesty will probably ask King Almisto send arider who won't be noticed,” Listan responded as
he put ahand to her arm to guide her up the steps and into the palace. " Sending amessenger in black
|eather would defeat the purpose.”

That made senseto Elissa, so she smply let herself be shown into the paace. Everything, including the
city, looked very much like her own father's city of Sollera, arevelation Elissiahadn't been expecting.
Sheldd dways pictured the kingdoms of Arvin as backward, horrible places, completely uncivilized, with
innocent people constantly being murdered in the streets while fightersran riot. It was the reason sheld
never before visited here in Meersond even when her father, mother, and brother did, but so far she'd
seen nothing like that.

Theinsde of the palace was as calm and peaceful asthe outside, with mae servantsin black trousers
and red tunics hurrying past on errands. Female servants wore black skirts and red tunics, and oddly
enough many of the skirtsin sight were shorter than what was considered proper. It was possible to see
the ankles of the girls wearing those skirts, and faintly shocked surprise turned into musing consideration
for Elissa. Shorter skirts would make going up and down stairs much easier, abenefit Elissahad
enjoyed while wearing breeches. Who would have expected to find an intelligent innovation here, in
backward, savage Arvin?

"If you'll step thisway, Y our Mgesty, I'll show you to your apartment,” Listan said, gesturing toward a
wide set of stairsnot very far away. "I'll dso have your trunks brought up, o you can have accessto any
of your possessons you might want.”

Elissawasn't particularly interested in having her trunks brought up, but rather than say so she smply
followed Listan up the stairs. The only thing of interest to her right now was finding the man behind the
assassns and then being able to go home, but that very pleasant end result was hardly likely to be
immediately possible. She would have to be patient, but patience had never cometo her very easily?

The apartment Listan showed her to was large and very beautifully furnished. In the mood Elissawasin
she would have been happier with squaor or at the very least stark unloveiness. A moment after they
entered the Sitting room three servants gppeared, one of them pushing a cart loaded down with food.
Listan had them leave the cart near anicely set round table, and then he dismissed them.

"| think that His Majesty will be taking lunch with King Almis, but I'm not certain,” Listan said oncethe
servantswere gone. "I'll go and find out for sure, but since you must be hungry | know my king would not
want you to wait even if he meansto join you. I'll return as soon as | know what hisplansare.”

Listan gave her abow beforeleaving, but Elissia did nothing to acknowledge the courtesy. She might be
looking forward to the end of that laughable marriage sheld been dragged into, but that didn't mean she
enjoyed having her savage of ahusband going off without telling her what he was doing. It made her fed
like an unimportant piece of furniture, and she'd never let peopletreat her that way. Now she had to put
up with it from asavage, but happily not for much longer.

Elissafet asmal amount of hunger, but instead of going to the food she went to the room'sterrace
doors and through them to the bal cony. Below the ba cony was abeautifully laid out garden, ariot of



colorsthat seemed to go redly well with the calm gray, light blue, and light green of the Sitting room
behind her. The air was dso sweet and warm, so Elissa stood looking at the garden as she lost herself in
dark thoughts of how this piece of Arvin ought to look.

Hearing someone entering the sitting room brought Elissia back to where she stood. Turning showed her
that it was Listan who had come in, probably with the word he'd promised to bring.

"Y our Mgesty, the servants have your possessions,” Listan said as soon as he'd stepped out onto the
terrace, gesturing behind himself. Insde pairs of men could be seen, struggling to carry the obvioudy
heavy trunks. "I've told them to put the thingsin the main bedchamber, but if you'd prefer to have them
somewhere dseI'll countermand the order.”

"The main bedchamber will befine," Elissasaid, not redly caring oneway or the other. "So what have
you found out about the plans of your king?"

"My king is definitely lunching with hisfather,” Listan answered, obvioudy dismissing the subject of her
trunks. "As| understand it, they mean to discuss which of my king's followers might be behind the attack
so they prefer to have you sawhere. If their opinions give you afdseimpression of the men involved,
you might be mided when it comestime to decide which of the kingsredly isquilty. If the miscreant isnt
discovered sooner by another means, | believe my king meansto havedl of his subject kingsintroduced
toyou."

"And then I'll be able to form my own opinions without someone e se's prejudice getting in the way,”
Elissamurmured, more impressed than she cared to admit. "All right, the reason for excluding meisa
good one so | won't mention it again. Isthere anything ese?'

"Only onething, Your Mgesty, and that'safavor I'd liketo ask," Listan came back without hesitation.
"Would you mind if | joined you for lunch? Oncel go back to the men there will be athousand things
people will want meto take care of, and I'll be lucky if | get to eat before sundown. If | joinyou inthe
med before | leave, | won't pass out from hunger in the middle of al those jobs.”

"But if you pass out from hunger, you just might wake up to find that someone ese hastaken care of all
thosejobs," Elissacouldn't keep from suggesting with astraight face. "Wouldn't that end be worth alittle

hunger?'

" Speaking from experience, Y our Mgesty, I'd wake up to find that the job load had doubled,” Listan
answered dryly, clearly aware of the fact that he was being teased. "It pains me to say it, but once we're
home you're likely to find out exactly what | mean. The tasks my king meansto set your hand to arentt
onesthat can be done by others, otherwise others would aready be doing them. Shall we go to table
now?'

Elissalet Listan urge her back insde and over to the table, where he seated her before taking achair of
his own. The men who had carried in the trunks were already gone, so it was only the two of themin the
gpartment. The urge to ask Listan exactly what those jobs he'd mentioned would be was strong, but
Elissaforced the words to stay ungpoken. It wasn't asif she would be doing anything in Arvin for long,
after dl, so why waste time thinking about them?

Listan took covered dishes from the cart, removed the covers, then offered them one at atimeto Elissa
She hesitated very briefly before taking the first, then decided not to make afuss. If sherefused to eat
then Listan would probably go hungry as well, and he/d pester her nonstop to change her mind. Better to
take afew tastes of the food and avoid a scene?

The various disheswere redlly tasty, much better than theinn food they'd been eating, and Elissafound



hersdlf swallowing more than sheld intended. Well, she did have to keep up her strength until the man
behind the ns had been discovered, so eating the meal couldn't be considered a setback to her
plans.

"Thank you, Y our Mgesty, that wasredly good,” Listan said when hefindly pushed his plate awvay.
"One more cup of teaand then I'll be on my way."

"Listan, what do your men who aren't right next to us eat when wetravel?' Elissa asked, something shed
been wondering about. "It would take forever for the innsto feed five hundred men, wouldn't it?'

"It certainly would, so they don't egt at theinns," Listan answered with a chuckle as he poured the last
cup of teaheld mentioned. "Each man carries a supply of dried meat and vegetables, and theinns
capable of doing it are paid to bake as much extra bread as they can. Some of the men dso hunt while
they're on the move, so there's usudly fresh venison or sometimes pork available for dinner. We dso
change around the twenty-man escort twice aday, so if we're out long enough al of the men get achance
at aninnmeal and ared bed."

Elissanodded her thanksfor the information, surprised a asmall revelaion that had come. Men might
bein charge of her world, but that was only some men. The rest weren't even in charge of their own lives,
not if they were fighters employed by one of the high ones. No one, no man would expect awoman to
live like awagonless nomad, but for other men to live that way was considered nothing unusua. Maybe
some day it would be possible for women and men who weren't in high positionsto step forward
together to demand their rights?

"Itstimefor meto leave, Y our Mgesty," Listan said as he stood, drawing Elissia out of her thoughts.
"Thank you again for letting me share your med."

"I should have made you stand there and watch me eat instead of |etting you join me," Elissasaid,
remembering how sheredlly felt about Listan. "Next time| just might do thet - if | haven't thought of a
better way to show you how | fed about people who don't mind making me angry.”

"I'm willing to apologize as often as you like about that incident, Y our Mgesty,” Listan said with abow -
that probably hid hisamusement. "I assureyou that I'll never do the same again, and now | redly must
leave”

The man turned and hurried out of the gpartment, obvioudy getting out while the getting was good. Listan
had "assured" her that he would never drug her food again, but if he really meant to keep to the assurance
he would have given hisword instead of offering empty, meaningless gestures. Listan would need
something to teach him not to consider her someone to mess around with, but so far she hadn't been able
to think of a decent punishment.

With her cup still mostly full of tea, Elissastayed at the table and thought about what it might be possible
to do to teach Listan to mind his own business. An unnoticed amount of time passed, during which time
shedtill couldn't think of anything redly effective or fitting, and then aservant knocked and entered the
room.

"Excuse me, maam, but | wastold to clean up the remnants of lunch from the High Queen's apartment,”
the man said in a hesitant way as he dowly moved closer after closing the door again. "Y ou arethe High
Queen, aren't you?'

"l suppose so," Elissiaagreed. She expected the red-shirted servant to look confused over the oddness
of her answer, but the man just smiled and nodded and then turned to the cart. Instead of clearing the
table he began to do something with the extra teacup and pitcher of teastill standing on the cart, an action



that made Elissaimmediately suspicious. Sheld grown up surrounded by servants, and none of them had
acted the way thisone did. That could mean? It might be agood ideato prepare for the worst even if it
never came?

The night before, Elissahad used strips cut from the bed sheet to fashion amakeshift sheathe for the
dagger sheldd used to kill the assassin. This morning, after theinn girl had helped her dress and then had
left, sheld tied the sheathe and dagger to her right leg, arranging the dagger hilt down and held in place
with asmpledip knat.

Now Elissaraised her leg and gown skirt without bending, pretending that nothing was wrong as she
opened the dip knot with asingle pull and took the dagger hilt into her hand. Putting her leg down again
and letting her gown skirt fall back in place made it possible for Elissato hide the presence of the dagger
inafold of the skirt. If the servant was area servant, sheld let him clear up the messwithout trouble. If
hewasn't area servant?

"Ah, hereweare, Your Mgesty," the man said as he suddenly turned away from the cart withacupin
his hand. "A nicefresh cup of teafor you. All you haveto do isdrink it, and then I'll be ableto leave.”

"| dready have acup of tea," Elissapointed out in as calm avoice as she could manage. "Since | don't
need another yet, you can just finish cleaning up and go now."

"I'm afraid I'll havetoinsst, Your Mgesty,” the man said, stopping only a couple of steps away from
where she sat, hisexpression not in the least servant-like. "My ? employer would be very unhappy with
meif | didn't watch you drink thisteawith my own eyes. It'sakindness you would do well not to argue
with, girl. Teketheteaand drink it."

"Y our employer," Elissarepeated, not nearly as calm as she was pretending to be. "Y ou're not talking
about King Almis, | know, so how about telling me hisactua name."

"I think not," the man answered, an odd smileturning hislips. "And if you're waiting for members of the
High King's guard to rush in here and save you, I'm afraid it won't be happening. Only King Almiss
guards are on the floor, and they're too far away to hear you even if you scream. | admire your attitude of
bravery, but if you don't drink theteal'll have to use less pleasant meansto end you. Y ou're very muchin
the way now, and that can't be alowed to continue.”

"I'm afraid you'll just haveto put up with the inconvenience,” Elissiareturned, her heart beginning to
thump instead of best. "1'm not going to drink that tea or anything else you may have, so you'd better run
for your liferight now."

"I'm sorry you fed that way," the man said with asigh as he put the teacup down on the table and gave
her full atention again. "I'll try to get thisdone asfast as possible, but it won't be as pleasant as Smply
fdling adeep. Don't forget that whatever pain and anguish you experience is your own fault.”

And then he raised his hands as he came toward her, obvioudy intending to use strangulation instead of
poison to end her. Elissiatried to ignore her pounding heart as she braced hersdlf, asilent prayer
occupying most of her thoughts.

Please don't et me hesitate with the dagger, she whispered inside her head. Please let me strike at once -
and hitwhat I'm aiming &. If | don't?

Asinexperienced as she was with edged weapons, if she missed it would certainly bethe end of her?
Chapter 9



Elissawatched the assassin move closer to her, her figt tight around the hidden dagger hilt, her heart
thudding loud enough to be heard on the other side of the palace. She had to wait until the man actudly
put his hands around her throat, otherwise she ran therisk of hisjumping back before she could use the
dagger on him. But she couldn't wait too long, or the man might break her neck instead of strangling her,
and then -

All the clamoring of possihilities her head rang with suddenly stopped when the assassin reached her and
began to take her throat in his big hands. Just as he touched her she brought the dagger out from behind
thefold of her gown skirt and thrust it with dl her strength into the middle of his somach and then cut
upward. Mogt of the dagger didn't move but the point did, and the assassin's mouth opened to let out
blood instead of words. The man looked terribly shocked, and then al expression disappeared from his
face ashe amply fell to thefloor infront of her.

Elissasat shaking and staring down at the body for an unknowable amount of time, her hand il tightly
wrapped around the dagger hilt, afaint dizziness threatening to turn al of her weightless. Oncethe
dizziness faded, though, she was able to start pulling herself together - and notice that her gown was
covered in blood. A good thing the traveling outfit wasn't hers, then?

"All right, now you have to decide what to do next," she muttered as she stood up, feeling less shaky by
the minute. "Y ou definitely haveto cal someone, but you want to make sure that it isn't the wrong
SOMeone you use as amessenger. The next time you won't have surprise on your Sde? "

There were supposed to be palace guards on the floor, and calling them might be the best idea. Elissa
considered that as she moved dowly toward the hall door, hoping the background of guards would be
looked into more closdly than that of servants. The man sheld killed hadn't Smply been paid to attack
her, s0 -

Before she could reach the door it opened suddenly, and the savage strode into the room. He seemed
the least bit preoccupied, but as soon as he got alook at her he turned downright pale.

"Seea, what happened?' he dmost screamed as he rushed over to her, thelook in hiseyeswild. "How
badly are you hurt? Who - 7'

"Theblood isn't mine" Elissaanswered, struggling to sound calm as the savage's big hands came gently
to her ams. "That man back there? Hewasn't aservant he was an assassin, but he didn't know | had
thisdagger? "

Elissahdd up the dagger to show what she was talking about, and oddly enough its blade was also
covered in blood. Obvioudy she'd haveto clean it before she put it back into its sheathe?

"Thank al the gods you did have that dagger,” the savage said as he held her to him, paying no attention
to dl theblood. "Come over here and sit down while | get afew things taken care of."

Hewalked her to achair and made her st iniit, then strode back to the hall door. Instead of going out,
though, he bellowed for the guards, then gave alarge number of orders when the men ran up. After the
guards hurried away again he came back to the chair Elissa sat in, then perched onitsarm to hold Elissa
close.

By the time people began to arrive, Elissiahad redlized that sheld been in shock. Her hand ached from
the death grip sheld had on the dagger for so long, and her ssomach was beginning to protest the
presence of blood dl over her. And sheld been leaning againgt the savage and soaking up the feding of
hisarm around her, just as though hereally cared about her. HEd been upset when he thought she'd been
hurt in hisfather's house, but other than that?



"Derand, what's happened?’ King Almis demanded as he strode into the room only astep ahead of
Listan and agroup of the savage'sfighters. "Has your lady been hurt?!

"Happily, she was the one who did the hurting,” the savage answered, atouch of satisfaction coloring his
words. "One of your servantstried to kill her."

"One of my servants?' Almis echoed, now looking shocked. "Most of my people have been with mefor
years. Let metakealook a him? "

The savage'sfather stalked over to where the body lay and stared down for a moment, then he turned
back to them.

"I'm glad - and disturbed - to say that | don't recognize thisman," Almis said as he moved closer to
where Elissasat. "Just how certain isyour lady that the man redlly meant to harm her?

"He wanted meto drink the 'fresh tea he'd prepared, and when | refused he settled on strangulation,”
Elissaanswered before the savage could spesk. "Hetold me | was'in the way," and therefore had to be
removed. My guesswould bethat | wasn't the victim he originally came here to take care of. Since he
hadn't reached that original victim yet, his employer was able to take advantage of his presence and send
him after me. He refused to say who his employer was even when he thought | would take the
knowledge into deeth with me."

"Y ou actualy asked him who heworked for, Elissa?' Almis sad with sudden amusement as helooked
down at her. "Even when you knew he meant to kill you? My dear girl, you've surpassed even my high
expectations concerning your gbilities”

"Just asking doesn't win you any prizes," Elissaanswered, knowing that she sounded sour. "If 1'd asked
in theright way he might have told me what | wanted to know. Asitis? Asitisl'veruined aperfectly
good traveling outfit for nothing. Would you gentlemen care to excuse me while | change into something
less? colorful.”

"Yes, of course you need to bathe and change,” the savage said at once, sounding annoyed with himself.
"Listan, get that body moved out of here and then have some servantsin to clean up. And it might bea
good ideato move my wife to another gpartment entirely. I'll ring for maids, and then well wait here until
they arrive”

"l - would prefer aminute to mysdf until the maids arrive,” Elissasaid just as quickly, actualy needing
that minute rather badly. "And there's no need to move to another gpartment. This wasn't the gpartment's
fault, just thefault of the man who cameintoit.”

" think giving your wifeaminuteto hersdlf isavery good ides," King Almissaid just as his son looked
about to disagree. "Well be right outside the door, after all, and I'd like to speak to you for amoment
about extra security measures.”

"All right, Father, well do it your way," the savage said after amoment of what looked like inner
argument. "But I'll want only maids you recognize dlowed in here. And we need to know when that
nwas hired for your household staff -

and if anyonewas hired with him or a dmost the sametime.”

"I'll take care of that part of it mysdf,” Almissaid, urging his son out after the fighters carrying the body.
Listan was directing the fighters, and a moment later the door was closed behind al of them.

Elissafought down ashudder as she rose unsteadily from the chair and hurried over to the table shed



eaten at. She would have very much enjoyed asking for another apartment, but being elsawhere would
have ruined her plans. Later she would need to be in this gpartment, to complete what she only now
started.

The cup of teathe assassin had poisoned gtill sat on the table where held Ieft it, so Elissatook it, saucer
and dl, and quickly hid it under acouch agood number of feet away from the center of the mess. When
the servants camein to clean she didn't want them to find the cup and its contents, not when she hoped to
get acouple of viasfrom her possessions and fill them with the tea. When the time came, she would put
her trophy to excdlent use?

Elissawas back in her chair and trying to clean the dagger when the maids were admitted behind the
savage. He led them forward, stopping afew feet away from where Elissasat asthe girlshurried
forward.

"I'd like to take that dagger and clean it properly for you," the savage said, hiswords even but an odd
look appearing in hiseyes. "Y ou can be very certain that I'll get it back to you as soon as you've had
your bath and arein clean clothes. After that, | expect that weapon to be with you at al times. And my
father assures me that these girls were born here in the pa ace, so theré's no question about their loydty."

"Yes, | could use some help with this dagger, so thank you," Elissasaid as she stood to hand over the
wesgpon. "'l won't be long bathing and changing.”

"Take aslong asyou want to," the savage said, al but caressing the weapon he now held. "My men and |
will beright out herewaiting."

Elissanodded and then let the girls show her to the main bedchamber, the place her trunks had been put.
Theroom was enormous, eesly ableto hold dl thetrunksaswell asitsusud furniture, and its bathing
chamber was through a door to the left. Two of the four girls had gone ahead to get the bath water
darted into the very large tub, and when the other two led Elissainto the room they began to help her
out of the bloody clothing.

It was abit somach-turning to find that the blood had soaked down to Elissias camisole and
underdrawers aswell asto her skin, and even more of her body was smeared in the process of getting
out of the clothing. By then the tub was haf full with four fish figures pouring water intoit, 0 Elissa
climbed into the water and immediately began to wash. It would have been nice to soak for awhile, but
that would have to wait until she could do it in water that wasn't mostly red.

It didn't take long to get her body and hair clean, and when she climbed out there were towels waiting to
wrap around and dry that body and hair. Once the water was gone from her body she exchanged that
towel for awrap one of the girls held, awrap she recognized as one of her own. That let her go
comfortably back into the bedchamber to look through the trunks herself, where she picked out what she
wanted to wear.

The day gown she chose was white with tiny flowers embroidered al over, one of her favorites, dong
with the matching dippers. Sheld amost chosen one of her pants outfits instead, but hiding a dagger
under breeches would be harder than using askirt. And right now having that dagger was more important
than being comfortable, so wearing the breeches would have to wait.

Two of the girls had cleaned up the bathing chamber while the other two helped her dress before doing
her hair, and then al four went back out into the sitting room with her. The savage was there with his
father, and once thefour girls curtsed and left, King Almis gestured to Elissa

"Comeand St over herewith us, my dear," Almissaid, indicating the small ring of chairshe and hisson



were partialy occupying. "There's something wed like to discuss with you.”

Both of the men, now on their feet, were obvioudy waiting for her, so Elissawalked over and joined
them.

"I'm glad to say you look better than you did a short while ago,” Almis said with asmile that disappeared
rather quickly. "Y our husband has a plan to find this miscreant who keeps sending assassins, but very
frankly | don't approve of what he wantsto do. I'm sure that once you hear the plan you'll agree with me,
w - n

"Father, please," the savage interrupted. They weredl till on their feet, and the savage looked unhappy
but determined. "1'd like to have afew minutes done with my wife, and then you can put forward your
opinion of my plan. Thetimewon't belong.”

The savage's words were polite enough, but it was perfectly clear to Elissathat he spoke an order rather
than arequest. The same was obvioudy just as clear to hisfather; Almis hesitated a moment, and then he
nodded.

"All right, Derand, I'll leave you two aonefor ashort while" he said. "But don't think | intend to change
my opinion - or will hesitate to speak it. I'll be right outside the door, so call me after you've had your ?
tak."

With that the savage's father |eft the room, and once the door had closed behind him the savage gestured
to the chair behind Elissa

"Please gt down,” the savage said in that calm and distant way he'd spoken to her thismorning. "I'm no
happier about the plan I've come up with than my father is, but you're more than entitled to be a part of
solving this problem. And before | forget, here's your dagger.”

He pulled a sheathed dagger out from behind him, where it had most probably been stuck down into the
back of his swordbelt. The sheath had |eather ties that would do a better job than strips of a bedshest,
and aloop of leather around one side of the finger guard would keep the dagger from falling out of the
shesth by accident. Deliberately freeing the dagger would be no more involved than flicking the loop out
of the way, which made the whole arrangement perfectly fine.

"Thank you," Elissasaid as she took the dagger before stting and raisng her gown skirt. It was the work
of only amoment to tie the sheath in place, and then she was able to smooth her skirt down again and
look toward the savage. "What plan do you have that everyone is so unhappy about?"

"It came to me that the best way to gather my subject kings without arousing suspicion in the guilty one
would betoinvitethemdl toa? happy occason.” The distancein the savage's voice was still very much
there, asthough he discussed the doings of strangers. "No one knows yet that |'ve agreed to free you to
go wherever you please, o if we pretend that well be having a second wedding ceremony well be able
to mingle with our 'guests for the days of celebration before the ceremony. Working together we ought
to be able to find the one who likes to send out ns."

"That sounds reasonable,” Elissasaid, ignoring histone. "Why would your father didike what soundslike
afairly good idea?'

"My father thinksthat the situation is much too dangerousfor you to beinvolved in,” the savage answered
with agesture of dismissd. "He wants meto forbid you to get any more deeply involved than you aready
are, and if | refuse to be what he consdersintelligent, he's ready to do the forbidding in my place. He
refuses to understand that you're aready involved, so trying to keep you out of the search would hurt us



more than help anyone. But | have adifferent problem with the plan, and if you fed that you can't go
adong with dl aspectsof it then I'll have to think of something el se that doesn't include you.”

"What can there be about the plan that | won't want to go along with?' Elissa asked, instantly suspicious.
"Aslong asyou don't expect meto actudly go through with that second ceremony | can't see anything to
object to."

"No, | don't expect you to go through with a second ceremony that will haveto be put aside,” the savage
said with asmall shake of hishead. "What we will have to do, though, is pretend that we're degply in love
so well have agood reason for wanting a second ceremony. | need you to understand that | will only be
pretending, no matter how sincere | happen to look, so there won't be any misunderstandings. Y oull
have to do the same, and well aso have to deep in the same bed and share sex. Servants always know
about these things, and if any others here or in my own palace are in the pay of the enemy? Wdll, wed
be wasting our time pretending.”

Elissa sat and thought about what the savage had said, and at first she hated the idea of pretending to be
inlove. Thetime seemed destined to beterribly painful, but then it occurred to her that the pain usudly
came from being in doubt. Unlike the time with him until now, shewould not haveto wasteasingle
moment agonizing over the question of whether or not hereally loved her. She would know he didn't, so
the only pain involved would be from disgppointment. That particular pain dready had to be lived with,
which meant that nothing new would be added.

But there was a so the matter of deeping with him, athough she couldn't argue the fact that the servants
would know about dmaost everything going on between them. Elissadtirred just alittlein her chair at the
thought of sharing her body with the savage, hating to admit even to hersdlf that she very much wanted
the savage's body. Sheld gotten to the point of wanting him amost every time she saw him, and when she
stopped to think about it she redlized there was no reason not to indulge the desire. After dl, it would
only befor ashort whilelonger?

"Aslong aswe're both clear on the fact that were only pretending, wheresthe harm?' Elissafinaly sad
as shelooked at the savage again. "1'd be willing to pretend to some worse thingsin order to befreeto
go where| please again, and that's the object of thisgame. Isyour father likely to be a problem when he
discovers| won't let him 'forbid' meto do things?'

"If he getstoo persstent, just remind him that you're his sovereign,” the savage said with an odd smile of
satisfaction. "Every now and then that'swhat | have to do, and he can't very well deny it. Well sart the
game as soon as he's back in here, and make sure you don't mention or show that dagger. He thought it
wasn't 'ladylike for awoman to have aweapon, and wanted me to surround you with my fighters
instead."

The savage shook his head as he rose to go to the door, seeing nothing of Elissia's smile of amusement.
The savage knew well enough that she wasn't worried about the way other people defined the word
"ladylike," and he obvioudy agreed with her. And since they were playing agame, Elissaintended to
relax and enjoy it. Sheld probably never have another chance at some fun, so there was every reason to
indulge the opportunity ?

Derand felt dmost lightheaded with relief as he went to the door to call hisfather back into the room. His
ingtincts had been right about the way Seea saw things, and aslong as she thought he was only
pretending to love her sheld have no trouble accepting whatever he said and did. Belief was her problem,
belief in other people, and now she didn't have to agonize over whether or not to believe.

Opening the door showed Derand that hisfather wasin the midst of a desultory conversation with Listan,



who had brought a squad of the fighters to guard Seea and the apartment. Derand's father turned at the
sound of the door opening, so Derand nodded once before asking his father to join them again. His father
smiled with brief amusement, then put on an expression that was obvioudy ready to be stern and
parentd. It had been hisideathat Seeaought to be "forbidden” to go aong with the plan, an attitude that
was dmost guaranteed to make her do just the opposite, and Derand's father was obvioudy pleased that
hisidea had worked. Now held have the fun of playing stern while Seeaiignored him.

"Now it'smy turn,” King Almis announced as soon as he and Derand were back near the chairs. "I'd like
afew private words with your lady, Derand, so please wait outside for short while."

"Asyou like, Father," Derand agreed mildly, then turned to Seea. "I'll beright outside, love, and when |
come back I'll want to hold you awhile. I came much too closeto losing you, and | need to be reassured
that youredtill dl right.”

He leaned down to touch her lipswith his, and then he turned and | eft the room. It wasridiculousthat the
only way he could hold and make love to hiswoman wasto claim that he didn't love her, but if that's
what it took then that's what he'd do. Judging the needs of other people wasfoolish; if you loved that
other person you

gave her what she needed without making any judgments.
"How isit going, my king?" Listan asked once hewas out in the hdl. "Isyour queenredly dl right?"

"She seemsto be," Derand answered softly as he looked around. "And so far the planisaso al right. |
now have areason to be with her most of the time aswell asto be worried and concerned. If I'd had to
be aoof and uncaring for much longer | probably would have turned violent.”

"| assigned some of the men to help your father's fighters check into the background of the staff,” Listan
sad after voicing asigh. "Therésnothing | can say to excuse my lapse in judgment, my king. Once weve
returned home I'll understand perfectly when you replace me with someone you can rely on. If the queen
had been killed the fault would have been no one's but mine.”

"Comeon, Listan, give me abreak!" Derand protested, instantly aware of how careful he had to be.
"Don't | have enough problems right now without you adding to them? | know you're upset about Seedls
amost being killed, but the attack had nothing to do with your reliability. Even if her gpartment had been
guarded, would the door guards have refused to dlow entrance to a servant who'd cometo clean up?
And the man had been working as a servant for awhile, so even checking on hisidentity wouldn't have
done any good. Whoever isresponsiblefor thismess, it certainly isn't you.”

It was clear to Derand that Listan wanted to argue what hisking had said, guilt having made the man
certain he wasto blame. But the common-sense points Derand had made worked to cam the guilt the
way little esewould have. If Derand had been gentle and understanding with Listan the man would have
felt even guiltier; acting tired and beset had been a much better idea.

"Wel, from now on no one will enter that gpartment without being accompanied by my fighters” Listan
grudged after amoment, till not looking terribly happy. "The men will stand between the servants and
your queen, and if anyone tries anything e se they won' live long enough to regret their foolhardiness.”

"If someone else makes atry, do your best to capture the man rather than kill him," Derand said, back to
gpeaking softly. "I need information more than | need another dead body, and the dime can dways be
put to desth later. Make sure the men understand that if they have to choose between killing the attacker
and letting him get away then they can kill him, but other than that | want them to try to take aprisoner.”



Listan bowed his agreement and went off to pass the word aong to their men, so Derand had nothing
more to do than wait. The wait lasted longer than he thought it would, but finally the door opened and his
father gestured to him.

"Your lady isjust as stubborn asyou are,”" King Almis complained when Derand walked into the Sitting
room again. " Sherefusesto listen to reason, and I'm tired of wasting my breath. I'm going to leave you
two mulesto be stubborn with each other, and well seeyou later at dinner.”

Derand'sfather gave him awink before stalking out of the apartment, at the same time giving Derand the
job of needing to keep hisface sraight. Hisfather was a great lover of intrigue, and aslong as only the
would-be n was dead the king would relish every part of Derand's plan.

Therest of the day went by very pleasantly for Derand. He ordered in fresh teafor himself and Seeg, and
then he kept hisword and sat with her on a couch with hisarms around her. For her part Seeamade no
effort to hold hersdf away from him especialy when servants entered, and that made things even better.

When the same four girls camein to help Seeadressfor dinner, Derand was able to go to hisown
gpartment and do the same. When he was dressed he |eft orders for hisfew possessions and small
amount of clothing to be moved to Seed's gpartment while they were at dinner, and then he went back to
wait for hiswife to be ready. She came out wearing a breathtaking gown of slver lace with matching
dippers, and her smile of amusement at his expression looked redl.

"You're very good at this pretending business,” she murmured as she took hisarm, ignoring the chattering
of the girlsasthe four |eft the apartment. "I'll try to be just as good, of course, but | probably won't be
ableto match your performance.”

"You'redoing just fine" he assured her in amatching murmur, showing his own amusement but for a
different reason. His " pretense” would probably be flawless, but not because he was that good t it.
Actudly feding what you're pretending about makes dl the difference.

Derand's parents, King Almis and Queen Rildin, waited for them in the private dining room Derand had
shared with hisfather earlier a lunch. The room was a o filled with servants now, and Derand's mother
came forward immediately to greet them.

"Derand, how lovely to see you again, my darling,” the queen said with alaugh as

she hugged her son before turning to Seea. "And Elissaisfindly with you. | haven't seenyouin afew
years, Elissa, and | must say that you've grown into aredly beautiful woman. Welcometo our family, my
Oear."

Seea accepted the hug she was a so given without drawing back, and then she let hersdlf be walked
away while the queen began to give her "advice' about married life. The advice was actudly aligting of
the failures of men and how women could overcome those failures, and in no time Seeawas laughing
aoud and apparently redly enjoying hersdf.

"I knew your mother would cooperate with the plan,” Derand's father murmured after joining Derand
where he stood. "Sheredly doeslikethe girl, so shell do her best to make Elissiafed as comfortable
here as she does at home. At her former home. Y ou'll be leaving in the morning to take her to her new
home?*

"Firg thing," Derand confirmed with anod. "And if things continue to go aswell asthey've been going,
I'm going to owe mgjor thanks to the gods. Have you found out anything about that n?'



"Only that he was friendly and pleasant to everyone but closeto no one," Almisanswered, losing his
satisfied expression. "And he had 'friends visit him on aregular basis, people who were strangersto
those who saw them. | think the man was sent here to bein aposition to strike when the word came,
which would mean that there's more of aplot afoot than we can see right now. I've sent ridersto aert
your brothers, so from now on well al be very aware of the people around us."

"And assoon as| get home I'll set the rest of our plan in motion," Derand said, watching Seealaugh as
shejoined hismother in defaming men. "With any luck well know who the miscreant is before the month
isout.”

Derand's father made a sound of pleased agreement, but Derand barely noticed. Once the threat was
over Seeawould expect to be alowed to leave him, but that wasn't going to happen. Before then he
would find some way to make her know that hislove wasred, that he wanted her to stay with him for the
rest of their lives. Hewould find away to do that, he would!

Almis, one of the kings of the newly federated kingdoms of Alvin, watched hiswife Rildin walk toward
him where he sat relaxing in their bedchamber. It had taken her girlslonger to get her ready for bed than
it had taken hisown vaets, so he sat comfortably in hisfavorite wrap and spped wine while he waited.
And enjoyed the sght of hiswifewalking toward him dressed in nothing but filmy clouds of the pink night
outfit shed put on. Rildin was till avery beautiful woman, and even &fter al the children shed given him
her body still had the power to make him ? rise to the occasion.

"Sheredly isalovdy girl, Almis" Rildin said with asigh as she stopped not far from where her husband
sat. "Areyou certain she wants to leave Derand? He paid her constant attention during dinner, and she
accepted that attention likeawoman in love."

"They've agreed to 'pretend,’ Rildin," Almis answered with asigh. "For the sake of our counterplot
againg the unknown enemy, they're both going to pretend to be deeply in love. I'll admit | wondered if
Derand hadn't gone ? strange when he told me what he intended to do, but after seeing how much more
relaxed and happy Elissawas tonight than this afternoon?  She's no longer worried about whether or not
Derand loves her because she knows for afact that he doesn't.”

"That poor girl!" Rildin exclaimed as she hurried to Almiss|ap so that he might hold her tight. "1 shudder
to think what life has been like for her that she's happier when she believes sheisn't loved. And sheisn't
al that happy ether. Y ou men didn't seem to notice that she ate less of the medl than she should have."

"Just because we didn't say anything out loud doesn't mean we didn't notice,” Almis corrected as he
stroked her beautiful black hair. "I know for afact that Derand noticed, but he's made so many mistakes
with her |ately that he would have been afool to say anything. Elissia hasto be accepted on her own
terms, otherwise Derand will lose her.”

"l don't even want to think about that," Rildin said, raising her head to show dark eyesfilled with
anticipated pain. "l've never seen Derand look at awoman theway helooks at Elissa, and if heloses her
it will destroy him. Isn't there anything more we can do to help?’

"From now on it'sup to them," Almisreplied, privately wishing there was another answer to be found.
"They're both adults, so they have to be left alone to work out their own lives. And now that that's
settled, we can talk about you.”

"What about me?" Rildin said after avery short hesitation, obvioudy letting hersef be distracted. "I'm
doing fine, thank you very much.”

"Not fromwherel st," Almisreturned, letting her see ascowl. "Did you think | missed hearing what you



sad to Elissaabout men? Or did you smply think 1'd accept your insults without a murmur?!

"l wasn't being insulting, | wasteling the truth,” Rildin countered, agleam of devilment now in her
beautiful dark eyes. " All men need awoman to guide them in the proper direction, the more important the
man, the more he needs the guidance. The ones who stay unmarried are beyond help, of course, but
those who are smart enough to choose women like Elissiaand me show a definite spark of hope.”

"And you don't seethat remark asinsulting,” Almissaid withasigh. "It'sredly unfortunate that you
haven't yet learned your lesson, because now I'll haveto teach it to you again.”

"If you think you can make me back down from my bedliefsthen it's you who hasn't learned the lesson,”
Rildin said with asmirk of arrogance. "Y ou won't make me sorry no matter what you do."

"Let'sseeif that'strue," Almissaid as heturned her face down over hislap. "I've been fairly gentle with
you until now, but I won't repegt the mistake. Thistime you're going to learn to be agood girl with no
two ways about it."

"That's easy enough to say," Rildin countered with alaugh as he raised the skirts of her pink deep ouitfit.
"Harder is actudly accomplishing what you intend, and | serioudy doubt if you'll be any more successful
thistime than you've - Oh! What are you doing?"

"I'm making use of astory | heard only just recently,” Almis answered as he kept her from reaching the
gtring of the bead he'd put in her bottom. Derand had afairly large supply of the things, so he shouldn't
miss the one Almis had taken. ™Y ou may take a brisk spanking better than most, my sweet, but this
addition ought to make thetime more ? interesting for you."

"No, Almis, don't you dare!" she protested desperately as he kept her from escaping hishold. "You
haven't used something like that Snce we werefirst married, and even then you didn't spank me at the
same - Oh! Ow! No, stop it! Stop!"

"Why would you want meto stop?' Almis asked calmly as his hand whacked that beautiful bottom again
and again. "You sad | wasn't very effective at teaching you agood lesson, so what are you complaining
about?'

Rildin was s0 busy squirming and howling that she couldn't seem to put together lucid answersto his
questions. Every time his hand came down on her bottom with a satisfying "smack!" she kicked and
writhed, her reactions more ? abandoned than they'd been in quite sometime. Shereally was good at
taking a hard spanking without losing her self-possession, so it was more than time that her complacency
was rattled.

Almiss hand had turned hiswifée's bottom a bright red before shefindly gaveit up. Sheinterrupted her
own yelling in an obvioudy desperate attempt to speak.

"All right, you win!" she gasped out, squirming harder with every swet of hishand. "I apologizefor
insulting you and ask to be forgiven! Please, Almis, pleaseforgive me!”

"l don't think I'm fedling very forgiving yet, Rildin," Almis said as he paused in the spanking. "You werea
very bad girl, avery arrogant girl, and both of those things demand punishing. From where | St that
punishment isnt complete yet."

"If - if you take meto bed | can help you with wanting to forgive me,” Rildin tried, still squirming hard. "l
was abad and arrogant girl and | know | have to make up for it, but not with any more spanking. Please,
husband, | just can't take any morel"



"Oh, | think you can take more of the spanking,” Almis disagreed in alighthearted way. "In fact | know
you can take more and I'm prepared to prove the contention, but first we're going to make one small
change. I'm going to let go of your arm, and then I'll continue. If that arm comes up even onceto get in
my way - or if you try to get up before | let you up - I'll go and fetch a switch before | catch you and
gart again. Do you understand me?”

"Yes, husband, | undergtand,” Rildin answered miserably, probably hating hersdf for the chalenge shed
spoken. She a'so seemed to want to say something else, but very wisdly kept the words unspoken.

Almis continued with the spanking for awhile, and athough Rildin wailed and twisted and squirmed she
didn't try to get up and she didn't try to protect her aching seat. After the additiona few minutes Almis
discovered that he was very much in the mood to do something with Rildin that didn't include spanking,
s0 helet her up and immediately took her to bed.

When hiswife responded more passionately and wildly to hislovemaking than she had for years, Almis
dlently thanked his son for the marvelous gift. And, as helay panting beside hiswife, he aso promised
himsdlf that tonight's spanking would have to be repeated very, very soon?

Chapter 10

Elissadtirred on the coach seet, findly pulled out of her thoughts by the approach of sundown. They
would be continuing on a short time past dark, she'd been told, in order to reach the savage's palace
today. The night before they'd camped out rather than use an inn, and no matter how necessary thetime
had been it hadn't dso been pleasant and comfortable. Continuing on would be a better ideathan doing
the same again.

Thetwo days of travel since leaving the savage's father's palace hadn't been easy because of the pace
they were keeping to, but for thefirst day at least the countryside had been nice to look at. Now that
they'd crossed over into what was considered the savage's kingdom the story wasn't the same. Listan
had ridden near the coach earlier in the day, and when Elissia had asked about the countryside held told
her why it looked so ? ruined.

"This kingdom used to belong to the man who was mogt a fault for keeping everyone congtantly at war,"
Listan had said, looking around with lessthan relish. "His farmers were virtual daves, forced to grow their
crops for no other reason than to feed hisfighters. No one spent any time building new things or fixing the
old because the next battle would certainly destroy the new right along with the old. We've been working
to change dl that, but it'sadow process.”

After that Elissawas able to see afew indications that people worked to rebuild some of what had been
destroyed. A barn here, a house there, fields being turned into neat growing areas from the churned-up
battlefields they'd previoudy been. And the closer they got to the savage's city and palace, the better
everything looked.

The savage. Elissaleaned back on the coach seat and closed her eyes, actudly enjoying her memories of
the man for a change. HEd moved into her gpartment in hisfather's palace and he'd shared her bed that
night, but he hadn't tried to touch her. Hislack of interest in using her body had been disappointing, but
sheld finaly redlized that hislack of interest had actualy been for the best.

"I would have had to keep my desire for him hidden, and if the feelings had gotten away from me he
would have seen them." Her whispered words were tinged with great unhappiness, not to mention
frudtration. "Last night we dept gpart because there was no privacy, but tonight will be adifferent sory.
No assassin in the recent past, no lack of privacy? So what can | do?’



Annoyance now touched Elissafor more than one reason. In order for their plan to work she hadn't
been able to refuse to share the savage's bed and hadn't even wanted to refuse. She felt hersdlf entitled to
ashort time of pleasure, but not if that pleasure revealed more of her true fedings than she wanted
known. The poisoned teawas safely put away among her belongings, and would not be discovered even
when her trunks were unpacked. Once the man behind the nswas discovered her future was
assured, but her present was another story entirely ?

Thinking about the problem al day had given Elissaonly oneidea, an ideashe wasn't particularly eager
to use despite the fact that she might have no choice. What sheld thought of would certainly solve the
problem, but -

Elissawas suddenly dragged back to where she sat when the day around them abruptly went from
peaceful early evening to atime of vicious attack. Men shouted curses asthey drovein with swordsin
their fists and hatred on their faces, so large anumber of men that there seemed to be more of them than
of the savage's escort. Fighting broke out immediatdly, vicious and deadly and intense,

Startlement ingtantly turned to fright for Elissia, but she was still able to see something odd just beyond

the fighters on the right side of the coach. Then another force galoped into the melee, the black leather
they woretelling her that they were more of the savage'sfighters. Elissa hadn't redized that their escort
had been split asthey rode through this area that was mostly wooded, but obvioudy it had been.

The new arrivasturned the numbers againgt the attackers, but it wasn't just amatter of numbers. Elissa
saw more than one encounter end quickly with the attacker killed, the attacker no match for the fighter he
attacked. And there was something else odd about the attack which, when combined with the first odd
thing sheld seen, gave Elissaa picture that made her ingdes twist even more than the attack itself had.

Very little time passed before al the attackers were dead or mortally wounded. The defending fighters
glared dl around themsdvesin the late afternoon light to seeif there were any more attackers waiting to
follow the first group down to death, but no others were discovered. When that became perfectly clear,
the savage rode over to Elissias coach and dismounted.

"Areyou dl right?' he asked as he opened the coach door and offered ahand to help her down. "None
of them reached you, did they?'

"None of them was meant to reach me," Elissaanswered as she got out of the coach. It felt good to
gtand for awhile after dl those hours of traveling, but the chance to stretch would have been more
enjoyable with adifferent reason behind the stop.

"What does that mean?' the savage asked at once, interest rather than annoyance clear in the question.
"You think that | wasthe only target thistime?'

"Actudly, | think this attack was only adiverson,” Elissasaid, trying not to look &t al the bodieslyingin
their own blood. "Just asthe attack started, | saw two men on horseback turn together and ride away
into the woods. It was asif their sending the attackers at ustook care of what they were supposed to do,
and the next item on their agenda was getting away asfast as possible. | think they lied to these men,
telling them that their superior numberswould win the fight for them, mentioning nothing about the fact
that what the attackers saw was only haf your force. The ones| saw fighting weren't very good, and
your fighters probably would have won even if they didn't get help from the rest.”

"Y oureright, asfighters these men were on the pitiful Side,”" the savage said thoughtfully. "They went
down like wheet before a scythe, and the fight was dmost over before the rest of my guard force joined
in. So what was this attack supposed to divert usfrom?”



"That's the question of the hour,” Elissaagreed glumly. "It could be anything from another attack by much
better fightersto asingle person coming over with smiles and a hidden dagger. This attack and the easy
way you stopped it was supposed to put you off your guard, but for what purpose | just don't know."

"My fightersand | probably would be off guard now, even if only unconscioudy," the savage said with a
nod as Listan rode up. "WEell have to do something to change that attitude right away.”

"My king, there don't seem to be any other attackerslurking in thewoods," Listan said as he dismounted.
"If thisisthe best your enemy can manage, we have nothing to fear from him."

"What you just said proves that we do have something to fear,” the savage corrected after exchanging a
glance with Elissa. "My queen has pointed out how

eadly we stopped this attack and how incompetent the attackers were as fighters. | agree with her
opinion that this attack was meant to divert us from amore serious attempt later, so the men need to be
told that they have to be doubly aert from now on. The next attempt, whatever it will be, will probably
comejust about the time we reach my palace. That'swhen | would scheduleit for."

Listan muttered afew words Elissadidn't catch, which told her he was probably curang under his
breath.

"Y ou're absolutdly right, my king," Listan finaly managed to say in alouder voice. "Y ou and the queen
have seen the truth that | never would have, which makesmeanidiot. I'll pass the word to the men
immediatdly.”

"Not anidiot, Listan,” Elissasaid as he turned back to hishorse. "Just anicer, more trusting soul. It's
redlly nothing to be ashamed of "

"Overlooking something that could end my king makesmeanidiot,” Listan disagreed after settling himsdlf
back into his saddle. "Happily, though, he has you to make up for my lacks."

And with that last remark Listan turned his horse and rode away again, leaving Elissawith nothing to
sy.

"Wed better get moving again,” the savage commented as though held hadn't heard Listan. "After dl, we
don't want to be late for the next attack. Let me help you back into the coach.”

Elissalet hersaf be helped back into the coach, and a couple of minutes later they were on the move
again. At firg the coach driver had to circle around clumps of bodies on the road, but then they were
past the area of attack and moving fredly again. The savage rode ahead to the front of the procession, but
was back in afew minutesto rideto the right of the coach. A number of minutes went by in silence, and
then helooked at Elissa

"Would you like to make asmall wager on what the next attack will consst of 7' he asked inamild and
easy way. "'l have gold to bet on the ideathat the enemy will have asmall group of men dressed like my
fightersand will try to reach methat way."

"If I had any gold, I'd bet on the next attack coming from asingle, familiar individua," Elissaanswered,
having considered the question for afew minutes. "Probably not aredly close friend, but someoneyou
know and discount as a threat.

But | don't have any gold, so | can't bet.”

"Y ou don't need the gold to bet,” the savage answered with actua amusement. "If | lose I'll pay in gold,



but if you lose you have to go dong with anything | ask of you for onefull day. Isit abet?"

"Only if yourewilling to use the same coin, so to speak, that I'd be using,” Elissaanswered at once, not
about to be thick enough in the head to agree to histerms as they stood. "If you're that fond of your
theory, back it with something more substantial than gold.”

"Let methink about that," the savage suggested, his continuing amusement clear. "I'm not sure I'm dl that
fond of the theory."

Elissanodded to show that she waswilling to wait while he considered his response, and they rodeonin
slence while Elissathought about a persona oddity she'd noticed. Every time she thought of the savage
as "the savage," asmall twinge tweaked her insdes. Until now she'd had no ideawhy that was, but
suddenly the answer had cometo her dong with amemory.

Sheld oncetold the man that he was her savage, but that was when sheld almost believed that he redlly
loved her. Now she knew better, so every time she thought of him as"the savage’ the pain of what was
lost came to torment her. Which meant it was more than time she started to cal him by name, especidly
in her own thoughts. Public names meant very little, but private ones?

Therest of thetrip disappeared behind dark clouds of trying-not-to-think, which meant that Elissa
suddenly found that they were riding through the gates of acity. The savage's- Derand's - city was called
Holdisond, and the city was supposed to be a bit larger than Ramsond - which was dightly larger than
Elissasfather's Sollerasond. Their entire force had stayed together after the attack, so dl of them rode
through the widely opened gates.

It had grown too dark for Elissiato see dl that much of the city, but what she did see was as disturbing
aswhat she'd seen in Derand's father's city of Meersond. The squalor and backwardness sheld been
expecting were conspicuous by their absence, and if anything Holdisond looked a bit more prosperous
than her father's city. So why, Elissiawondered, had she been so sure that she was being taken to the
end of civilization? She'd haveto think about that question?

They findly reached Derand's paace, where the coach cameto ahdt at the foot of the wide stairs
leading into the palace. Listan and Derand dismounted, and Derand came to open the coach door
himsaf.

"We're probably about to find out which of uswould have won the bet,” Derand murmured as he helped
Elissaout of the coach. "When the attack comes, don't waste any time getting behind me."

"That's one order you'll never find me disobeying,” Elissamurmured back as she took Derand's offered
am. "And it'sjust possible that we both would have won the bet. The only question left iswhich of us
would havewon firg."

Derand's brows rose high when he heard that, and amoment later held turned his head toward Listan
and was spesking very softly to hisfriend and advisor. Elissaredized that Listan was probably being
warned, which put atight, angry expression on Listan's face even as he nodded his agreement with
whatever he was being told.

They were mounting the stairs as Derand spoke to Listan, but the conversation ended when they reached
the top. Guardsin black leather stood al around, but there was a so a contingent of guards from the
escort close behind them. The entire group began to walk toward the open doors of the paace, and they
were amost there when afigure in ared robe came out |eading another group of guards.

"Y our Mgesty, welcome home!" thefigure in the red robe called out as he approached. Elissaredized



that the man was apriest of Drassar the Beneficent, amoderately popular god among the people of the
kingdoms. Priests were supposed to be completely non-violent and concern themsalves with nothing but
their gods, but Elissa suddenly had the oddest fedling?

"Don't let him get closeto you!" Elissawhispered to Derand as soon as she understood what was
bothering her. " And watch those fighters behind him! ™

Derand parted hislipsto reply, but before the first word was out the attack was launched. The fighters
behind the priest of Drassar suddenly drew their siwords and rushed forward, al of them obvioudy
heading for Derand and Elissia. Derand thrust her behind him as he drew his sword in answer, Listan and
therest of hisescort immediately doing the same.

Elissasaw Derand'sright arm swing forward sharply, but it looked more like held used the fist holding
his sword rather than the sword itself. Then he was using the sword, and the attackersin hisreach didn't
stand a chance againgt him. Elissia had never seen anyone use asword that well, and the fighters around
him weren't that much worse. In amatter of minutes the attack was over, and more dead bodies littered
the ground.

When thefrantic fighting finaly ended, Elissawas able to see the priest of Drassar stretched out on the
stone. The red-robed man held adagger in hisleft hand, but he didn't look dead.

"I knocked him out just as he started to pull out that dagger,” Derand said, obvioudy knowing what
Elissawaslooking at. "l wanted him able to answer some questions, most especially about who's behind
these attempits. Thistime the attacking fighters were much better with their svords.™

"Stands to reason they would be," Elissacommented as she looked around. "And since both attacks
came a the same time, neither of uswould have won the bet. Listan, isthere someone who knows most
if not dl of your fighters? If S0, get that man and send him around with agood escort of those fighters
you're sure of. Anyone he doesn't know isto be taken into custody until they can be vouched for by
someone trustworthy. And all fighters who were recruited in the last month or so need to be separated
out fromtheres."

"Good idea," Derand said, hisnod thoughtful. "Y es, Listan, do as she says, but if someone unknown is
found | want to hear about it fast. Now let's get this priest of Drassar to a place where we can revive him

in peace.”

Listan had dready relieved the unconscious priest of the dagger, and now he gestured some of his
fightersinto picking up the limp body. Elissafound her right arm being wound around Derand's|ft again,
and then they continued on into the palace. Listan walked in front of them, and their escort came aong
behind.

After being led up a set of stairs amost aswide as the ones outside, Elissiafound hersalf on the second
floor of the palace. All the decorations they passed were in incredibly good taste, beauty and balance
obvioudy being considered above gaudy exhibitions of wedlth. Elissa, having decided to refuse to think
about things like that, smply glanced around as they moved past a group of guards watching over the
entrance to a section of the palace.

The areathey entered proved to be the approach to the roya apartments. A very large gathering room
had its own guards ranged around thewalls, and Elissia saw Listan examining the faces of these guards
just as he'd examined every guard they'd passed. So far Listan looked satisfied, so chances were good
that he knew the men on guard duty.

"The men | sent to the kitchens ought to be overseeing the preparation of the mea you undoubtedly want,



my king," Listan said as Derand gestured the guardsmen carrying the priest into putting the man onto a
couch. "If you like, I'll oversee the questioning of this priest while you and the queen refresh yoursaves.™

"The queenisfresh enough and so am I," Derand replied with an amused glance for Elissia as helooked
down at the priest. "We need something to occupy our time until the food isready, so handling the
interrogation might aswell beit. As soon asyou wake him up for us, that is."

Listan bowed his agreement, but didn't approach the priest until afighter hurried into the areaand came
up to Listan to hand something over. The something turned out to be smelling salts, which actualy
brought the priest around in only afew minutes.

"Wha? What happened?' the groggy man groaned out as he stirred on the couch. "Wheream 1?7

"Y ou'rein the robe of aman who just tried to kill his sovereign,”" Derand growled, sounding more
dangerous and deadly than Elissahad ever heard anyone sound. "What | want to know iswho put you
up to the attempt.”

"You!" the priest gasped, Saring up at Derand. " The man who meansto force an end to the worship of
Drassar in dl the kingdoms of Arvin! Y ou should be dead for consdering such sacrilege! Y ou must be
dead!"

And then the fool started to scramble erect, probably so that he might attack Derand again, Elissa
thought. The man started to get up, but Listan pushed him flat again.

"Where did you hear that nonsense?" Listan demanded as he held the struggling man ill. "My king
respects the worship of al the gods and would never even think of deciding which should be alowed and
which not. How could you believe someone who told you otherwise?"

"I - wasn't told that," the priest admitted after along moment, the expression on his narrow face now one
of confuson. "'l ? overheard some of your fighterstalking, and they were laughing about how Drassar
would become unknown once his priests were driven out. When | heard that the king would be getting
back tonight | made sure to be here, ready to end his blasphemy. Fighterswere dl around and some
came up right behind me, but | never expected to survive after ending the threat to my god so their
presence didn't matter. | ? don't understand why my attempt didn't work."

"Y our attack didn't work because a superior strategist anticipated it,” Derand

answered the man, his expression dark with anger. "' So they baited you with alie you were meant to
overhear, waited for you to get here to the palace, then tried to camouflage and support your attack with
one of their own. Very neat."

"Then? itredly isalie?' the priest asked, his bewilderment stronger as he looked back and forth
between Derand and Listan. "Y our Mgjesty, please accept my deepest gpologies for having alowed
myself to be duped! | will certainly do penancefor avery long - "

"Penance?' Derand interrupted with asnort of ridicule. "Y ou try to kill me and now expect to get away
with doing nothing but some penance? In this Situation | get to name the penance, and | choose execution
for an act of treason - and an act of Supidity. Listan, have him thrown into acell until | decide when |
want the execution carried out.”

The priest paled and tried to babble out a protest, but Derand took Elissasarm in hishand and urged
her away with him. She made no effort to hang back, which meant they |eft the reception room and
quickly reached amore private area. The sitting room wasn't exactly smdl, but it was smaller than the



reception room and obvioudy meant for lessforma occasions.

"Listan is upset because he thinks you meant what you said,” Elissiacommented when Derand's hand | eft
her arm. "Hasn't the man learned anything about strategy from working with you?”

"Lisgtanisagood friend and absolutely devoted, but he couldn't design a decent Strategy if hislife
depended oniit," Derand answered with asurprised laugh. "For aminute | thought 1'd have to explain my
intentionsto you aswell asto him, but | should have known better. Y ou obvioudy know why | made that
very public announcement about executing the man.”

"Y ou made the announcement to keep him dive," Elissasaid with her own amile of amusement. "If your
enemies beieve you're going to be stupid enough to execute a priest, they'll just stand back and et you
cut your own throat at the sametime. If they thought you meant to let the man go, they'd kill him and then
make sure you were blamed for his degth. I'd have the man guarded redlly wdll tonight, and first thing
tomorrow I'd send for the priests of the rest of the religionsto explain what happened. Once they
understand what your enemies are trying, the same trick won't work a second time. Are you just going to
let that priest go, or have you something elsein mind?’

"I'm going to let the man live, but not in Holdisond," Derand answered after ringing

for aservant. "Someone esein his place would have checked around before deciding on committing
murder, but he just jJumped right in without spending aminute'sthinking time. If his superiorsare wise
they'll get rid of him entirely, but that'stheir decision and | don't intend to mix in. He just won't be
welcometo remaninmy city."

Elissanodded, actudly agreeing completely, and the conversation was ended when a servant entered.
The servant carried atea service on atray, and hisface wore awide grin.

"Y our Mgesty, welcome home!™ the man said with warmth that ooked completely sincere. "Things have
been redlly quiet here while you were gone, but now they're bound to liven up again. | brought your tea
myself so you'd know it's perfectly safeto drink.”

"WEelIl know theteais safeto drink once you drink somefirst," Elissasaid at once, the amusement on
Derand'sfacetdling her that he wasn't going to suggest something so practicd. Y ou won't mind doing
that for us, will you?"

"Why - no, of course not, my lady,” the servant answered, hisgrin fatering. "If that'sthe king'swish I'll be
gladtodrink firg."

"It'sthe queen's wish, Potry, so that ought to be enough,” Derand put in, the words easy and friendly if
you discounted the stedl behind them. "Y ou'll be having teawith us, only your cup will befinished firg."

"The queen?"' Potry echoed with eyes and mouth wide. "Y ou have aqueen now, Y our Mgesty? Well,
congratulations, my king, and many happy fdicitations! Allow meto drink atoast to the both of you!"

And with that the man quickly poured acup of tea, gestured toward them with the cup, then downed the
teain dmogt asingle gulp. By then hisgrin had returned, and as he put the cup to one side of thetray he
aso bowed to Elissa

"Welcometo Holdisond, Your Mgesty,” he said with agreat ded of relish. "We're delighted to have you
here, and just wait till | tell everyonein the kitchend™

After another bow to Derand, the man hurried out of the room. Elissawatched the servant disappear
with what she knew must be avery odd expression, athought confirmed when Derand chuckled.



"Potry looked after me during the campaigns,” he said as he walked toward the tea

sarvice. "I'vetrusted him with my life before this, but you couldn't have known that so your suggestion
was perfectly in order. | don't know about you, but I'm starving. If anyone triesto poison thefood I'll
probably kill them with my bare hands"

Elissa amiled her agreement as she took the cup of tea Derand had poured, but on theinside she was
feding very strange. The savage - Derand - kept saying things that showed approva of her and her
doings, giving her an acceptance while he pretended to care that he hadn't given when he claimed to love
her. How sad that the matter couldn't have turned out to be the other way around?

They took their teainto asmall dining room, and not long after that their food was brought. Potry was
thereto direct the efforts of the other servants, so the meal went smoothly - not to mention ddlicioudly.

After the med Elissawasintroduced to the girls who would be her maids, and said girlstook her into a
very large bedchamber where her trunks had been brought. The bedchamber had a bathing room amost
aslarge, and the girlswere efficient in their help. Elissawas bathed and helped into an ivory white deep
ensemble, and then the girls quietly disappeared. Since Derand, dready in alounging wrap, waited in the
bedchamber, Elissadidn't wonder why the girls had left so quickly. As she moved closer to the man who
was supposed to be her hushand she knew it wastime to try her ploy, and all she could do was pray that
it worked.

"That'savery attractive ensemble,” Derand said as she walked toward where he sat, awine glassin his
hand. "Would you care for aglass of thiswine? It'sredly excelent.”

"Thank you, no," Elissaanswered with asmall headshake, grabbing her courage with both hands. "I do
have something | need to discuss with you, though. A problem | can't find an answer to.”

"Then I'll be glad to help," Derand answered, putting his glass aside before leaning forward. "What's
involved in the problem?”

"l - know | agreed to share your bed the way areal wife would, and I'm not trying to - back out of that
agreement, but I'm having trouble - making mysdlf fed as-eager as| should." Elissahad tried not to
stumble over the words as she spoke, but the attempt had been amiserable failure. Still, there was
nothing to do but continueto plow on? "1 wanted you to know that so you don't fedl - cheated and hurt.
| agreed to go dong with this plan wholeheartedly, and that's what I'm trying to do.”

"| appreciate thewarning, | redly do," Derand murmured, leaning back as he studied her. "Under other
circumstances I'd probably just shrug and let the matter pass, but I'm sure you understand why | can't do
that here and now. We can't afford to have anyone think that we're not blissfully happy and deeply in
love, so we need to have you be as eager and involved as you're supposed to be."

"So how do we accomplish that?' Elissaput in, spesking the lines shed mentaly written for hersdlf. "If
you have amagic wand of somekind you never mentioned -No, wait aminute. | hope you're not thinking
what | think you're thinking."

"What other answer isthere?' Derand countered with agentle smile ashe got to hisfeet. ™Y ou agree that
you need the help, and that's what the device isfor, to help you fed what you're supposed to. I'll just go
and get it, and then the problem will be solved.”

He put a gentle hand to her face as she made half-hearted attempts to argue what held said, but her
formless babbling didn't stop him. He went to a wardrobe and opened one door, rummaged around for a
moment, then brought out that bead on its string. Elissiaclosed her eyeswhen she saw it, hating the thing



even while knowing it would be her salvation. She didn't want the bead inside her, but what other choice
did she have? ?

"Tomorrow night well try to find something ese to do, but tonight we're both too tired to think," Derand
sad, sartling Elissawith how near he now was. "Let's get thisin you, then we can put on our show for
anyone who may be listening before we fall into the deep we both need. We haveto get an early dart
tomorrow because theré'salot to do.”

Elissiakept up asmdl bit of protest as he took her arm and led her to achair, then draped her over his
lap. Her heart began to beat faster when her skirtswere lifted and tossed over her back, and the next
thing she knew her nether cheeks were being separated. Holding back a gasp as the bead was put inside
her proved to beimpossible, just asimpossible as not immediately starting to squirm. The experience was
just as unpleasant as Elissiahad known it would be, and before she could stand up again the
unpleasantness was added to.

"Ow! No!" Elissiayelled asfive hard, fast, whacks were given to her bottom. "What are you doing?'

"Just helping thingsaong,” the miserable beast answered mildly as shedl but flew back to her feet. "We
do want you to have the proper reactions, don't we?"'

"Next time we'd better make sure that our definitions of 'proper’ are the same,” Elissagrumbled as she
rubbed just alittle at her stinging backside. And began to squirm even harder. "I'm ready to go straight to

"Asam|," the beast agreed as he got dowly to hisfeet, acting asif he had dl thetimein theworld. "So
let'sdoit thisway."

"Thisway" turned out to be hislifting her into hisarms before he carried her to the giant bed and put her
down in the middle of it. Rather than getting up again he followed her down and kissed her, hishands
moving dl over her body as histongue sought her soul. Elissamoaned as she gave hersdf over to
responding to him completely, her hands stroking hisback in asilent pleafor him to hurry and get insde
her.

But he didn't hurry, and by the time he came to her completely she found it impossible to hold back a
scream of delight. He stroked her hard for avery long time, making her repegted release even better than
usual, and by thetime it was over Elissawas alimp rag. For once she didn't even wait for that blessed
bead to be pulled out of her before she fdl into a deep, exhausted deep.

Chapter 11

Derand smiled as he walked dong the hdl the next morning, and his good humor had more than one
reason behind it. Last night he and Seea had made glorious love, and the way sheld fallen adeep so fast
had let him chesat just alittle. Hed put her under the quilts without removing the bead, so when she
awoke thismorning she was just as hot as sheld been last night.

And that was a discovery she hadn't enjoyed at first. She'd muttered under her breath and reached
around for the string to take the bead out of her, but he hadn't allowed her to do that. He took her wrist
and kept her hand away from what it reached for, and she'd actually pronounced avery unladylike word
before trying to use her other hand.

If she hadn't used that word Derand would have smply taken her in hisarms and made love to her, but
he couldn't overlook what was a very pointed insult. Hed captured her other hand aswell and had held
both of her wrists as he put her across hislap, and then held administered a short but pointed spanking.



Seea had yowled and struggled with every one of the ten or a dozen smacks he gave her, her reactions
showing that the bead was making her even wilder than she'd been the night before.

The last two smacks were ddliberately harder and dower than the rest, and by then Seeawas mewling as
she squirmed uncontrollably. When he put her face down on the bed and moved between her knees, she
quickly raised arosy and obvioudy tender bottom to let him enter her more easily. She had to know she
would fed the spanking again while he made love to her, but she'd clearly been too hot to let that matter.

He'd happily seen to the heat of both of them, and they'd had to lie still for awhile before they were able
to get up to bathe and dress. Seea had tried to act annoyed over the spanking and his having taken
advantage of her, but she hadn't tried to claim that she'd enjoyed the time less than he had.

"Evenif shewon't admit she enjoys my lovemaking," Derand murmured as he waked, more pleased than
annoyed. "Shelll beforced to admit her fedings eventualy, so dl | haveto do iswait. And try not to act
likeafool ? "

A sightried to escape Derand as he thought about how quickly he'd jumped to use the bead in Seea
again last night. It was probably nothing but pure luck that he'd made the right choicein how to handle
her, so the next time he'd better take more than three heartbeats to make a decision that concerned her?

"Good morning, my king," Derand heard before looking up to see Listan waiting for him. "I trust you dept
well lagt night?"

"l did indeed, my friend, | did indeed,” Derand answered as he clapped Listan on the shoulder, finding it
impossible to keep his good mood down for long. "And my own bed felt even better with my wife
shaingit.”

"I hope the queen had as good anight as you obvioudy did,” Listan answered in amurmur meant only for
Derand'sears. "Isit abad sgn that sheisn't here with you?”

"My queen isn't here with me because she's busy with thefirst of her new jobs," Derand responded,
knowing there was more than satisfaction showing in hisgrin. "I had al my battle commanders report to a
briefing room, where | introduced them to Seea. Then | told them that she was better at strategy and
tactics than they were, and challenged them to test the truth of that claim. When | |eft they were aready
throwing stuations at her and demanding to know what she would do if she were in charge of the battle.
They'll gart with battlesthey wereinvolved in persondly, and then probably go on to classc battles from
higory."

"But when she shows them how good sheis, will they welcome her presence or resent it?" Listan asked,
clearly not as hagppy as hisking. "I hate to think of her being given a hard time by aroomful of men too
tiff-necked to see how valuable sheis.”

"All my battle commanders claim to care more about what a person knows than about who they are,”
Derand sad, flatly refusing to let himself shift into rage at the thought of someonetrying to abuse his
woman even with nothing but words. "I told Seea privately that | need to know which of my commanders
areflexible enough to adapt and which can't, so she won't take any hostility asa sign that she's unwanted.
If one or more of those men refuse to acknowledge her ability they'll be doing other thingsthat are

wrong, S0 relieving them from their command will work to strengthen the army. And beforel relieve
anyone, I'll have you look into what they are doing so I'll know where they redlly stand.”

"Aslong as the queen has been warned to expect trouble there shouldn't be anything she can't handle,"
Listan said with ardieved nod. " Shall we get on with your tasks, my king?"



Derand thought that was an excedllent idea, so thefirst thing he did was head for the room where the chief
priests of al the religionswaited. There were alot of shocked comments being made as Derand entered
the room, mainly because the priest from the night before had been brought infirst in chains. As soon as
Derand appeared, the chief priest of Drassar pushed forward.

"Y our Mg esty, what's the meaning of this outrage?’ the man demanded, as close to being out of control
as Derand had ever seen him. "That man isa priest and therefore must be released a oncel”

"That man is aso someone who tried to commit murder last night,” Derand answered mildly, hiscalm
words very much a contrast to the way the chief priest had spoken. "My enemies aretired of losing when
they face me directly, so they've apparently started to sneak around behind my back. Here's what

happened.”

Derand told them al about the way the priest had been hoodwinked, and by the time he wasfinished the
muttering from the other priests held a different note.

"S0 you can see that this man decided to become something other than an associate priest,” Derand
ended with. "If he'd been smart enough to speak to others and make sure of what he thought wasthe
truth, he never would have done as he did. He tried to commit treason, and for that reason - and one
other - | announced that he would be executed.”

"Executed,” the chief priest of Drassar breathed, a stricken look on hisface aseveryone esefdl into a
shocked silence. "Y our Mgesty! | grant you the fool was misguided, but committing treason wasn't his
intent. Surely taking hislifewould be

"Please," Derand interrupted, holding up one hand. "My main reason for announcing that he would be
executed was to kegp my enemies from killing him and then blaming his death on me. | don't need thelife
of afool - and foil - to make mefed like aking, so I'm going to rel ease the man into your custody. But -
" and with that word Derand looked directly at the chief priest, " - | refuseto alow him to remaininthe
Federated Kingdoms. Y ou're to have him pack what possessions he has and leave a once, and if he's
found anywherein Arvin by next week he will be arrested and hanged. Isthat clear?’

"Eminently clear, Your Mgesty," the chief priest agreed with heavy relief, bowing more deeply than ever
before. "Allow meto offer my sincere thanks for your very great show of mercy and wisdom - and for
taking the trouble to guard the life of afool who firgt tried to take your life. May Drassar smile on you for
al thedaysof that life."

"Thank you," Derand said with asmile. "I'll want dl of you to tell your associate priests and acolytes what
happened with thisman, just to be certain it doesn't happen again with someone else. And now | havea
more pleasant announcement. I've findly brought home the woman | married when we were both
children, so | now have awife and queen. But the ceremony we went through was many years ago, and
now wed like to repesat that ceremony with al our friends and vassals present. 1'd like to have someone
officiate who represents all the gods, so please do what you have to in order to choose someone for the
job. I know it won't be easy, but | have confidence that you'll find away. Thank you for coming."

Derand |€eft the room with even more commenting going on than thered been when he arrived. If held
chosen one of the priests to represent the rest, nine kinds of hell would have broken loose. Now the
unsavory job of choosing had been put into the hands of those who would have screamed, and they
would find away to cooperate. If they didn't and Derand had to do the job for them after all, they'd have
absolutely no grounds for complaint.



"That's one headache taken care of " Listan murmured as they walked along the hall. *Now we can pay
atention to dl therest.”

"One of the rest should dready be done," Derand murmured back. "Were the pigeons sent out with the
invitationsto my gueststhismorning?'

"Just asyou ordered, my king," Listan agreed. " The messages read, "Wedding ceremony and gamesto
be held. Do come.’ | know you chose the wording yourself, but ? It sounds asif you're giving them the
choice about attending.”

"Inamanner of spesking, | am," Derand answered with the amusement he felt. "If 1'd sent messengersto
al of them with beautifully drawn proclamations | could have required their presence, but pigeon
messages aretoo ? informa for that kind of formdity. At least three of the five would have decided they
had to be insulted, and | don't need that kind of trouble right now."

"But what if two or more decide not to come?' Listan fretted. "How can we know that your enemy won't
be one of them?"

"Don't worry, my friend, none of them will stay away," Derand said with aclap to Listan's shoulder.
"Since there's nothing for them to be insulted about, they'll redize that staying away while everyone else
attends would be political suicide. And there€'s dso the gamesto consider. Whichever of them hasthe
winning fighterswill also have added prestige, at least until the next gamesare held. All that meanseven
the enemy will redize that he can't stay away."

"I sncerely hopeyou'reright, my king," Listan said, then braced up as he pushed aside the worry. "We
found another four intruders dressed as your guard, but they fought to the death rather than surrender and
be put to the question. Three kitchen workers and two generd servants are missing, I'm told, new men
who were hired without real recommendation. 1'd like to think that that's the lot of them, but somehow |
don't believeit."

"It's possible that some of our own people have been bribed,” Derand said, no longer amused. "Get
together with Potry and find out from him who among the servants and cooks could be bribed - or
threatened. Make sure al the servants families are safe and not being held hostage, and at the sametime
do the same with our fighters. With thiskind of behind-the-back kind of sniping, anything and anyone
could be aweapon againgt us."

"| hateto say it, but you'reright, my king," Listan said after |etting out a deep breath. "And I've dready
gotten some of the workers started on putting up tents for thefifty fighters each of your kingswill bring
with them. Well hold the games in the back meadow near the brook, with seating available a every
game ste. What about food and drink?’

"L et the townspeople set up booths and stands or circulate with carrying trays,” Derand said, having
aready consdered the question. "Get alist of those people and what they'll be offering, and usethelist
for three purposes. Thefirgt purpose will beto let you give each provider some gold to get started,
making it possible for them to do business. And when they're given the gold, they're to be told that some
people will be paying them with chips of wood instead of coin. The chips are to be kept track of, and
after the games can beturned in for slver or gold.”

"And those are the chips you mean to give out in the poorest section of the city!" Listan exclaimed with
revelaion. "When you had the chips made up and told me they were meant for the poor, | had no idea
what you meant. And | thought you didn't like the idea of charity.”

"l don't," Derand agreed, stopping near abd |l pull and pulling it. "The chips will be charity for some, but



for othersthey'll be ameans of achieving independence. If, after the games, anyone shows up here at the
palace with a chip, he or sheisto be found somekind of job that paysin coin. The people who get the
chipsareal to betold that."

" So the ones who are worth saving will use some of the chipsfor agood time, but will save at least one,”
Listan said with anod. "Therest will just beinterested in that good time, and by not saving achip they!ll
eliminate themsalves without us having to do it. | like the efficiency of thet idea.”

"Another reason for thelist isto see what's going to be sold," Derand said after nodding agreement. "If
there's plenty of food to be offered and not enough drink of all kinds, we want to know about it
beforehand so the imbal ance can be eiminated. And then ther€'s the third and most important reason? "

"To make sureit isn't someonein our enemy's pay who sets up to ruin the occasion,” Listan finished when
Derand just let hisvoicetrail off. "That was my first thought when you talked about keeping track, and |
had another thought as well: well have to make sure that the games aren't sabotaged in some way that
makesit look asif were out to cause the kings to appear foolish or stupid. | have afedling that not many
of uswill be enjoying thisvery joyous occasion.”

"I have afeding tha your feding isright,” Derand said just as sourly as Listan had spoken before turning
to the servant who had answered hisring. "Ask Potry to bring atea service to the smal conference room,
please, and ask him to make sure there are extra cups.”

The servant bowed and hurried away again, which let Derand continue to lead the way to the small
conference room.

"I'm going to start making dl kinds of lists," Derand said to Listen, who walked beside him again. "Every
ideawe get will go on the main list, and that way well be able to see what we're doing - and not doing.
After themain list isdone, well start minor listsfor dl the categories. We don't have much time before
my vassas start to arrive, so we can't afford to waste any of thetime.”

"In two daysthefirst of the kings ought to start to arrive,” Listan said, nodding. "I hateto tell dll those
petitioners that you won't be holding court, but - "

"But | will be holding court, and this afternoon,”" Derand corrected, walking through the doorway into the
small conference room. "I decided to wait until after lunch because we had these other mattersto take
care of, and also because | want Seeawith me. | intend to turn her loose on those petitionersto seeif she
can't whittle down their numbers even alittle.”

"Should you be interested in awager, my king, | have gold that says the queen will make headway that ?
we've never been ableto.”

Derand smiled to himsdlf at the way Listan had carefully said "we" ingtead of "you." It was Derand himself
who hadn't been able to cut down the complaints brought to him in the same easy way he cut down
enemieson thefield of battle, but Listan wasfar too smart to actudly say thet.

"Y ou'd better withdraw that offer of abet, Listan, or I'll have you arrested for theft,” Derand answered
dryly. "Of course Seeawill make things better, and if she doeswell enough the job will be hersfor good.
Eventually | may beleft with nothing to do but put my feet up while reading one of the books I've never
had timeto get to. Or going fishing with you and some of the others."

"If that's your plan, my king, | wish you luck withit," Listan responded with abadly swallowed grin. |
takeit your primary planisworking aswell asyou'd hoped?'



"If you're talking about my plan to make Seea stay with me, I'm gtill hoping,” Derand admitted with a
sgh. "Sheand | are getting aong better than we used to, but she ill thinks I'm pretending to care about
and for her. I'm afraid to think what will happen when shefindsout | redly do love her.”

Potry entering with the tea service saved Listan from having to say anything, arescuethat Listan was
obvioudy very grateful for. Not that Derand blamed Listan. What did you say to aman who'd just
announced that he was afraid hiswifewould find out he loved her?

Derand sighed to himsalf before asking Potry to take a cup of teato Seea where she battled with his
commanders. As soon as he poured a cup of teafor himsalf, Derand settled down to make that list hed
mentioned to Listan. Having to concentrate on thelist let him forget about fears that most men were lucky
enough not to have?

Elissaentered the small dining room to find Derand aready there. He did a double-take when he saw
her smile and got dowly to hisfeet.

"Doesthat smile mean what | hope it does?' he asked, using one hand to seat her besde him. "Things
actudly went well with my baitle commanders?’

"No, things actudly went rather badly, but strangely enough | enjoyed myself,” Elissaanswered as she
sat at thetable, surprisingly speaking thetruth. "I suppose | enjoyed al the nonsense because | knew it
didn't matter what those men thought of me. And it was aso fun when most of them were forced to
changetheir minds."

"I'm delighted to hear that most of them managed thetrick," Derand said as he sat again. "How many of
them didn't?"

"Two, the minimum number necessary for maintaining an unpopular sance," Elissaanswered while
reaching for the tea pitcher. "Each one supported the other's blockheaded stubbornness, so they were
both able to ignore reason. | saw Listan ontheway here, and | gave him their nameswhen he said he's
now supposed to look into what & se they may be doing.”

"Good," Derand said as servants came forward to offer various dishes. "When he has something to
report, hell let us both know. And | hope you haven't made plans for after lunch. I'm dueto hold
audiencefor petitioners, and 1'd like you to go with me."

"No, | haven't made any other plans,” Elissasaid dowly, suddenly curious and the least bit suspicious.
"Y ou want meto sit and watch you hold audience?"

"Actually, | want you to participate,” the man answered, very busy with pointing out what he wanted to
egt. "l know you have experience watching your father hold audience, so you may be ableto figure out
what I'm doing wrong. Every time| turn around there are twice or three times the number of people
shouting for my attention. | want to hear about it if people are having legitimate problems, but so far |
haven't found anything but petty squabbles. Am | wrong to expect people with real problemsto come
forward?'

"There's more than one answer to that question,” Elissasaid, her suspicion turning into interest. "The first
part ought to be answered once | see how the audience goes, but I'll need Listan to look into a second
part. That second part revolves around how people arrange to have an audience.”

Derand looked away from hisfilled plate long enough to give her araised-brow glance.

"Y ou haveto betalking about the chamberlain in charge of reviewing petitions,”" he said, surpriseadso



behind histone. "Do you think the man isusing bad judgment?’

"It'smore likely that the man istaking bribes,” Elissasaid, now giving more attention to her own medl. "If
only those with slver or gold are alowed an

audience, of courseyou'll have very little more than petty squabbles. The people with red problems
probably can't afford to pay for the privilege of gppeding to you. Didn't your father ever explain things
likethat to you?"

"When my father told me the facts of life he somehow Ieft out that one," Derand replied with asigh. "As
you can seg, | have very little experience with being aking. But I'm willing to learn, so the miscreants had
better enjoy themsdaves while they can. | now have someone to help me find them out.”

Elissaglanced at him to see that hed gone back to eating after making that very determined statement,
30 shedid the same. If sheld thought he meant what he'd said she would be fedling flustered, but the man
was only pretending to be glad she was with him. There was nothing wrong with that, and there was even
something very not wrong. She wasn't likely to get bored waiting for their mgjor plan to go into effect?

As soon as lunch was over, they went into the audience room. There were two thrones up on adaisthe
way there usudly were in an audience room, but the very large chamber was more packed than any
Elissahad ever seen. The chamberlainin charge of granting audiences must berolling in wedth, but that
was eadly taken care of. The scribe Elissiahad arranged for took his place to one side of the daiswhile
Derand led her to the thrones.

Someone with avery loud voice announced that High King Derand and High Queen Elissawere now
gtting in audience, and then there was something of a babble of surprise before thefirst petitioners came
forward. Each of the men had brought someone to speak for him, and that was thefirst thing Elissaput a
stop to.

"Just amoment,” Elissasad, interrupting the first man who'd begun to cite very old law supporting his
patron's stance. "1 think the king would rather hear from the petitioners themselves, who will each Sate
the problem as he seesit. But before you begin, gentlemen, be advised that your statementswill be taken
down by that scribe and checked on by investigators. If anything you say provesto be false, you'll be
charged with perjury and properly punished. Now, who wantsto go first?"

The two patrons stood and stared openmouthed at Elissia, and then they begged to be excused so that
they might gather the necessary factsto present to the king. Elissalet them go, of course, and when the
dust settled there were alot fewer people waiting to be heard.

The next people to come forward represented themselves, and the one who began an explanation of the
disagreement was quickly interrupted by the other who disagreed with the way the disagreement was
being presented. Elissalet the squabbling go on for no more than amoment before she called ahdlt.

"You'll each take turnstelling the scribe a brief description of your disagreement,” she said once aguard
had rapped both men on the back of the head to gain their atention. "Again, you'd better be careful of
what you present as afact, because an investigator will 1ook into your claims. If any of them prove fse?
Well, | think you aready know what will happen. And if you ever dare to Start afight in the presence of
your sovereign again, I'll persondly seeto it that some senseisflogged into you.”

For the second time Elissia saw widened eyes and opened mouths, especialy since shed been doing
nothing to hide her anger. If these people had no idea how to act when they camein front of their king,
they'd quickly learn or quickly hurt.



It took a couple of minutesto get the combatants over to the scribe, and then other names were called.
When no one stepped forward another set of names was called, but again there was no response. Name
after name was called without anyone appearing, but there were till quite afew peoplein the audience
room. Finaly Elissaran out of patience for those who'd changed their minds about bothering the king
with their nonsense.

"All right, that's enough from the prepared lists for today," she announced, seeing that no one waited with
quivering eagernessto step forward. "'Is there anyone in this room who needs the king's help but who
doesn't happen to be on the ligt?"

There was asurprised mutter again, but finally aman stood up and tentatively raised ahand. Elissa
nodded to aguard, and the man was helped through the crowd to stand not far from the dais.

"I'm not used t' fancy talk, maam, High Queen, so | hope you'll forgive me bein' rough,” the man got out,
sounding redly nervous. "All | need'sabit moretimet' pay thet thereimprov'ment tax, isal, ‘causel
redly gottaput in them channesin th' fields. Don't wannalose dl m' cropsif'n the drought comesthis
year."

"Improvement tax?' Derand suddenly echoed, sitting up straight on histhrone. "Theré's no such thing as
an improvement tax. Who told you there was?"

"Man came by 'bout amonth ago, man with fightersridin' with 'im," the farmer answered, now looking
confused. " Said we gotta pay th' tax no matter whut we do around the farm, an' if'n we don't we's gonna
loseth' place. Some paid aready, but | ain't got th' slver right now - "

"All right, listen to me carefully,” Derand said, spesking softly and gently to the farmer. "Theré's no such
thing as an improvement tax, SO someone istrying to steal from you and your neighbors. First I'll need
you to tell mewho's dready lost silver to those thieves, and then I'll send some men with you to go
hunting for the miscreants. Well get this straightened out, so don't you worry about it. Listan! Takethis
man and get someone moving on protecting the farmers.”

"Yes, my king," Listan, who had entered a number of minutes earlier, answered immediately. He took the
farmer aong with him amid surprised and eager conversation from the onlookers, and once the farmer
was gone Elissa saw that awoman had taken the man's place.

"Excuse me, Your Mgesty, but my parents also have a problem,” the woman said, her voice suggesting
that she spoke out in spite of being redly frightened. "They won't come here themsel ves because they
can't afford to pay to be heard, but | thought it might be possible to speak to someone? ™

"Needing to pay to be heard won't be a problem for much longer,” Derand told the woman, obvioudy
struggling to speak gently rather than to growl. "Tell me now why your parents wanted an audience.”

It turned out that someone wealthy was trying to force the woman's parentsto sell their property, just as
had been done with others before them. Elissia sat back as the woman was questioned before being sent
to the scribe, then she watched with satisfaction as afew more people came forward with legitimate
concerns.

Derand had started out letting her do all the talking before he took over completely, but that was
perfectly dl right. Sheld gotten rid of the deadwood so he could have the pleasure of actualy helping
peoplein need. If he had to put hislife on thelineto be king, and he did, the least he deserved was atime
of thiskind of enjoyment.

Other people were being pressured by the same man who was after the parents of the first woman, so



Derand findly ended the audience. First he told those people l€ft to give their namesto the scribe and
they'd be heard at the next audience, and then he sent fighters to arrest the man who was trying to build
his own little kingdom. He dso sent for the chamberlain in charge of making audience appointments, and
those were two meetings Elissiaredly looked forward to attending?

Chapter 12

Elissiahad timefor only one cup of tea before the man who had until now been responsible for granting
audiences was dragged into the room. Hewas atall, thin man whose face suggested it usualy wore a
supercilious expression that was, a the moment, nowhere to be seen.

"Y-Your Mgesty, | don't understand what's happening!" the man stuttered out when he was shoved
forward to stand in front of his sovereign. "If you wanted to see me, you smply had to send word and |
would have- "

"Pettard Raildey," Derand said, making the words sound like hovering doom. "How long have you been
in charge of accepting petitionsfor audience hearings?'

"That's Lord Pettard, Y our Mgesty, and I've been the chamberlain in charge of audiences for more than
ayear now," the man answered, letting part of what was probably usua arrogance return as he
graightened his clothing. "Asthe audience room is dways quite full, it can hardly be suggested that I've
been derdict in my duties.”

"Who made you alord?' Elissaput in before Derand could say anything else. "'l ask only because you
were so quick to correct your king."

"It was the king's predecessor who made me alord, Madam,” Raildey responded siffly, not even
bothering to look directly at Elissawhen he spoke. "Now, Your Mgesty, asl sad - "

"The correct mode of address when speaking to the High Queenis'Y our Mgesty,” Derand interrupted,
iceinhisvoiceaswell asin hisgtare. "And the High Queen has made an excellent point. Titles granted by
my predecessor are null and void unlessratified by me, and | don't remember confirming you asalord.”

"Queen?' Raildey squesked, suddenly aware of hisblunder - aswell as shocked

over what had been said. "1 apologize, Y our Maesties, | had no idea - But of course | was confirmed by
you, Your Maesty, right after the coronation, along with severa others- "

"The only titles| confirmed were of those men who helped meinthewars" Derand ated, till staring
coldly at Raildey. "I know the names of every one of those men, and yoursisn't among them. How much
have you been charging people to be alowed an audience?"

"Y our Mgesty, the amount isminima and is used only to weed out those who aren't Sincerely in need of
help," Raildey protested, now sounding wounded over an unjust accusation. " The coppers are turned
over to your treasury, of course, and |'ve had a strict accounting kept. | can have the scribe in charge of
the accounts make areport -"

""So you hand over copper and keep the sillver and gold for yoursdlf," Elissadrawled from where she sat
holding her teacup. "What alovely arrangement - for you.”

"I most certainly do not!" Raildey snapped, taking amoment to glare at Elissia before changing to an
expression that gppeded to Derand for help. "Y our Mgesty, | have no ideawhat thiswoman - the High
Queen - hasbeen telling you, but | assure you that it's most certainly not true. | am aloya subject and
would never - "



"Why don't we get some of those supposed petitionersin here and ask them how much they paid?’
Elissainterrupted to suggest, forcing hersdf not to laugh doud. "If I'm imagining things, talking to the
people who didn't get their payment's worth today ought to be enlightening.”

"l - No!l" Raildey yelped when Derand's expression suggested he was going to approve the idea of
asking the ptitioners. "Untrustworthy people like that will lie smply for the pleasure of seeing an innocent
man accused of acrime he didn't commit! But - what did the queen mean when she said there were
petitionerswho didn't - | mean, weren't petitioners heard today?"

"Y es, petitioners were heard today, and for the first time they had real problems,” Derand said, back to
saring coldly at Raildey. "Those others just wanted to be able to say they were a court with the king,
didn't they? That'swhat they paid for, the privilege of wasting the king'stime, while those who weretruly
in need of help were shoved aside.”

"What help peasantsimagine they need istotaly unimportant,” Raildey spat, gesturing away what Derand
had said. "It's those with titles and wealth who matter, those of my kind, and those who matter will never
alow themselvesto be ignored. It will take some doing on my part to repair whatever damage has been
done, but I'll find away to manage it. By tomorrow everything will be back to normd - *

"No, you fool, they will not be back to what you're idiot enough to consider normal!" Derand growled,
making the stiff-necked Raildey jump and pae. "Y ou're under arrest, and the main charge againgt you
will bethevery ordinary crime of theft. Every copper you have to your name will be confiscated, along
with whatever property you now own. When you're finaly given your freedom again you'l bea
bare-assed beggar, Raildey, one of the peasants you think so little of. But don't expect to be welcomed
by them with open arms. They have much better taste than to welcome someone like you. Guards! Get
him out of here and find him acdl in the dungeons.”

Raildey began to scream and throw atantrum, and the guards had to drag him out of the room. Elissia
drank tea until the man was gone and the door to the room closed behind him, and then she shook her
head.

"I've never been able to understand people like that," she said, watching Derand pour himsdlf hisown
cup of tea. "They seem to think that having atitle meansliving well and doing as you please. How do they
missthefact that right isaways linked with reponghbility, at least for anyone with intelligence? If you
don't take proper care of the people who make it possible for you to live well, you can't expect to go on
livingwedl."

"The key word you used was'intelligence," Derand answered after Spping at histea. "When your greed
IS0 strong that it blocks out thought of everything else, any intelligence you may haveisimmediately
turned useless. We il have that man Jivlian Hoid, the one buying up property, to see, and then you and
| are going to take sometime for oursalves. We're supposed to be newlyweds, in effect, and it'stime we
acted likeit."

Elissarealized that Derand meant to add support to their pretense, which was necessary if the plan was
going to work. Shejust wasn't comfortable not knowing the details of what he had in mind, but before
she could ask aguard entered the room.

"My king, the merchant Jivlian Hoid has been brought,” the guard announced. Do you want to see him
now?"'

"Yes, | certainly do," Derand answered, putting asde histeacup. "Have him

brought in."



The guard nodded and stepped outside, and amoment later afat and sweating man in very expensive
clothing was dragged into the room. Behind him waked awoman who was dressed just as expensively,
and theway she held hersdlf said she was alowing everyone around her the favor of her presence. She
wasn't aparticularly beautiful woman, Elissianoticed, but her compl ete self-possession made her 1ooks
beside the point.

"Jvlian Hoid," Derand said, again making the name sound like a proclamation of doom. "Have you been
enjoying yoursdlf forcing othersto give you what belongsto them, Hoid?"

"Excuse me, Your Mgesty, but my husband has done nothing illega or wrong,” the woman said before
Hoid could do more than babble out something about being innocent. "I'm VaddaHoid, and al my
husband's business deal's are compl etely aboveboard.”

"That's not what some of hisvictimsare saying,” Derand responded, doing nothing to soften histone.
"When you threaten people into doing business with you, the deds can't in any way be considered legd "

"But | haven't threatened anyone, Y our Mgesty!" Hoid protested, looking totally confused. "I won't try
to clamthat | didn't make anice profit on my latest dedls, but that's what I'm supposed to do. | offered
less than what the various properties were actualy worth, but if the former owners didn't need my gold
they would have refused to sell. Claiming now that they were cheated isn't unusua when people recover
from whatever troubles caused them to sdll in thefirst place.”

It was difficult to doubt that the man was telling the truth asfar as he knew it, and that made Elissastop
to think. Derand aso seemed unsure now, so Elissiadecided to get into the discussion.

"But that doesn't explain the complaint of someone who hasn't sold yet," she pointed out dowly, watching
Hoid as she spoke. "The people involved don't want to sell their property, but they're being pressured
into making the dedl.”

"Forgive me, Madam, but why would | do that?' Hoid asked, still obvioudy very nervous. "If | forced
peopleinto sdlling, they'd be able to complain to the king and | would lose everything | had. Acting that
way makes absolutely no sense.”

"It would make senseif you'd noticed that ordinary people weren't being alowed

accessto theking," Elissamused doud, her atention now on VadaHoid. The woman had very briefly
alowed hersdf to beintensaly amused by what her husband had said, and that made Elissa suspicious.
"For how long atime did your wife atend audiences, Merchant Hoid?"

"Oh, Vddadidn't attend for long," Hoid began just as his wife snapped, "Don't answer that! What | do
and don't do is no one's business but my own!"

"Ah, now | ssetheway of it,"” Derand said, glancing & Elissawith asmile before returning his attention to
the peoplein front of him. "Mistress Hoid decided that her husband's business practices were foolish and
unnecessary, so she went about making things better - obvioudy without telling him what she was doing.
My peoplewill take the names of the men you hired to bully those who were reluctant to sell at your
husband's price, Mistress Hoid. After that I'll have scribes go through your records, Hoid, and you'll have
to return al the property that was sold to you because of the threats. Y ou do understand now, | hope?"

"Yes, Your Mgesty, | understand,” Hoid said in ahollow voice as he stared at hisfuriouswife. "l just
don't believe this can be happening. Vada, how could you?"

"How could | what?" the woman snapped, till furioudy angry. "How could | turn you into aman of



weslth instead of letting you go onin your piddling little usual ways? If you don't appreciate what | did, |
do!"

"WEell see how much you appreciate what you did once you're made to paid for it," Derand told her,
gesturing to the guard. "Take that woman to acdll in the dungeons until 1 decide what her punishment
should be"

"Don't beridiculous,”" the woman scoffed just before two guardsmen took her arms. *I'm awoman, so
you can't - No! Let mego at once!"

The woman's words turned to screams as she was dragged out, and the fat merchant actually took astep
after her before redizing what he was doing.

"Please, Y our Mgjesty, please be lenient with her," Hoid said after turning back to Derand, agony in his
voice and eyes. " She doesn't understand that she was causing harm with her actions! Shewasjust trying
to hdp me!”

"No, actudly shewastrying to help hersdlf,” Elissiasaid when it was clear that Derand was having
trouble refusing the man's pleas. " She doesn't care about anyone but hersalf, and if you can't see that then
| fed sorry for you. If the king islenient with her shelll just fed freeto try something of the same again,
which can't be dlowed. There are innocent people to consider, after al.”

"Yes, of courseyou'reright, Madam," Hoid said in adead voice, dl hope gone out of him. "I'll just - go
home now, if | may, and make things ready for her eventud return. Shelll redly need methen? "

Hoid bowed and then |eft the room, a pathetic picture of desolation. Elissawatched him go, then shook
her head.

"Tak about your horrible examples," she said after finishing theteain her cup. "That'swhat can happen if
you end up loving someone who doesn't love you back. There ought to be away to let everyonein the
world see him - to save others from the same terrible fate.”

"Y es, the poor man'sfateisterrible, but | doubt if people would take him as an example for their own
lives" Derand answered after abrief hesitation. "L ove does turn people blind, after dl? And now we
can take that time for ourselvesthat | mentioned earlier.”

"Just aminute,” Elissa said asthe man offered her ahand. "What exactly will we be doing?"

"WEelIl betaking aride through our very private gardens,”" Derand answered, an odd smile curving hislips.
"I've heard some of the servantswonder why | haven't taken you through there yet, so we definitely have
togo."

"Yes, of course," Elissaresponded as shelet him help her up from the chair. If people were discussing
the matter it had to be taken care of, but why people would be talking about their not visiting gardens
was a curious point?

Even more curious was the fact that Derand led her, not outside, but to stairs leading upward. Then she
remembered that she'd have to change her clothesto go riding, and was glad she hadn't made any foolish
comments about the direction they were taking. The prospect of being aone with Derand had turned her
foolish asit sometimes did, areaction she would have thought would be gone by now?

When they reached their bedchamber, though, Derand kept her from ringing for maidsto help her
change.



"Y ou're probably thinking about changing into ariding skirt or trousers,” he said when sheraised her
browsin surprise. "Since I've dready arranged for a sidesaddle, different clothing won't be necessary.
But something elseis necessary,

even though | know you won't enjoy it."

"What sort of something ese?' Elissaasked, instantly suspicious. "Just going for aride shouldn't require
any specia preparation.”

"Thiswon't be an ordinary ridein an ordinary place," Derand said, his expression sober and cam. "Well
beinwhat's caled The Lovers Garden, and welll be expected to act appropriately. No one elsewill be
redly close, but well ill be under observation from adistance. That means we have to take care of
your ? problem before we sart.”

"Y ou've got to be joking!" Elissa stated, appalled by the mere suggestion. "Y ou expect metoridea
horse with that thing inside me? Do you have any ideawnhat thetime will be like for me?"

"I know it won't be pleasant, but what choice do we have?" he countered, still patient and calm. "Were
supposed to be newlyweds who are hungry for each other, and if you don't redlly fed that way someone
is bound to notice. We can keep the horsesto awalk and that should make things a bit easier. So let's
get it done and the time will be over with that much sooner.”

Elissafound hersdlf babbling aprotest that made absolutely no sense as Derand went to his wardrobe to
get that awful bead. The method she'd found to keep her private fedings redly private had turned around
and bitten her, and her mind refused to come up with an argument that would save her. She did till need
the camouflage for her fedings, but -

"Y ou're being redly sensble about thisand I'm proud of the way you're supporting our plan,” Derand
said, suddenly beside her again with achair. He sat in the chair and had her over hislap before Elissa
could do more than babble again, and then her skirts were up over her back and head. She felt hishands
at theties of her underdrawers, and haf amoment later the underdrawers were down to the middle of
her thighs. Two heartbests later that horrible bead was being put inside her, giving her no choice but to
gasp at the sensation. A thought occurred to her then and she began to speak, but shed hesitated just a
littletoo long.

"Ow! No! Stop!" she gurgled out as her bottom was smacked hard five or six times. " Stop doing that!"

"Yes, yes, it'sal over now," the monster assured her in asoothing voice as he began to replace her
underdrawers. "The bead does best together with a good spanking, but you haven't done anything to be
punished for. That'swhy | gave you

only afew smdl pats, just enough to help. No sense in doing something if you don't do it right.”

"Pats," Elissamuttered as he pulled her skirts back down and then helped her to her feet. The sting in her
bottom caled him aliar, and there were too many layers of clothing in the way for any rubbing to be
effective. And that damned bead had aready started to work on her?

"You'reinfor atreat now that | think you'l really enjoy," Derand said as he wrapped her arm around his
and then led the way out of the bedchamber. "These gardens are more unique than any you'll have seen
anywheredse. Just watch."

Elissaexpected him to take her downstairs again, but instead he turned in the direction that took them
more deeply into the gpartment. They walked for agood minute in what should have been the wrong



direction, the movement doing its usua damage to Elissias salf possession, and then they turned a corner
to find Six guardsin black leather standing in front of a door. When the guards saw them one stepped
back to open the door, alowing Derand to urge Elissaout first. She stepped outside and then just stood
gtaring with her mouth open.

"These gardens were created for no one but the king and his queen,” Derand said from behind her as she
looked around at incredible beauty. "The entire areais braced as strongly asthe paaceitsdf, sothe
weight of the earth and the trees and everything dseisn't likely to cause the gardensto collapse. Even
riding along the bridle paths doesn't cause atremor. | know, because I've doneit.”

Even as he spoke, Elissafound it hard to look away from the incredible expanse of grass and flowers
and trees. The grass and flowers were close to the door they'd come through, only afew small,
ornamental trees standing in the midst of flower beds. Larger trees could be seen in the distance, a
distance that said the gardens stretched at least asfar as the ends of the palace. The place was
unbelievable, and then Elissawas being urged to the right of the door.

"Our mountsare dl ready," Derand said, bringing Elissas attention from the distance to the arearight
near her. Two grooms stood with two beautiful roan horses, the horse equipped with asidesaddle
standing next to amounting block. That brought back Elissias unhappiness, but she was being "helped”
to her horse before she could say aword.

"These horses are stabled up here and are dlowed to graze here aswell,” the monster said as he gave
Elissiano choice about climbing the steps of the mounting block. " They were brought up here as colts,
and that was hard enough. Bringing up full-grown horses would be possible but not very pleasant,
especidly for the horses. Up you go."

As soon as Elissids bottom camein contact with the saddle she knew she'd been right about not wanting
to do this. Throwing her right leg over the braces and putting her |eft foot into the stirrup did nothing to
make her position more comfortable, not even dlowing her to raise up more than an inch or so. By the
time she discovered that she aso discovered that the monster was mounted and ready to go, and when
hishorseled off, hersfollowed.

Elissawas ableto keep slent for atime, at least until aglance over her shoulder showed that the grooms
had gone back to wherever they'd come from. Their being done let her look at the monster, who had
dowed hishorse until he rodeto Elissas|eft.

"I redly can't bear this," she choked out, having found that the few smacks shed been given made her
squirm on the saddle. That squirming made the bead in her bottom even worse, and she wasrapidly
losing control of hersdif.

"You'redoing it for agood cause so you will be ableto bear it," the monster disagreed softly, his hand
coming to touch her cheek gently. "The gardeners aren't very close, but even seeing us from adistance
will let them spread the word about how much inlove we are. And that'sthe point to al this, isn't it?"

Héed taken her right hand, and after asking his question he raised her hand to his lipswithout moving his
gaze from her face. Elissiaclosed her eyesin defeat, unable to say even one more word. The way he
touched her and kissed her and spoke to her? Sheld never have guessed that the man would be this
good at pretending, and now the time with him threatened to be much more painful than she'd expected?

The horses continued to move sedately for another couple of minutes, and then they passed alast flower
bed before an open stretch of grass. As soon as the horses saw the open grass they began to trot, and if
Elissia had been any worse arider she might well have falen off. In no more than an instant she wished



sheld fdlen off, and it was al she could do to get enough control of hersdlf to finally pull her horse back
to awak. By then the open stretch of grass was behind them, and they were among flowers and bushes
and treesagain.

"We have to stop right now," Elissasaid when Derand turned his horse and rode back to her. "If we
don't then I'll probably start to scream and foam at the mouth!™

"Well, we can't have you doing that," the mongter said, very obvioudy keeping himsdf from showing any
amusement. "Theresanicelittle bower just ahead, and it's made for brief rest stops. Come on, I'll show
youwhereitis”

Heturned hishorse and led off, completely ignoring Elissias having said now. Under other circumstances
shewould have dismounted by hersdlf, but she'd been stupid enough to et herself be given asidesaddle.
As sherdluctantly stayed in that torture saddle and let her horse follow Derand's, she swore sheld never
bethis stupid again.

The bower Derand had mentioned wasn't very far, but it dso wasn't quite as close as held suggested. By
the time he dismounted and came to help Elissadown, she was nearly beside hersdif.

"Yes, | know, but well makeit al right,” he murmured as he held her in his arms once she stood next to
her horse. "Well make everything dl right.”

His head bent and he kissed her then, and in spite of her burning need Elissiacouldn't help but return that
kiss. She wanted to kiss and love the man Derand pretended to be, but she'd have to settle for the kiss
aone. Also loving apretend man would have been pitiful, and Elissa couldn't bear the idea of being
pitiful.

Thekisslasted until Elissa couldn't keep hersalf from squirming hard again, and then Derand took her
hand and led her to what he'd called abower. A narrow opening in aring of tall bushesled to a padded
bench shaded by the branches of a nearby tree, and when they reached the bench he had her lean down
on it with her forearms. Her skirts were quickly thrown over her head and her underdrawers taken down
to her knees, and then she heard the sound of leather being moved.

A moment later Derand was presenting himsdlf to her, making it very clear how eager hewas. Elissa
cried out as he entered her, her need so high that her body spasmed as soon as he wasinside her. By the
time her mind reeled back from the relief it had needed so badly, she found that she was well on the way
to being that badly in need again. The man insde her was stroking hard and fast, bringing her body
sensations that smply couldn't beignored. And she couldn't stop squirming, it just wasn't possible?

Quitealot of time passed with Elissabarely knowing where she was and then, suddenly, she found she
wasn't where sheld thought. Her skirts were down again and she sat on Derand's|ap, but her
underdrawers hadn't been pulled back up and the bead hadn't been taken out of her bottom.

"What - what's happening?' she asked, trying to move out of the hold of two wide arms around her.
"How did we - | mean, | thought we were- "

"| think you must have goneinto a brief swoon,” Derand said, keeping those arms firmly around her.
"One minute you were moaning, and the next you'd gone limp. Just St till for awhile until | can be sure
you were complimenting me rather than showing signs of a problem.”

"I'm perfectly dl right, S0 you can let me go," Elissasaid when it was clear she couldn't free hersdlf. "If
something were wrong I'd know about it, and there's nothing to know. Aside from - "



"Y ou have no ideahow relieved | am to hear that," he said, then moved her even closer and kissed her.
Elissia had been about to add that she wanted that bead out of her and her underdrawers pulled back up,
but the kiss refused to alow her to spesk the words. And with the bead till inside her, it wasn't long
before she was forced to return his kiss with passion. She drowned in the sensation of softly demanding
lips on hers, and then she nearly choked.

"Shhh," the monster said without actudly taking hislipsfrom hers. Hisright hand had found itsway up
under her skirts, and histoying fingers made her squirm even more than the bead was doing. With her
underdrawers till down held had no trouble reaching her womanly parts, and in no time at al her body
wasengulfedin flames.

The monster kept the kissing and toying going until Elissawas ready to scream at the top of her lungs,
and only then did helet her get up and moveto leaning on the bench again. Thistime he entered her
dowly and carefully, starting to stroke dow before increasing the pace. Elissaaccepted it dl in squirming
bliss, and when her body found release for the third time, his body joined hers.

"Youre ? amazing," the monster panted just before he withdrew from her. "It'samost possible for meto
believethat you're redly enjoying my lovemaking. But of course you're not, you're just going along with
the plan. Please excuse mefor daydreaming out loud.”

By the time Elissawasfully back to herself, the bead had been taken out of her and her underdrawers
were up and tied again. Once her skirts were down she was able to straighten up, but she didn't say a
word while Derand went for her horse. The bench would have to serve as a mounting block, and shed
be ableto climb up on it with Derand's help?

It'samost possible for meto believe that you're redlly enjoying my lovemaking, hed said, hisvoice
wigtful and fantly filled with longing. But that was just the pretense making him fed things he didn't
actually fed, she knew, so Elissadid them both afavor and pretended she hadn't heard what he'd said.
Oncethey learned who the enemy was, she would be out of thisman'slifefor good.

They rode back to the palace entrance, dismounted and gave the horses back to the grooms, then Elissia
went for abath while Derand | eft to see to something or other. Maids helped Elissainto the bath, then
left when she said she wanted to soak for ashort while. As soon asthey were gone Elissalet thetears
come, tears she couldn't have stopped even if her life had depended onit.

This second kind of release would let her join Derand for dinner without making afool of hersdlf for
wishing life could somehow be different?

Chapter 13

Derand spent the next morning discussing arrangements for the games that would be part of the "wedding
celebration” that his subject kings had been invited to. All the kings knew he meant to hold "games’
ingtead of indulging in constant warfare, but he hadn't yet had an opportunity to show them what the
gameswould be like. Most of the kings expected to sneer at whatever they were shown, and Derand
couldn't allow that to happen. He had to get them interested and involved, persondly aswell asthrough
their fighters. It was amost time for lunch, but Derand and Listen and two of Derand's battle
commanders were thinking about ignoring the mea when aguard cameto say Derand had visitors.

"Vidgitors?' Listan echoed when he heard the guard. "Who would be coming to visit now? None of the
kings could have made it herethisfast? "

"Instead of trying to guess, let's go and see,” Derand said as he got to hisfeet, then he turned to the battle
commanders. "Y ou men keep working, but have some food brought in. Y ou can't do your best if half



your mind ison how empty your bely is."

The two men chuckled and agreed to send for food, so Derand and Listen left the room. The "vistors'
had been stopped at the front entrance of the palace, a security precaution that would not cause trouble
when the kings began to arrive. Men who knew all the kings would be stationed at the front entrance, but
at the moment -

"I'm relieved to see that you aren't taking matterslightly, Derand,” King Ostrin said from beside hisgood
friend King Almis. "The safety of you and my daughter can't be dighted in any way at dl.”

Along with Derand's father and Seed's were the two queens and Seedls brother. Gardal grinned at the
surprise he had to seein Derand's expression, but didn't try to push forward to greet hisfriend firgt.

"Y ou're dl wonderfully welcome, but what are you doing here?' Derand finaly managed to say after
laughing out his delight. "We weren't expecting anyone for at least another day."

"We decided to surprise you," King Almis said in hisnorma voice, then stepped forward to add more
softly, "And we didn't want to present separate targets for ns. If weredl together, we can watch
each other's backs."

"Good idea," Derand said heartily, even though he wasn't completely sure he agreed that theideawas
quite that good. "1 sent fightersto escort dl of you? "

"And they dmost found themsalvesin afight,” Garda said as he aso stepped forward. "When we ran
into them we weren't completely sure that they were from you, but their captain had those 'tokens you
sent to identify them. A small wooden box for my father and mother and me, and adagger for your father
and mother. The captain didn't know what those things meant, but we did.”

"That wastheidea," Derand said, clapping Gardd on the shoulder. "And since you're herein timefor
lunch, I'll have you shown to gpartments and then we can take the meal together once you've refreshed
yoursgves."

"IsElissaresting?' Queen Liminia, Seea's mother asked as Derand began to gesture forward some of the
servants who had appeared. "1'd like to see her, but if she'sresting? "

"Actudly, your daughter isworking rather than resting,” Derand said, spesking to King Ogirin aswell.
"Y esterday she helped mefind out that those of my people with legitimate problems weren't being
alowed an audience with me. She agppointed a scribe to take down the detail s of some of those
problems, and we learned this morning that once word spread that redl problemswerefinaly being
addressed, even more people showed up. The scribe had had to send for two othersto help him, and a
lot of paper wasfilled up. | was busy this morning with organizing the gamesthat will be held during the
celebrations, so Seeaiistaking care of the lists made. She's arranging them in order of severity, and well
dart to look into them this afternoon.”

"No, it'sdl right, Liminia" King Ostrin said as he patted hiswife's shoulder. The queen had gone
wide-eyed over what Derand had said, atypica reaction for the too-gentle woman. "Elissadoesn't share
your view of matters, so I'm certain she'srealy enjoying what she'sin the midst of. Sheis queen here
now, so the troubles of the people are very much her business.”

By then the servants had come forward to lead the royal visitorsto their apartments,

but Derand gtill had timeto look toward hisfather with his brows raised. King Almis shook hishead in
answer, then joined hiswifein following the servant assigned to them.



"No, your father didn't tell my father what the redl Stuation between you and Elissais, but hedid tell me,”
Garda murmured from where he now stood to Derand's | eft. "Have you made any progressin
draightening out that mess?”’

"Not redly,” Derand answered with asigh, remembering how quiet Seeahad been the night before. And
she'd been so deeply adeep when held finally gotten to bed that he hadn't had the heart to wake her?
"Sheredly seemed to enjoy thinking that | didn't love her, asthough aburden of some sort was gone
from her shoulders. Now? Now | don't know how shefedls, and if | didn't have so muchtodo I'd
probably be going crazy. But busy or not, | may go crazy anyway? "

"Maybe when | tak to her shelll tell me something you can use" Gardd said, echoing Derand'ssigh. "If |
thought she didn't love you as much as you love her I'd step back and mind my own business, but | know
shelovesyou. That'swhy | can't understand the reason she refusesto believein your own love."

"I - made a bad mistake with her," Derand admitted, keeping his voice low. " She doesn't know how
thingswork in Arvin, and | didn't want her to get hurt or killed because of inexperience. After dl, people
are dill out for my blood, and if she hesitatesin obeying me during an attack? Well, to make along and
stupid story short and stupid, | tried to get her to obey me completdy in dl things.”

"Oh, you didn't,” Garda said with ridiculing disbelief as Derand began to lead him and Listan toward a
gmall stting room. "No one whao's spoken to my sister for even five minutes would be dim enough to
think - Shedidnt let you bully her into agreeing, did she."

"No, shedidnt," Derand said, replying to the flat statement rather than answering aquestion. "And as she
pointed out, I'm still alive because she refused to agree. An assassin was in the process of strangling me
when she put adagger in his back, something she wouldn't have doneif she'd agreed to obey me
completely.”

"Of course not,” Gardal said with anod asthey entered the meeting room. " Obeying someone completely
means making no decisions whatsoever of your own, everybody knows that. Didn't things get better
when you changed your mind about her obeying you?'

"We ? had words again once the assassin was dead,” Derand said, yanking on a

bell pull rather than looking at Gardal. " She said that any man who had saved my life would have been
rewarded with anything he asked for. Shed saved my lifetwice, and | hadn't even offered her a
thank-you. | - turned into afool then and demanded to know what she wanted as areward, and she -
said shewanted her freedom. Since | said I'd turned foal, | might aswell admit that | agreed to grant her
that freedom.”

"Oh, Derand," Gardal said with such heavy disgppointment that Derand flinched on theinside. "How
could you say that no matter how angry you were? Oh, wait aminute? What she asked for must have
aso hurt like hell. Now | understand? "

"Sodol, but al that understanding doesn't help one damned bit in solving the problem,” Derand said,
turning to look at hislifelong friend once more. "'I'm waiting eagerly for any suggestionsyou'd careto
make."

"Wdl? There should bedl sorts of thingsyou cantry,” Gardal answered lamely, gesturing with one
hand. "I'll makealist and get back to you withiit."

"Do you think holding my breath while | wait would be agood idea?' Derand asked, the sarcasm
matching what Gardal would have said in his place. "I've been thinking about using chains on her if



nothing else works, so you might aswell put that on your list. And here's our tea, which ought to help us
wait for your parents and mineto be ready for lunch.”

Two servants accompanied by Potry were bringing in atea service, and it was Potry who had the two
servants drink some tea before he led them out again. Derand had once offered Potry the position of
chamberlain, but Potry had turned him down saying that that kind of respongbility just wasn't for him.
He'd accepted gold for hisloya service, though, but rather than retire as he could have he still worked in
the palace. If he ever did retire, Derand would definitely misshim?

"My father will be ready alot sooner than my mother,” Gardal said as he came forward to help himsdf to
the tea. "For some reason my mother has these redlly odd ideas about what awoman is and should be.
Not to mention what women should do. Shelll probably descend on Elissaand coo over the way my
poor sister isbeing forced to do such terrible things as make decisons? Damn. | wonder if that'sit."

"What are you talking about?' Derand asked from where he stood behind Gardd, waiting histurn at the
tea. "And would you mind stepping out of the way so Listan and | can aso get sometea?’

"Sorry," Gardd said, taking hisfilled cup and moving to one side. "What | meant was, maybe our
mother's attitudes have affected Elissamore than alittle - in an opposite way. My sister loves our
mother, but she dso seemsto make a point of doing nothing the same. My mother has dways seemed
incgpable of making any decisonsat dl, so-"

"So my bright ideato keep my woman safe made her think | was trying to turn her into acopy of her
mother," Derand said, the disgust in hisvoice completdy sdf-directed. "That goesdl too well with what
my father pointed out, that | wasn't accepting Seeaas shewas. But | ill don't see why that would make
Seeawant to leave me. She's had no trouble refusing to listen to me until now."

"My king," Listan said, hisvoice thoughtful enough to draw Derand's attention. "Could it be? Canit be
that the queen is afraid to stay with you for the very fact that she does love you? If you asked her to do
something she considers horrible for the sake of your mutud love, she might not be able to refuse. A fate
likethat? Persondly I think I'd be moreterrified than afraid.”

"By the gods, sowould I," Gardal said, startlement turning to immediate agreement. "But if that'strue,

and it certainly sounds like it, we're worse off than we were aminute ago, Derand. How can you possibly
convince her that you'll never put her in that kind of abind? And how can you say it and mean it when we
al turn foolish every now and then? We're human, after dl? "

"I think I'll give up the throne and hide out in acave for therest of my life," Derand said, one hand over
hiseyesto hide sight of aworld held logt dl control over. " The thought of doing something terrible and
horrible to thewoman | loveismorethan | can stand, but it could happen. Y es, that's definitely the
answer | waslooking for: running away? *

Painful silence was the only response hiswords licited from the other two men, which told Derand that
neither of them could see any more of away out of the horrible mess than he could. Derand might have
stood like that for quite along time, but aknock at the door and Listan'simmediate permission to enter
changed things. Derand took his hand from his eyesin time to see aguard enter the room.

"My king, that miscreant collecting 'tax’ money from the farmers and hisfasefighters have been
captured,” the guard announced, heavy satisfaction in the man'stone. "They've been brought here to the
palace, and are at your disposa.”

"Oh, I'll dispose of them dl right,” Derand growled as he put his teacup aside and headed for the door.
"But firgt I'll get some answers out of them. How nicely cooperative of them to get themsalves captured



just when | wanted someone to take a bad temper out on. Where are they?*

"In the prisoner holding area behind barracks three, my king," the guard answered as he moved asde to
get out of Derand'sway. "It was thought you might want to make use of the ? questioning facilities
there”

Derand didn't answer as Listan and Garda scrambled to keep up with him, the guard bringing up the
rear. Theideaof torture made Derand shudder on the inside even more now that he'd gone through it
twice himsdlf, but he couldn't afford to be squeamish when it wasn't only hisown lifeon theline. If it was
possible to get the answers he needed another way, held use that instead of torture. But if the captives
refused to speak ?

The prisoner holding areawas secure and well guarded, and thefirst thing Derand did was announce a
bonusin gold for the fighterswho'd captured the criminals. The men cheered, of course, and once they'd
shouted out their thanks Derand was able to go and take alook at the fish they'd netted. The definitely
poor fish?

"A cdl-full of living proof that clothes definitely do not make the man,” Listan said as he looked over the
drossin black leather. "My mother makes a better fighter than any of them, and I've been told that they
didn't eventry to resst being arrested.”

"Trying would have just gotten them killed and they obvioudy knew it,"” Gardal said from next to Listan,
a so examining the supposed fighters. "What are you going to do with them, Derand?

"I haven't decided yet," Derand answered, having ignored the many for the one. The man he stared at
was arrogant even in capture, stting on the floor of the cell and leaning easily back againgt thewall ashe
ignored the man studying him. His pose said he had nothing to worry about, which was definitely odd?

"Let'stake that one next door," Derand said after amoment of consideration, pointing to the man held
been looking at. "We might aswell be comfortable while he answers our questions.™

"Theres nothing to answer," the man said with ashrug that didn't quite hide hisamusement asaguard
began to unlock hiscell. "1 was out to collect as much money as | could without getting caught, but those
idiots| hired refused to fight while | dipped away. Now you'll make me give back what | collected, and
then will probably throw me out of the kingdom. Well, there are plenty of other kingdomstotry? Hey,
easy therel"

The guard had pulled the man to hisfeet and now dragged him out of the cell past Derand. There was ill
something ? off-key about the man, something Derand couldn't quite put hisfinger on. Too bad he
couldn't send for Seeato see what she thought, but giving the woman more stuff for nightmares would not
be avery good idea. Thistime he'd just have to manage without her?

Three other guardsjoined the one with the captive in tow, and all four were needed when the man got his
first look at the room next door. The heavy wooden table decorated with straps and chains clearly told
was what in store for the prisoner, and hetried to resist being put on the table and into the straps and
chains. His struggling was awaste of time, of course, and when the guardsmen finished and stepped
back, Derand entered the room and gestured the guards out. Listan and Gardal had followed Derand
into the room, neither of them looking very happy.

"Now that we're done, let'stry that story of yoursagain," Derand said to the prisoner once the door was
closed. "Who paid you to make trouble in my kingdom, and why were you stupid enough to believe them
when they told you you'd get out of thiswith awhole skin?!



"| - don't know what you're talking about,” the man said, his arrogance and self confidence shaken only a
little as he Strained a bit againgt the leather straps around hiswrigts. "No one paid me, and | wasn't trying
to make trouble. All | wanted was as much slver as| could get, and that's - "

"Andthat'salie" Derand interrupted, showing how little patience he had left. "While you were being
brought in here | did some thinking, and one important question cameto merather quickly: If al you
collected from the farmers was coppers - and that isall you got, dong with an occasiona bit of slver -
how did you expect to pay those 'fighters of yours and still have anything left for yoursef?

"I - wasn't going to pay thoseidiots," the man said with only aheartbeat's worth of hesitation. " Just
because they thought | would doesn't mean -

"We weretold that they and you dl carried sillver aswell as copper.” Listan was the one to interrupt this
time, histone as hard as Derand's had been. "And even idiots would know that you wouldn't be able to

pay them slver if dl you collected was copper. But they were dtill riding around with you, and with fairly
full purses. Stop wasting our time and tell usthetruth.”

"I've dready told you the truth," the man maintained, no longer pulling at the straps on hiswrigts. "And we
both know that you won't be torturing me, so just let me go back to that cell until you're ready to throw
me out of the kingdom.”

"What makes you think we won't be torturing you?' Derand asked, suddenly knowing the true answer to
his question. "Isit because you were told that after being tortured myself | won't alow torture to be used
on anyone ds=?'

"Oh, soyou aretheking," the man said, hisamusement clear only inthelook in hiseyes. "I thought you
might be no more than one of hisfighters? | didn't know you'd been tortured, Y our Mgesty. Did it hurt
much?'

"More than you can possibly imagine," Derand answered, |etting his voice go dead with the memory.

"Y ou see the hdlish things that are about to be used on you, but you can't free your hands and feet to
protect yoursdlf. The torturer comes closer witha ? blade, say, and at first you don't fed it when that
sharpened edge moves across your skin. Thefear plunging al through your body keeps you from the
pain to begin with, but suddenly you become aware of a burning shriek where the blood is beginning to
flow from. The pain is getting worse by the minute, but the torturer doesn't care about that. He uses that
blade on you a second time - and in the same place. That's when you start to understand why men
scream their throats raw under torture? ™

"That - that really sounds - terrible, Y our Mgesty," the man got out, al amusement gone aong with most
of the arrogance. "But knowing what it's like has to mean that you won't let anyone else be tortured. |
mean, how could you justify something like that, especidly to yoursdf? *

"Do you redly think my king is more worried about you and your good opinion than about the safety of
hisloved ones?' Listan asked when Derand just smiled faintly at the man. ™Y ou'relessthan nothing to
him, and he doesn't have to judtify anything to anyone. You - "

"He's not hearing you, Listan,” Derand interrupted as he saw the captive start to pae. "L et's get our men
in here and then he can know what I'm talking about. But tell the men not to stop what they're doing even
if heimmediately decidesto tdll the truth. Nothing teaches aman the error of hisways more than not
being dlowed to change hismind - "

"No! Please!" the captive screamed as he started to pull at the straps again. "He said I'd never haveto
face torture of any kind, and that makeshim aliar! Only fools keep their word to aliar, and I'm no fool!



It was King Pdtin who sent me to make trouble in your kingdom, King Paltin!”
Derand stared at the struggling captive for amoment, then looked away.

"Get themenin here, Listan, and give them the orders | just mentioned,” Derand said, pretending he saw
nothing of Listan's sartlement and Gardd's upset. "And aso tell them that this one won't be easy, so they
can't afford to play with him. There won't be much left when they're done, but that's - "

"Damn you," the captive said, speaking bitterly to Derand after his struggles abruptly stopped. "You're
not doing anything the way you were expected to, but that still won't help you. If you were ableto takeit,
then | cantakeit. And it was King Lovar who sent me."

Derand studied the man again, then gestured histwo companions out of the room with him. Listan and
Garda were looking confused and annoyed as well as disturbed, and Derand didn't blame them.

"Wdl, now we know that torturing him will be awaste of time," Derand said after blowing out a breath of
vexation. "Hell name every one of the kingsin turn over and over, and even if wethink he's broken we
won't be able to know for certain that heisn't avenging himsdlf in advance by begging usto believe that
the last name he speaksis hisemployer. Just have histhroat cut and let that be an end to the matter.”

"Yes, my king, I'll seetoitimmediately,” Listan said before moving off toward agroup of guardsmen.
Garda watched him go, then joined Derand in heading back to the palace.

"Obvioudy Ligtanisasrdlieved as| am that there won't be any torturing done," Gardd said after a
moment of slence. "The only thing is, how can you be sure that one of the others doesn't know who's
behind dl this?'

"In order for one of the others to know something, hed have to be as associate of the onewe
questioned,” Derand explained, privately reflecting that Garda didn't know the meaning of the word
relieved aswell ashedid. "If that man had an associate among the onesin black leather, the others would
have unconscioudy drawn away from the associate in the cdll in an effort to distance themseaves from
whatever would be done to him. Did you notice any one of those men sitting alone?”

"No, they were al clumped miserably together,” Gardal agreed with alook of surprise. "I hadn't
understood what that meant but now | do, and I'm really impressed with how clever you are. But | il
don't understand why you didn't bother to ask that man's name. Once he's dead well never know who
hewas."

"If you ever have to have someone tortured, you'll be happier if you don't know the man's name," Derand
said, the closest he could come to an explanation. "Now we'd better get back to where they're probably
waiting lunch for us™

Gardd's exclamation showed that Derand's friend had forgotten al about lunch, but now that he'd been
reminded he increased his pace just as Derand did. They both hurried to rgjoin Derand's guests, but
Derand doubted that he'd have the stomach to eat much at al?

The inn had been cleared of other guests, so the only occupied room was theirs. There were guards out
inthe hdl, but they were picked men and even they weren't very near. The two people had eaten their
medl before coming to this room, and once the door was closed behind them it began.

"Get out of those clothesingtantly!" she snapped, treating him the way he deserved to be treated. "I've
had to wait much too long to give you the next instalment of the punishment you've earned!”

"Yes, migress, | obey immediately,” he said at once, suiting actions to words. His swordbelt came off



first and then hisboots, and a pair of moments later hisfinery lay piled on the floor. He himsdlf knelt
beside the clothing, his head down and his shoulders rounded.

"You disgust me," she said as she walked back to him from the trunk sheld goneto. "Y ou're supposed to
be aking, supposed to be completely in charge of everything and everyone, but you still jump to obey
when your magter calgl"

"It'ssmply amatter of politics, mistress," he begged, trying to make her understand. "The otherswill Al
be at this celebration the High King is holding, so staying away would be - impolitic.”

He'd dmost said "foolish rather than "impoalitic,” amistake that would have cost him dearly. Hewas
dready infor it, which meant he didn't need to add to the punishment unnecessarily.

"Y ou were afool to alow that man to defeat you in battle," she growled, letting him hear the sound of the
switch she'd gotten from the trunk striking her hand. "I told you that you had to win, that you had to be
High King, but you disobeyed me. Have you any idea how long you're going to pay for that
disobedience?'

"| tried, mistress, | really did!" he begged, dready knowing shed refuseto believe

him. "The man is gifted with extraordinary talent in strategy and tactics, and that'swhy | lost to him. But |
did do asyou instructed and sent men to assassinate him. With any luck at al hell be dead before we
reach hispadace.

"Luck," she said, disgust dripping from every word. "I talk about planning, and you talk about luck. Take
the position you're best suited to and do it fast!™

Hedidn't waste an instant bending forward and putting his forehead to the floor, hisarmsfolded across
his middle. The pose put his backside in the position she wanted it, and she didn't waste amoment ether.
The switch struck him with aloud "crack!" thet |eft aline of fire dl across his seet, but he didn't voice the
shout of pain he wanted to make. He wasn't alowed to make noise, and wouldn't be allowed that release
for quite sometime.

"Y ou pitiful excuse for ahuman being!" she snarled, asecond and third stroke of the switch adding to the
fire of thefirst. ™Y ou promised me all of Arvinto dowith as| pleased, but | haven't even been ableto do
as| pleasein our own kingdom! If that fool found out held lead the others against us, because he'sthe
High King rather than you! Aslong asthat state continues, the punishment I'd be giving otherswill be
yours aong with your own. Only by displacing that fool will you change that, and I'll make sure you don't
forget.”

"l won't forget, mistress, | swear | won't!" he choked out, writhing to the constant strokes of the switch.
The flames now burned his entire seet, and the pain would get much worse before the punishment was
over. Today's ride had been pure hell after last night's punishment, and tomorrow's ride would be even
worse. He had to do something to let him go back to the milder punishment he'd been given at first, he
just had to! If that meant the death of Derand Du Bahr, then so beit. There was alimit to how much a
man could reasonably take?

But that limit was passed to the accompaniment of the switch striking his seet. 1t kept on and on, and
when hefindly found it impossible not to wail and beg, the dashing strokes came even harder to punish
the disobedience. When tears came to his eyes he made sure not to let them be seen. If she saw the
tears, it would go even harder for him?

Chapter 14



Elissiawas surprised when she walked into the small dining room to find a crowd waiting. Shed
expected it to be another day at |east before people began to arrive, but here were Derand's parents and
her own!

"Elissa, my dear, weve missed you," her father said, coming over to give her agentle hug. ™Y ou look fine
after all those adventures you and Derand have had.”

"Oh, my poor child, you must be exhausted to trembling,” her mother said inthat ? helplessway of hers
as she patted Elissias cheek. "Someone redlly must spesk to Derand and explain to him that women
aren't meant to be imposed upon so terribly. Sit down, dear, and your father will have the servants bring
cool clothsfor your head."

"I've been gitting long enough and my head doesn't need any kind of cloths" Elissasaid as her father
turned to abell pull. She'd thought there would be more time before this particular scene had to be gone
through, but since therewasn't? "Actuad, productive work is more enlivening than exhausting, Mother,
something you'd know if you ever tried it yourself. No, | take that back. For you, work would be
exhaugting, not that you'd ever get any of it done.”

"Elissa, for shame!" her father exclaimed as her mother put ahand to her throat and acted asif she were
about to faint. He quickly put an arm around his wife and helped her to st in the chair behind her before
turning back to his daughter. "How dare you be so rude to your mother, young lady?" he continued, as
angry ashe ever got. "Shell hear animmediate apology from you or I'll know the reason why."

"Y ou should dready know the reason why, Father," Elissasad, grimly going on with it. "I've kept quiet
for mogt of my life, fighting Silently against nausea because | lived under your roof, but those days are
over. How can you encourage her in that ridiculous act without gagging?

"Y our mother isn't acting, child, shessmply very ddlicate," her father said, anger receding in the face of
needing to explain something. "If she had the choice, don't you think she'd be just as robust as everyone
es=?'

"' She does have the choice, and she choosesto play the limp, helplessfemae," Elissa countered,
unreluctant to finally get thewords said. "For along time | thought that M other wasthe way sheis
because she was taught to be like that, but I've since changed my mind. She uses her little act to
manipulate you into expecting nothing from her, so she'sfreeto do only as she pleases. She'sawaystried
to make me do the same just to camouflage her own actions, and that'swhat I'll never forgive her for.

Her rotten way of lifeis moreimportant to her than | am.”

Elissaleft her father open-mouthed and silent and went to get hersalf acup of tea. Behind her shewas
aware of King Almismoving in her father's direction, and then Queen Rildin was beside her to her |eft.

"Y ou're feding hurt and betrayed, but you mustn't,” Rildin said very softly, putting agentle hand to
Elissas shoulder. ™Y our mother has been 'delicate for so long that she probably believesthe act hersdlf
by now. She went pale when she heard what you said to your father, but instead of fainting she turned
thoughtful. I sincerely think she never meant to cause you harm - or to lose your love. The act worked for
her, so shefully expected it to work just aswell for you.”

"All of which means she was too wrapped up in her own wishes and wants to notice that I'm not like
her," Elissa countered, for once adding sugar to the tea she poured. "If you really care about someone,
you do what's best for them rather than what's best for you. | know you'retrying to help, Rildin, but I've
aready insulted two of my guests so there's no reason not to try for aclean sweep.”

"Y ou must have had aredly bad morning to be in such afoul mood,” Rildin responded with a short laugh.



"Isit possible that my son isworking you too hard?"

"Working hard has nothing to do with how bad my mood is," Elissasaid with a shake of her head as she
turned to Derand's mother. "I started out annoyed that that fool Raildey kept people with red problems
away from their king, and then | started to get more deeply into what those problems are. One family
amogt logt achild because they couldn't get help.”

"What do you mean, amost logt achild?" Rildin asked, her own teacup stopped half way to her lips.
"Was the child sick and in need of a doctor?’

"It's the people involved who are sick," Elissaanswered with a shake of her head.

"The child'sfather was out of work for awhile, so he had to borrow money to keep hisfamily fed. Hesa
craftsman so he did find another job, but the man who loaned him the money refused to wait for the
money to be repaid. Hisbulliestook the family's oldest son as repayment, and the fighters| sent to get
the boy back were only just in time to keep the boy from being sent out of Arvinto wheredavery is
legd. They dso took the rest of the children being sent at the same time, then put the moneylender under
arrest for kidnapping. | can't wait until he faces hisking during audiences this afternoon.”

"Oh, Derand will have hisheart!" Rildin exclaimed, furious aswell asoutraged. "'l can't believe anyone
would think that he could get away with something like that!"

"He's been getting away with it for years, so why would he expect thingsto change?' Elissa countered,
gl furious hersdlf. "It may be possible to get back some of the other children he's sold, but certainly not
al of them. And what has al thistime as adave done to the oneswe do get back? | get sick just thinking
about it? "

"What'swrong?' King Almis asked, coming over to hiswife. "What are you two getting so wild about?"
Rildin quickly explained what she and Elissia had been talking about, and Almiss expresson turned grim.

"No, Derand won't have his heart,” Almissaid to his queen, his hand supportively on her arm. "If Derand
isassmart as| know him to be, hell send this moneylender into the same davery he sent those children
to. That would betruejustice.

"Oh, look, Derand and Gardal are coming in,” Rildin said, pointing to the door. "L et's speak to our son
right now, Almis. If we don't I'll get indigestion from whatever | egt.”

King Almis nodded and joined hiswifein going toward their son, which let Elissasip at her tea. The
morning would have been bad enough if the moneylender had been the only blight involved, but he hadn't
been. There was more waiting for her to tell Derand about, but after lunch would be soon enough. No
sensein his appetite getting just asruined as hers had been.

"That'scrue, El," Elissaheard, which made her ook up to see Garda shaking hishead at her. "Treating
your loving brother like astranger and not even offering him a hug. How could you?'

"Today'sthe day | choseto be cruel to everyone,” Elissaanswered, knowing well enough that Gardal
wasteasng. "Aren't you glad you weren't | eft out?!

"There are somethings | don't mind being left out of," Garda countered with agrin. " So how come
you're over here dl alonewith Mother and Father over there? They should still be bothering you about
everything from how you look to what you're wearing.”

"Speaking my mind for once seemsto have stopped the usud flow," Elissasaid, making no effort to look



over a their parents. "Don't you ever get tired of the way she acts, Gardd, or of the way Father aways
lets her get away with it? Or are you just too chivarous and noble to say anything?”

"It'snot for meto criticize my parents,” Garda answered, now |ooking extremey uncomfortable. "My life
has been more than pleasant because of them, and eventualy I'll even be given athrone. Can't you just
concentrate on the good things when you get an urgeto ? spesk your mind?”

"What good things?" Elissia countered, making no effort to avoid Gardd's gaze. "' Are you talking about
al thetime| wasted being taught to be a‘'woman of station’ no matter how stupid | said the lessons
were? All the times Mother just couldn't quite find something nice to say about whatever | was doing
because she wouldn't have done the same? Maybe you mean the times Father felt he had to apologize for
me because | wasn't a swest, mindless, bit of fluff. And then theré'sthe way Father married me off asa
child, just because he wanted the marriage. Y ou'reright, Gardal. | have an enormous amount of good
thingsto remember.”

"El, you sound even more unhappy now than when we werein Ramsond,” Gardal protested with painin
his voice as Elissaremembered to sip her tea. "Tell mewhat | can do to make things better for you,
plesse, tel me something!"

"Everything possibleis aready being done," Elissasaid, too depressed even to reassure the brother she
loved. "As soon as we find out who's sending assassins, I'll be freeto go where | please. | don't yet
know where that will be, but it certainly won't be back with Mother and Father. Being buried dive would
be kinder than that."

"All right, I know that this ‘time of celebration’ is part of the plan to caich Derand's enemy,” Gardd saidin
asoft voice after running a hand through his hair. "Mother and Father weren't told, but | was, and | see
something that could ruin the plan. Y our not getting dong with your parents doesn't fit with how blissfully
happy you're supposed to be."

"Sureit does," Elissasaid, privately shaking her head over Garda'slack of imagination. "Part of the bliss
| supposedly fed will befor the fact that | don't have to go back to live with my parents again. Any
number of people will understand that motive even if you don't."

"El, if you do leave Derand the way you claim you mean to, | can't see Father |etting you do anything but
come home," Gardal said after something of ahesitation. ™Y ou're ill his daughter, after dl, so no matter
what you say to him you won' - Or isthat what you had in mind when you suddenly decided to get dl
those complaints off your chest? Are you making sure that helll smply close his eyes and pretend he
doesn't know what's going on?"

"Am | supposed to have forgotten how quick Father isto forgive and forget?' Elissia asked with asound
of ridicule that ought to throw Gardal off completely. "If you don't mind, I'd like to be considered a better
tactician than that."

"Then what are you trying to do?' Gardad demanded, atouch of short-tempered annoyance behind the
words. "When you do something you usudly have some kind of planinmind, and I'd like to know what it
isthistime."

"Y ou mean I'm not alowed to just lose my temper like any other human being?' Elissia countered at
once, her tone sharp. "You can but | cant, isthat it, brother? Well, excuse me all to piecesfor
overstepping mysdlf, and let me assure you that it won't happen again - very often.”

And with that Elissawaked away from him, amost as outraged as she'd pretended to be. To think that a
full grown woman would be expected to obey her father's wishes about her life rather than her own? !



That nonsense had always had the ability to set her off, which madeit very useful right now. It gave her
an excuse to beless than blissfully happy, abreak she really needed at the moment?

Elissawas able to take one more swallow of tea before a servant announced that lunch was ready to be
served. Thetable that could hold fourteen people easily had been set for the seven who were present,
which happily put Elissaat one end with Derand at the other and their guestsin the middle. Elissalet
hersaf be served only amoderate amount of food, but it was still too much for her feeble appetite to
handle. So she ate what she could, then sat back with fresh teato wait for everyone else to be finished.

Oddly enough, it seemed that no one had the kind of appetite they were supposed to have. When the
medl was through, Elissasent a servant to get the notes she'd made from the scribes reports, then
handed the pages to Derand when they were brought.

"I've dready heard about the kidnapping, but the rest of thislooks amost asugly,” Derand said after
glancing over what sheldd written. " Two men who congtantly get drunk and beat their wives and children.
A new 'guild of fishermen formed that's trying to keep everyone ese from fishing in theriver. People
robbed of everything they have and no one even looking into the thefts? Weve got along afternoon
ahead of us."

"I think you're dso going to have to do something about the current group of city guardsmen,” Elissasad
with amirthless smile. "From what people have said, they're collecting pay for stting around and drinking
al day when they're not chasing women who want nothing to do with them.”

"I've dready sent some of my men to watch them for awhile," Derand said with awry nod. "That should
let usknow if any of them are worth keeping - and if any of them ought to be charged with some sort of
cime? Areyoufedingal right?'Youlook ? tired."

"I don't fed tired, | fed impatient,” Elissa said as she glanced around the room. Their guests weretalking
asthey moved toward the door, apparently on their way back to their gpartments. "I want the waiting to
be over with and the main part of the plan to start, but you can't expect people to get here by magic. You
have to wait for them to arrive by norma means, and who knows what will happen until they do arrive.”

"Meaning you expect the attacks against me to stop once our guests are here," Derand said, and Elissa
could fed him studying her. "Y es, now that | think about it | have to agree. The enemy won't want it to
look like I'm avictim instead of avillain, so | won't be atarget any longer. We have no choice but to wait
for the attacks to stop while hoping nothing effective will be done until then, so let'sfill some of thetimein
the most congtructive way we can.”

He offered her hisarm, so Elissatook the arm and let hersalf be escorted to the audience chamber.
Everyone stood and bowed or curtsied when she and Derand entered, but not everyone sat down again
afterward. The sight of the same scribe entering and setting up sent anumber of people out of theroomin
disgust, causing Derand to make a sound of amusement.

"It looks like some of the 'petitioners thought that yesterday would be considered amistake," he
murmured to Elissaasthey got more comfortable on the thrones. " They seemed to expect that the man
they paid would set me straight on who was supposed to be granted an audience and who should be
ignored. | wonder how they made such amistake.”

"Most likely they spoke to that fool Raildey before hewas arrested,” Elissamurmured back. "If they'd
had any brains they would have demanded their money back instead of letting him talk them into being
patient. Now they're out of luck."

"I'm probably going to charge Raild ey with being an accessory to every crime we should have known



about but didn't," Derand added just as softly. "So let's get started with seeing what he's guilty of.”

Heturned his head then to nod at the fighters who had a stout, greasy man in shacklesto one side of the
room. The man was dressed in very expensive but rumpled clothing and wore rings on dmogt dl of his
fingers, and he looked completely outraged. Elissaknew that this had to be the moneylender, and she
watched carefully as he was manhandled forward and forced to bow.

"Thisman is Oldio Fazon, afool who consdershimsdf alaw unto himsdf," Elissasad fairly loudly into
the buzz of comments from the other peoplein the room. "He pretends to lend money to help people out,
but in redlity he's only hel ping himself. He kidnagps children and sdlsthem into davery.”

"I mogt certainly do not!" Fazon flared out a once, hisindignation clearly growing stronger. "My clients
arelucky that | have afriend who'swilling to repay their loansfor them if he's sent children to work out
their parents debt as servantsto him. That isn't davery or even kidnapping, so | respectfully demand an

gpology!"

""Respectfully demand,™ Derand echoed with an odd kind of amusement as he stared a the man. "Y ou
have your ridiculous story dl ready, so theidiots on the thrones of your kingdom should smply nod with
understanding and let you go back to doing as you aways have. And since you have been doing thisfor
quite some time, that brings up a question: if the children are only supposed to be working off a debt,
how many of them can you produce to show that they were returned home once the debt was repaid?”

"Why - why - there aren't any because the debts haven't yet been paid off," Fazon said, obvioudy
thinking fast. "And | haven't been doing thisfor years, only for ashort time, so it's perfectly
understandable that none of the children are back yet."

The man began to preen where he stood, clearly proud of the way he'd found out of the trap, but before
Elissacould cal him acompleteliar someone dsedidit for her.

"You lielikethe disgusting dimeyou are!" awoman called from the back of the chamber before stepping
out where she could be seen. " Seven years ago you took my oldest son to repay the loan my husband
was dready paying back, just not fast enough to suit you. Losing our son killed my husband, and our son
hasn't been seen since!”

"She'stheliar! Fazon snapped, thelook in hisdull little eyes showing how furious he was. "' For some
reason she hates me, so she's taking this opportunity to lie about me! She- "

"That's enough!" Derand ordered in avoice so loud that Fazon wasleft with his mouth hanging open and
no words coming out. "That woman isn't the only one to accuse you, and how long you've been taking
peoplée's children isn't an issue. Doing something that vile even once would condemn you, and you've
dready admitted to committing the crime more than once.”

"Butitisn'tacrime!" Fazon screamed, suddenly losing al control of himsdlf. "I paid good gold to make
sureit wasn't considered a crime, so you can't change things now! Who do you think you areto bargein
here and tell honest merchants what they can and can't - "

"Honest merchants?' Derand interrupted in aroar, again drowning the stupid man out. 'Y ou're as honest
as|'m adelicate poetry lover, but the main point isthat I'm your king! That'swho | think | am, and |
believe | can prove the contention. Guards! Take this man and make him tell you the names of everyone
involved in hisdisgusting crime, including his bullies, whoever he paid off herein Holdisond, and the man
he sent the children to. Once you have him wrung out, arrange for him to be sold into davery. But not
through his own contact, because that man will be too busy answering questionsfor my fightersto have
thetimeto sal him properly.”



Fazon began to scream as he was dragged out, but his screams weren't easily heard over the cheering of
most of the people in the chamber. There was also a smattering of applause, but when Derand held up
one hand the cheering and applause changed to respectful silence.

"I'm told that that man was just about the only moneylender in the city,” Derand said as he looked at the
people who had shown him how pleased they were. " Since people do need to borrow money in times of
difficulty, I've decided to take Oldio Fazon's wealth and put it to good use. Until some honest
moneylenders can establish themsalves, anyone who needs to borrow money can apply to the
chamberlain I'll appoint to oversee the matter. If you get aloan you will pay interest, but notinan
unbearable amount and no children will be part of the matter. Please tell al your friendsthat their families
areno longer at risk.”

The cheering and applause was louder now, and Elissaenjoyed it at least as much as Derand obvioudy
did. Hed clearly used lunch to do some thinking, and the results of that thinking would be to the benefit
of alot of peoplein hiscity.

Elissahad arranged for the head of the new "guild" to be brought to the audience, and that was who
Derand caled for next. The man had looked smug and complaisant to begin with, but after seeing what
had been done with Fazon his expression had changed to one of worry. When Derand told him that he
couldn't keep people from fishing in the river themselves rather than being forced to buy from the
members of his"guild,” the man didn't even argue. Elissa saw that the man was smarter than Fazon in that
he knew when to give up his attempted thievery. If hetried to keep on with the nonsense, the next time
there would be more than awarning given to him.

When Derand cdlled for the abusive drunks to be brought in, instead of two there were seven men
pushed and shoved forward. Elissa had told the fightersto bring in any other nasty drunks they might
come across, and they'd obvioudy taken her a her word. The seven men were dirty and disheveled and
unsteady on their feet, but it seemed that an effort had been made to sober them up. They weren't
completely sober, but they seemed able to follow most of what was going on.

"Y ou men are adisgrace to yoursalves and to this city,” Derand stated in agrowl that made most of the
foolsflinch. "If you have aproblem you try to solveit, you don't get blind, stinking drunk in order to
forget about the problem instead. Y ou men will be kept under arrest until you're completely sober, and
then you'll betold again what I'm telling you now: you're forbidden to take even asingle drink for afull
month.

"If you drink anyway you'l certainly end up drunk again, but the next time you won't Smply be sobered
up. You'l be taken to awork gang and worked until you drop for six full months, and only at the end of
the sx monthswill you be given one last chance. If you stay sober you'll stay free. If you don't, you'll go
back to the work gang for good."

Derand let the mutters and moaning run through the group for aminute, then he held up ahand again.

"Before | forget, let me add something to what I've dready said. Any of you who manage to stay sober
for amonth are not being told that they can then get drunk again any time they please. If you can't handle
drinking only in moderate amounts, you won't be drinking at al. And if you do go back to drinking
anyway, you'd better pray that no onein your family has an ‘accident’ during thetime. If they do,

you won't be free of the work gang in amere six months. Get them out of here now."

The guards forced the stunned men out of the room while Elissalistened to the murmurs of the people
attending the audience. Some of the private conversations sounded worried, but most of them sounded
delightedly relieved.



Other people with problems were called forward then, and one of them was awoman who wanted her
marriage ended. Elissia hadn't made a point of mentioning the matter to Derand because she'd wanted to
know what he would do without having been given timeto think of something beforehand. If Derand felt
cornered he certainly didn't show it. He smply asked the woman if she was sure she wanted the marriage
to be set asde, and when she answered firmly and camly that she did he dlowed it.

Another two hourswent by whilefairly serious matters were taken care of, and then Derand called a halt
for the day. Therewere only afew people heading for the scribe as Elissajoined Derand in leaving the
room, which was arelief. Tomorrow morning would hopefully be more pleasant than this morning had
been?

Derand went off about his own business, so Elissareturned to their gpartment and read until it wastime
to get dressed for dinner. Her aam wasto avoid their "guests’ aslong as possible, and the effort proved
to be asuccess. Shewas left done until she had no choice but to join everyone in the dining room, and
then she was actually left to drink teaiin peace until Derand himsdlf appeared. A moment later dinner was
announced, so shetook her place at the table and did her best to eat enough to keep herself dive.
Everyone else did better than that with the excellent meal, so their mood had apparently lightened.

The &fter-dinner conversation was friendly and touched on nothing serious but Derand's handling of the
moneylender cum daver, something his parents had managed to see for themsalves. No one seemed to
noticethat Elissadidn't joinin any of thetalk, at least until she and Derand went to their apartment to get
ready for bed. When Elissawalked into the bedchamber after her maids had |eft, Derand |ooked up
from where he sat.

"Y ou were very quiet during dinner and afterward,” he said as he put aside the glass of wine he'd been
holding. "Isthat because of the words you had with your parents earlier today?'

"| dso had wordswith Garddl," Elissasaid, stopping haf way across the room. "Didn't he mention that
aswel?'

"Instant counterattack is sometimes agood Strategy, but not dways," he commented, looking at her very
directly. "Inthis case, for instance, | haven't been distracted from the knowledge that you behaved very
badly. The way you spoke to your mother wasinexcusable. If you had acomplaint, you should have
madeit in private."

"What good would it have done to tart any of the argumentsin private?' Elissa countered, having
expected Derand to mention the matter. "Until now it could be thought thet | loved my family fiercely, so
they were walking targetsfor nation. Once word gets around that | resent them more than love
them, killing them will seem more like afavor to methan aterrible blow. Even if the plan doesn't work
like that even though it should, they won't be any worse off than they were."

"So you were trying to protect them without making it look like adeliberate effort,” Derand said, a brief
expression of annoyance crossing hisface as he stood. "If there are any more assassins till around your
plan might work, but in the meantime what about your parents fedings? Don't you think your words felt
like aknife plunging into their chests?'

"My parents aren't asddicate asdl that, and | didn't say anything that wasn't true," Elissamuttered,
turning away as Derand got closer. "I love my mother and father because that's what children do, but
every now and then | wonder how much they deserve that love.”

"Since they didn't murder you in cold blood while you were still achild, they've earned dl theloveyou
can give them,” Derand said from behind her right shoulder. ™Y ou weren't an easy child to live with, and if
they made afew mistakes with you they can be excused on the grounds that they're only human. They



never deliberately tried to hurt you even when your safety wasinvolved, but you made no effort to return
the courtesy. That particular lack of effort has earned you an effort on my part.”

And with that hisbig hand closed around Elissias|eft arm, a prelude to his dragging her to the nearest
chair. Elissa hated the way her struggling meant absolutely nothing in the face of his strength, and then he
was sitting down and pulling her across hisknees.

"Let mego!" she demanded even as her degp ensemble skirts were thrown forward over her back and
head. "Y ou have no right to do thisto me, not for any reason!"

"Y ou're not the only one able to think around here," the monster responded as he kept her from pushing
back to her feet. "What you said to your parents and brother

-guests of mine - was rude and insulting, and | would not be expected to let you get away with it no
matter how much | loved you. | hope for your sake that your plan does work, because you're about to
pay the price of that plan right now."

Elissa gasped when the bead was quickly pushed into her bottom, but then the gasp turned into a howl
when thefirst heavy smack reached her. Thefirst smack became three, four, and then five, six, and
seven, and by then Elissia's howls were even louder. The monster's hand felt like wood as it struck her
bottom again and again, warming her seat to the level of the flames dready rushing around her body. She
wasn't being allowed to protect her bottom with ahand and she wasn't being allowed to squirm free. All
she was being alowed was to get the spanking the monster had made up his mind to give her.

By thetimethelast of the heavy smack-smack-smacking fell on her seat, Elissahad long-since Sarted to
cry. The monster had obvioudy been redly furious with her, and the spanking he'd given was one of the
worst she'd ever gotten. Part of the writhing she did was from the terrible need screaming inside, a need
that the throbbing, burning ache in her bottom wasn't quite able to push out of her awareness.

And then, before helet her up, he did something redly crud ?
Chapter 15
"What - what are you doing?"' Elissa asked hoarsaly between sobs. "No, please!”

"I'm showing you the same consideration you showed to your parents,” the monster answered as hetied
her wrigts together in front of her with thin materia that was very soft but aso very strong. Hed first
pulled off her deep ensemble, but that was hardly what might be consdered acomfort. "Tomorrow youll
be given the chance to apol ogize for what you said, but the choice of whether or not to apologize to your
parentswill be entirely yours. If you decide againgt making the effort, you'll know exactly what you have
to look forward to again tomorrow night.”

By now he'd pushed her back to her feet and stood, so he was able to pull her toward their bed by the
end of the materia tied around her wrists. Elissawas desperate to rub at her terribly spanked bottom,
but she wasn't being alowed to do that. Instead she was thrown into the bed on her back and the end of
the material wastied around a decorative spoke in the headboard. Sheraised her aching bottom from the
bed as quickly as possible by using her feet, but amoment later the position wasn't as much of a benefit
asit had been et firdt.

The monster dipped out of hiswrap as soon as she was tied to the headboard, and now he put himsalf
between her knees. She gasped when he began to enter her, needing him inside her so badly that she
nearly demanded he hurry, but she'd forgotten what his use was like after a hard spanking. She choked
and squirmed hel plessly as he began to stroke in and out, the touch of his body amost making her think



she was being spanked again.

But that bead in her bottom did its usua job of making her forget about everything but the way her need
was being seen to - which had to be why the monster had used the thing. He'd wanted her to respond to
him helplesdy and completely, disallowed the choice of refusing him the leedt little thing. Elissawanted to
rage at being treated like this, but her own body refused to alow that. She quickly turned mindlesswith
the pleasure she was being forced to fedl, and the time went on even longer than the spanking had. After
her body spasmed with release again and again and again, Elissafdl instantly adeep once the monster
withdrew.

And awoke in the morning, donein the bed - but till tied!

Derand finished his morning chores faster than he thought he would, considering that held taken over
Seed'sjob of reviewing the requests for assstance that the scribe had taken down yesterday. There were
alot fewer problemslisted than the day before, but there till remained some that needed attending to.

But that wasfor later, when audience time came around. Right now he intended to take a pleasure break,
one hewould normaly have taken this morning after waking up. But when he woke up still angry over
how Seea had treated her parents, he decided to put off the time for ashort while. A short while that
ought to add to the repayment Seeawas owed for the pain sheld given King Ostrin. Derand was more
than just fond of Ostrin, and the man hadn't deserved to be treated badly no matter what the reason.

Derand paced aong the hal toward his apartment, more than allittle disturbed that Seeawould choose
such acrud way to protect her parents. She hadn't been the easiest child to raise, something she ought to
be well aware of, so0 the fact that she had issues from her childhood should be balanced againgt the issues
she'd caused. Gardal, caught in the middle, had been very upset, and that had added to Derand's anger.

The dozen fighters Derand had Ieft in front of the apartment were still as dert aswhen heldd placed them
there, and Derand dismissed them before entering. Leaving Seeatied to the bed with one of Waysten's
toys meant she wasn't in aposition to defend herself, so Derand had had the apartment closely guarded.
Soon the guards would no longer be necessary, since he meant to release Seea as soon as he eased her.
The bead would have her really worked up by now, but none of what he'd done to her would disappear
with her need, he knew. Thingswere gill going badly between them, and he had not even asingle clue
about how to make them better.

When he entered his bedchamber, Derand could hear the sound of movement in the bed. Seeawould
have awoken to find hersdlf in the unpleasant position of gill having an aching bottom that needed to be
kept from complete contact with the bed, but shifting around to ease her bottom would have encouraged
the bead to make free with her reactions. By now the woman must be squirming uncontrollably, and
walking over to the bed showed Derand that he was right.

"Wdl, well, what have we here?' Derand drawled as he stopped to study a very unhappy Seea. "Can
this possibly be awoman who's anxioudy looking forward to making an apology at lunch?’

Seeasmply closed her eyesrather than answer him in words, most likely because the words she most
wanted to speak would earn her another spanking. But she wasn't refusing to do as he wanted her to,
and heéld said she would be given the chance to make the decision fredly about how they would spend
their time tonight. That meant he didn't need any words from her to get on with what had to be done, so
he put his swordbelt aside, opened hisleather trousers, and then put himsdlf between her legs.

Thefirst touch of his manhood to her need brought amoan to Seed's throat, amoan that increased in
volume as he dowly put himself ingde her. Her hel pless squirming set hisown blood on fire, trying to
force him into stroking her fast and hard, but he had more control than that.



Once he was as deeply inside her asit was possible to go, he put his hand to her bottom before he began
to stroke dowly in and out. She yelped at the touch and tried to escapeit, her squirming becoming even
more delightful than it had been. When she couldn't escape the touch of his hand she made a sound that
could only be called angry surrender, then seemed to lose herself to what was being doneto her.

Derand kept control of himself for only ashort while, and then he let go and gave Seeaand himsdlf
everything they both needed. The concept of time disappeared from Derand's avareness, returning only
when he found release and lay down on the bed beside Seea. He spent a couple of minutes getting his
breath back, and then he pulled up histrousers again before he removed the bead and then untied Seea.

"Y ou have plenty of timeto dressfor lunch," he said as she sat up on her hip and began to rub her wridts.
"Take abath and think about what you'll say as part of an apology, assuming you decide that that's what
you want to do. We won't start lunch without you, so don't be late.”

Derand went into the bathing room to wash the bead before he put it and the restraint away in aplace
Seeawasnt likely to find them, then he left the gpartment. He didn't missthe fact that Seea dtill hadn't
said aword to him, but thistime it seemed to be seething anger rather than depression behind her silence.
Derand tried to consider the anger better than the depression, but the interna argument didn't quite
convince him. Each reaction was as bad as the other, Snce both meant trouble for him in someway ?

"My king?' Derand suddenly heard, the words louder than what could be
considered normal. "My king, are you angry with me for some reason?"

"What would make you think | was angry with you?' Derand asked as he turned back to Listan, who
stood about three feet behind him. "And why didn't you come dl the way up to me instead of stopping
back there?’

"My king, | didn't 'stop’ here," Listan said as he closed the distance between them. "I came from the
other direction and greeted you when you reached me, but you just kept going without saying asingle
word. Isit wiseto let yourself become this distracted right now?”

"It's never wise to become this distracted, but | haven't had a choice in the matter in quite sometime,”
Derand answered, slently cursing himsdlf for afool. "If you don't know when | stopped having the
choice, Listan, you haven't been paying attention. Was there something you wanted to talk to me
about?'

"Yes, my king, thereis," Listan agreed, his face showing sympathetic understanding. "The city guardsmen
welve been watching? The newsisn't good. Out of the three shifts of ten men each, atota of four
actualy make some effort to do their job. One on the eight to four shift, one on the four to midnight shift,
and two on the midnight to eight shift.”

"Only four men out of thirty who actudly try to do thejob," Derand said disgustedly with ashake of his
head. "1 wondered why there were so few men on each of the shifts, and now | know: It doesn't make

sense to pay more men to do nothing. Tell me, Listan, why didn't we know about al this sooner? Why

did it take bringing atornado into the city to find out what was being mishandled?’

"When wefirst got here, the last of the war took al our attention,” Listan answered with hisown
headshake. "After that we were involved with cleaning up the remaining loose ends, so we made the
mistake of believing that your predecessor here had things running smoothly. | fed certain that we would
have found the trouble as soon as we began to settlein.”

"Maybeyou'reright,” Derand said, not realy believing the words he spoke. "But whichever way it would



have gone, right now we're heading in the proper direction. If you haven't already done so, assign
twenty-five fightersto each of the shifts. Their first assgnment will beto arrest most of the men they're
replacing, but I want to be there when we take the present shift. Let's get the necessary men together
-dong with those who did the watching - and take care of the matter right now.”

Listan nodded and led off, and it wasn't long before he and Derand and the

necessary men were mounted and heading for the city guard post in the middle of the city. And that was
another thing Derand suddenly noticed that was wrong?

"Listan, assign some men to look into putting guard postsin the various segments of the city rather than
just one post inthe middle," Derand said as they rode. " Get amap of the city and useit to figure out
where the posts ought to be. The current arrangement is downright stupid.”

Listan's browsrose as he redlized that Derand was right, and his nod was on the distracted side. Derand
knew that Listan was already making plans, so the problem would certainly be taken care of asfast as
possible.

They dismounted and |eft their horses a street away from the current guard post, then went the rest of the
way on foot. Instead of disappearing, the people they passed on the street watched them curioudy, and
some even Sarted to follow at a small distance. Derand took the reaction of the people asagood sign,
and made no effort to chase them away. They needed to know that their new king was serious about
making the city adecent placeto live, and showing them was a better ideathan smply telling them.

Derand had aready given his orders, so when they reached the large, blocky stone building that wasthe
guard post his men spread out to surround the place. One of the men who had been watching the
guardsmen was dressed in ordinary clothing, so he was the one who would go inside while Derand and
the otherstook their turn a watching. There was no sensein letting the current guardsmen claim there
was some kind of mistake about their being arrested, not when it was possible to arrange the necessary
proof.

An open window in one side wall was the position Derand chose for himsdlf even while he mentally
shook hishead over such doppiness. A proper guard post shouldn't even have had windows let done
open windows, but at least the nonsense would soon make no redl difference. He and Listan stood to
either sde of the window, and Derand was able to look inside as his man in ordinary clothes entered
hestantly.

"I'd - liketo report arobbery,” the man said after amoment to the room at large. Nine men sat around in
various poses of relaxation, most of them drinking something alot stronger than tes, five of them playing
cards. They were a scruffy-looking bunch, and most of them ignored the man who had asked for help.
One of them, who was seated at a small table writing something, put his pen aside, got up, and walked
toward the"ordinary citizen."

"Maybe| can hdp you," the guard said, sounding tired and amost hopeess. ""Do you know who it was
who robbed you? Did they take something you can proveisyours?’

"Shut up and sit down, Roblen,” one of the others durred as he lurched to hisfeet. "I'll take care athis?
How much money you got, fool? No, never mind, just hand it dl over. And if it ain't enough then I'm
gonna bust you up some to teach you better'n to comein here poor. We don't listen to scum like you for
nothin', do we, boys?"

"No, sureas hell don't,” and "Hell, no," and other like comments came from around the room aong with
laughter. The man called Roblen had taken a step back with anger seething in his eyes, but considering



how badly he was outnumbered it was no surprise that he did nothing el se.

"Well, scum?' the drunk demanded after emptying the bottle he held beforetossing it asdeto bresk ina
gpatter of glass. "Y ou gonna pay, or you gonna get a beatin?"

"Neither,” Derand said through the window after sgnaling most of his men to enter the building. "Thistime
you get the beating, but after that you won't get off as easy. Tekethem all dive.”

The drunk had managed to focus on Derand with a scowl that was probably supposed to be frightening,
and that was only thelast of the man's mistakes. He never saw thefist thrown by Derand's fighter in
ordinary clothes, but he staggered from the blow and went stumbling back toward the man Roblen.
Roblen could have had no idea about what was happening, but even as black-clad fightersfilled the post
he reached all the way back with afist and then sent that fist to connect with the drunk's jaw. The drunk
dropped like afelled tree, and Roblen rubbed his knuckles with a grim smile on hisface as he stared
down at the man hed hit.

Meanwhile, Derand's fighters were taking the other so-called guardsmen into custody. Two actudly tried
to draw their swords after jumping to their feet, but the wegpons were only half drawn before there were
points at their throats. One of the two swallowed hard before surrendering and the other cursed, but both
chose not to fight. It wasn't long before dl the prisoners were being put in chains, and by then Derand
and Listen had | eft the window to enter the building. Derand looked around for his man and the one
called Roblen, but both men had disappeared and the door to the back of the building stood open.

"Where did Falis and that last guardsman go?' Derand asked after looking around. "I hope the
guardsman didn't run off thinking he was about to be arrested. | need him to find a decent guard force? "

"TheresFalis, my king," Listan answered, pointing to the open doorway. "And he seemsto have another
prisoner.”

Even as Listan spoke, Falis came back through the doorway dragging an unconscious man by the collar
of histunic. The prisoner wasn't Roblen, though, but before Derand could ask about the man his question
was answered. Roblen followed Falis dowly, hisarm around agirl wrapped in ablanket. The girl was
trembling as she got as close to Roblen as she could, but she wasn't crying.

"We were able to stop him before he did more than force her to take her clothes off," Roblen said when
he saw Derand's eyes on him and the girl. "'l don't know who you are, sir, but if you'll have some of your
men takethislittle girl home I'll be able to surrender.”

"Y ou're ready to surrender, but only now, after you saved an innocent girl," Derand said while most of his
men glanced at Roblen with approvd. "Evenif | hadn't lready made up my mind, thiswould sttle the
matter. Instead of surrendering, 1'd rather you volunteered to recruit more men like yoursdlf for the guard
force. The ones who have had the job until now won't be available after today."

Roblen looked so stunned that many of the fighters around him laughed, but the laughter was another
gesture of approva. Falis had turned over his unconscious prisoner to the fighters who were chaining up
the rest, and now he showed his own smile.

"Your Maesty, as soon as the men started to enter, that Roblen gestured to me and began to run for that
door," Fallissaid in asoft voice. "There's an areawith acot near abunch of cells back there, and when |
got through the door | found Roblen beating the hell out of that uniformed garbage. The garbage had
made the girl strip naked, and all her clothes were cut to ribbons and scattered around. | know that scum
was going to rape the girl, but happily he decided to enjoy her terror for awhilefirst.”



"And that |et uskeep it from happening,” Derand said with anod of approval. "Or, to be more accurate,
it let Roblen keep it from happening. If the other three men you and your group found for us are half this
good, Falis, we should have no trouble at dl building aguard force that will shine."

"Two of the three should be dmost asgood,” Falissaid with ajudicious nod. "Thethird ? isn't what can
be considered leadership materia, but he ill keeps himself away from the others and triesto do a decent
job. 1t might be agood idea to reward those four, my king, to show what an honest man can earn by
Saying hones."

"That'savery good ideg, so Listan, please seetoit,” Derand said. "Right now I've got to get back to the
palaceto join my guestsfor lunch. If you like, Listan, you can have the men drag thisdrossaong in
chains. It won't hurt for the people to see that they don't have to be more afraid of the guard than of the
thieves preying on them.”

"I'll seetoit, my king," Listan said, who had dready signaled to some of thefighters. "Y our escort back
to the palaceisready to leave."

Derand stopped himself from telling Listan that he didn't need an escort, and smply led the fighters
outside and back to the horses. He didn't enjoy having what amounted to baby-sitters, but until he found
out who his enemy wasit would be stupid to take chances. And when thefirst of the guardsmen were
dragged out in chains, the cheers coming from the watching peopl e lightened Derand's mood to the point
where he reached the horses dmost whistling.

Riding back to the palace didn't take long, and Derand reached the small dining room to discover that he
was right on time for lunch. He stepped inside - and the smile died on his face when he saw what was
going on. His parents and Seealswere ? more clumped together than standing with each other, an odd
arrangement that suggested something other than a pleasant time. The servantsin the room wore the
perfectly blank expressonsthat said they'd been witnesses to a scene that they were going to pretend
had never happened - at least while they remained in the room. Gardal hovered around the clump of their
parents as though uncertain about what to do, but when he saw Derand he turned and quickly strode
over.

"Well, | think | can safely say that you've doneit now,” Garda growled without preamble, not even ahint
of friendlinessto be seenin hisexpresson. "I'd ask if you were ever going to learn what my sigter islike,
but the question doesn't seem to have relevance any longer.”

"What are you talking about?' Derand demanded despite the fact that deep inside he had aredly terrible
feding? "Doesthis? strangeness have something to do with Seea?’

"This? drangeness, asyou put it, has everything to do with Elissia" Gardd responded, hislowering
stare accusing. Y ou did something to her to force her into gpologizing to our parents, and it's too bad
you didn't get to hear that apology.”

"Don't tell me shejust added to the insult she gave yesterday," Derand groaned out, rubbing his eyeswith
onehand. "l don't believe- "

"Oh, don't worry, she didn't say anything that was an insult,” Garda returned, still redly angry. "Whét she
did was gpologize, for not being the daughter our parents would have preferred, for being a
disappointment to everyonein reach and hearing, and even for being born in the first place. She
gpologized for reaching the point of actualy hating our parents for having married her to amonster, and
she apologized for having decided never to speak to or see any of us again. After that she left without
letting any of us stop her, and in alittle while what she said will be dl over the palace. If complete chaos
iswhat you wanted to accomplish, alow meto congratul ate you. Y ou succeeded.”



Derand kept his eyes closed as hisinsdes turned over, knowing perfectly well that it wasn't chaosthat
Seea had caused. Her strategy had accomplished two things, both at the sametime: her parents and
brother would no longer be targets even if they'd been of interest to ns before now, and Derand
had been thrown to the wolves. That "blissfully happy™ charade they were supposed to be in the midst of
had been completely destroyed, right dong with the reason for his vassa kingsto stay when they arrived.
If they dl turned around and |eft before he found out which of them was actively after hisblood, well, that
was just too bad?

"Y ou used to take my advice a bit better than this," another voice put in, and Derand opened hiseyesto
seethat hisfather had joined him and Gardd. "That girl was so chokingly furious and bitter when she
spoke to usthat I'm surprised she was able to utter aword. Ostrin amost collapsed from guilt and grief,
and Liminiaactudly forgot to be ddicate. Gardd here went so pae | thought he would pass out, your
mother dmost had hystericsfor thefirst timein her life, and | - 1 had some thoughts about my son and
liegethat | won't repest a the moment. | just hope you'l liveto regret your mistake.”

Derand fdlt avery strong urgeto defend his actions with Seea, to claim that hed ssimply punished her for
doing something wrong. What stopped him was the realization that held been warned more than once
about getting in the middle of Seed'srelationship with her parents, but had ignored what he/d been told
and instead had tried to impose his opinionsin place of hers. And worst was that he hadn't even tried to
talk to her firg, not redly?

"Yes, | noticed that I've been left hanging in the wind," Derand said to hisfather after taking adeep
breath. "1t doesn't matter whether or not she had reason to do it, the fact remains that it's done.
Obvioudy it's not agood ideato get on the wrong side of amaster strategist no matter who that strategist
is. I'd better go and talk to her.”

"I'd be willing to bet that she's going to hold you to that promise you made her,” Gardal said, now looking
more worried than angry. " Do you have any idea where sheintendsto go?"

Derand shook his head before walking away, having noticed the same change in hisfather's expression.
They'd dl redized that if Seea made up her mind to leave the way she had in Ramsond? Instead of
thinking about that, Derand hurried.

Derand found agroup of maids leaving the apartment when he reached it, which hopefully meant that
Seeawas dill insde. He crossed the sitting room quickly and entered the bedchamber, then stopped with
his hand till on the door. The first thing he saw was the dagger in the sheath held given Seea sitting on a
table only afew steps away. The second was Seea hersalf, now wearing breeches and atunic, seated in
achair across the room sipping tea. Her gaze rested on him where he stood, but she didn't say aword.
That meant the first move was up to him?

"All right, | waswrong to mix into something that was only tangentially my business,”" he found himsdlf
blurting as hewaked closer to her. "The only excuse | haveisthat | was thinking about my own parents,
and now things have been made worse rather than better between you and your family. | made you
gpologize, and now I'm making myself do the same. I'll even speak to your parentsif you like? "

Derand let hiswordstrail off, hoping she would take him up on his offer, but no such luck.

"I want something in writing to show that you've put the marriage aside,”" she said, giving him the chance
to notice that shelooked only in hisgenera direction, not redly at him. "And as quickly as possible,
please. I'd like to be on my way well before dark.”

"On your way to where?' Derand couldn't help asking as his heart began to curl up and die. "Where do
you expect to go al done?’



"That information comes under the heading of my own persona business,” she responded, nothing of
actud inflection in her voice. "Since I'm not needed around here any longer, I'm freeto go wherever |
please”

Not needed here any longer, sheéld said, and the wordsrang in Derand's head like a degth bell tolling his
coming end. Hed pushed her one time too many and obvioudly too far, and now she was holding him to
hisword. She wasn't running off secretly the way she had once before, she was demanding what she'd
been promised and then would leave with dignity.

And it wasdl hisfault, hisfault, hisfault?
Chapter 16

Elissawas gill furious when sheleft the dining room, so furious that she had no trouble ignoring the cdls
of Gardd and King Almis. They wanted her to wait so they could "talk to" her, but what they really
wanted wasto talk at her. Well, sheld had enough of people telling her what to do. From now on the
only one shewould be listening to was herself.

And that would be done as far away from Holdisond - and itsking - as she could get. Every time she
thought that the man wasfindly seeing her as someone who had the right to her own opinions and
decisions, he did something to prove just the opposite. No matter how much freedom he seemed to be
giving her, it was only enough freedom to do something he wanted done. In dl other respects she was
nothing but histoal, his possesson, hisdave, afemde.

The stab of pain Elissafdt in her chest at that thought was absolutely ridiculous, but that didn't stop it
from hurting terribly. She'd thought that knowing he didn't love her would be enough for her to enjoy her
timewith him, but she'd been lying to hersalf. She hated the monster for treating her like adave, but even
that couldn't kill the mindlesslove she fdlt. She loved aman who cared nothing about her or her fedlings,
and being completdy disgusted with hersdf made no difference. If she had even half theintelligence she
claimed she did, she would have let that assassin put afina end to her torment.

But shed stupidly defended her life, and now was paying for that stupidity. It wasfairly obviousthat
sheld been hoping for achange in the mongter, afantasy that would include their living happily ever &fter,
but it was time to grow up and admit that the fantasy would never come true. Instead of waiting for
something that wasn't going to happen, she would take to the road and let redlity catch up. No matter
what that ended up being?

Getting back to the gpartment didn't take long, and the girls were there to help her out of the gown just as
they'd been told to be. Her mood was too obvious for them to try any smalltalk, so she wasinto the
breeches, tunic, and short boots sheld picked out in no time. She'd taken off the dagger to dressin the
breeches, and wasn't foolish enough to put it back on. Instead she put the wegpon on atable near the
door, then turned her back on it in the same way she would soon turn her back on everything else around
her.

A pitcher of teaand cups had been ddlivered while she was away, so Elissia poured herself a cup and sat
down to drink it while the girls put away the clothing sheld taken off. Once the girls were done they
curtsied and left, and now there was nothing for Elissato do but wait for the monster to arrive. 1t would
take abit of timeto get thelast thing she would ever ask of him, and during that time she would pack the
few things she meant to take with her.

Only one gip later Elissiawas surprised to see the monster entering the room. He must redlly beinahurry
to tell her how much he disapproved of her actions again, but instead of striding arrogantly toward her the
way he usudly did, he stopped in the doorway with his hand till on the door.



"All right, | waswrong to mix into something that was only tangentially my business™ he said suddenly,
then left the doorway to walk dowly toward her. "The only excuse | haveisthat | was thinking about my
own parents, and now things have been made worse rather than better between you and your family. |
made you gpologize, and now I'm making mysdlf do the same. I'll even speak to your parentsif you like
o

Hearing such strange words from the monster put Elissadightly off baance, but then common sense
cameto her rescue. Hed noticed that his reason for having the other kings stay as guests had
disappeared, and now was trying to turn things around again. Well, that was too bad about him because
it wasn't going to happen.

"l want something in writing to show that you've put the marriage aside,” she said, completely ignoring his
latest attempt to manipulate her. "And as quickly as possible, please. 1'd like to be on my way well before
dark."

"On your way to where?' the monster asked after a definite hesitation, his voice sounding odd. "Where
do you expect to go al done?"

"That information comes under the heading of my own persona business" she responded, firmly refusing
to let hersdlf believe that he actudly cared. "Since I'm not needed around here any longer, I'm freeto go
wherever | please”

A very soft sound came, amogt like an involuntary gasp of pain, making Elissalook at the monster
without thinking. Shed been trying to avoid looking a him directly, having no interest in adding to her
own pain, and what she saw amost made her gasp in shock. Tears were running down the man'sface,
and he didn't even seem to be aware of them.

"l want to refuse but | can't,” he said in avery soft and ragged voice, and it was clear that now he looked
at something other than her. "1 thought | could be the kind of husband you need and deserve, but I'm too
much of an idiot to do the thing right. There's paper and ink in the desk in the sitting room. Y ou'll have
your something inwriting in just acouple of minutes."

Elissawatched him turn and walk out of the room without understanding what had just happened. Hed
admitted that he didn't love her, so why would he be crying over having failed at something that he hadn't
been serioudy trying to do? The question plagued her in avery odd way, and then another question
displaced the first and made the Situation agood deal worse.

Could he possbly have been lying about not loving me? she found herself asking silently. If hed
continued to ing st that he did love me probably would have turned and run. The only thing that made
me agree to go dong with his plan - to stay with him - was to be told something | could believe. But tears
tell their own story, especidly from aman like him. He didn't even cry when they were torturing him?

It wasimpossible for Elissato keep from closing her eyes, but the darkness wasn't as soothing as she
usudly found it. It was perfectly plausible for the man to lie about not loving her, to pretend that they
were just going through the motions of being happy for the sake of the plan. His own ability in Strategy
and tactics couldn't be denied, but he couldn't have serioudy hoped to accomplish anything. He never
stopped to think about what he was doing when he dealt with her, and that blind spot ruined every good
intention he might have had. Elissa had thought that ove was the most important point between them, but
obvioudy she'd been wrong?

Elissa opened her eyes after afew minutes of being aone with her blesk thoughts, and a moment later
Derand came back through the doorway. All evidence of histears was gone, and he held a piece of
paper in one hand.



"All sgned and sealed,” he said, gesturing with the piece of paper. "Give it another minute or two to dry,
and then you can put it wherever you like."

Elissagot up and took the paper, read it to be sure she wasredly being given her freedom, then looked
up at the man who had kept hisword.

"It would never have worked between us," she said, hearing the heavy weariness

behind her words. "Y ou're part of thisworld of ours, raised to live as other men live, but | can't live the
way other women do. If it'sany comfort to you, the failureis mine rather than yours."

"When you find failure you can't fix or change, it doesn't redly matter whosefault itis™ he said, hisdark
gaze clinging to her face. "A capable man would have been able to give you what you need, to make you
fed loved and wanted instead of at odds with the world. I wish I'd given my word to provide you with
complete understanding rather than freedom. If | had, this might have worked out differently.”

"Since complete understanding would mean letting me do things my own way without interference, you'd
never have been able to keep that word." Elissa smiled faintly at the idea even as she shook her head.
"Y ou're S0 used to everyone obeying you without question that you can't help expecting the same from
me as well. When you notice that I'm not doing what everyone el se does, you try to force meinto the
proper mold. Anger getsthe better of you, you decide to teach me alesson, and then - disaster.”

"Y ou know, you'reright," he said, eyebrows high with some kind of revelation. "It isanger over your
actionsthat makesmeact likeafoal. If | flatly refused to let mysdlf get angry no matter what you did,
we'd have no trouble avoiding that disaster you mentioned.”

"Of coursewewould,” Elissasaid, seeing no point in starting another argument. "I've been thinking, and
when the others kings arrive you can till get them to stay if you invite them to aparty in celebration of
your newfound freedom. I'll be gone, of course, s0- "

"Wait just aminute,”" he said, sudden enthusiasm chasing away the air of defeat held been wrapped in. "'l
think you know by now that if | give my word I'll keep it, s0 | do give my word not to get angry. Now al
you haveto do is agreeto stay while | prove we can make thingswork between us.”

"Areyou redly slly enough to believe that your anger isthe only problem | have with you?' Elissa
countered, unsurprised to find that hewas il in there trying. "All you haveto do is smilewhileyou
punish me, and your word will stay untarnished. If you think I'm stupid enough to have missed that point,
| resent your low opinion of me."

"All right, then I'll extend my word to cover not punishing you," he came back immediatdly. "If that'swhat
you need, then that's what you'll have."

"No matter what | do, or how outraged you get?' Elissaasked with asound of ridicule. Y ou obvioudy
have no ideawhat you're saying, o let'sjust forget - "

"No!" heinterrupted again, his hands suddenly on her arms. "I know exactly what I'm saying, and | give
my word not to punish you no matter what you do and no matter how angry or outraged | get.
Punishment of any and al kindswill never be given to you again. Now will you agree to try one more
time?'

Elissagared a him, seeing the intense need and frantic desire clearly in hiseyes. Right now herefused to
admit that nothing would ever come of their association no matter what he promised, but sheld gotten
tired of lying to hersdlf. It was perfectly clear that shed never have this man for her own, but he till had



to learn that truth. Oh, well, theidea of riding around aimlessly dl aone hadn't been that attractive
anyway; she might aswell save hersdlf the trouble while she helped him to understand as clearly as she
did. After that there were the vids of that special tea?

"Sure, I'll try one moretime," Elissafindly answered, wondering if she sounded astired as shefdt. "Are
you ready to look like an absolute fool 7

"Damn, I'd forgotten about that," he said, delight instantly changing to chagrin. "After your performance
earlier in the dining room, there are only two wayswe would still be together: either | beat you into
submission or | let youwak dl over mewhilel crawled. Are you sure you wouldn't be willing to pretend
tobe-"

Hiswords broke off a her wry smile, showing he knew well enough how successful she would be at
acting submissive. The act might hold up for an hour or two, but after that it would dmost certainly fall
gpart. She hadn't been silly enough to give her word about not getting angry, and one spark would have
been dl it took.

"All right, yes, welll have to think of something elsethen,” he agreed, but not happily. "Let'sget you into a
gown again and then well go back and have lunch while we consider what that something else ought to
be"

"That won't work," Elissaimmediately pointed out, stopping him as he took a step toward her wardrobe.
"l said | never wanted to see or talk to any of them again, so | can't go back asif nothing had happened.
My family should no longer be considered targets, and | want to keep it like that.”

"Yes, of course" he muttered, only the smallest trace of agrowl behind the words as he stared at
something other than her. "But you gtill haveto eat, so I'll have ameal brought up. | haveto get back to
my guests, otherwisel'd joinyou? You'll be ready after lunch to join mein holding audience?!

"Only if yourewilling to havemego as| am,” Elissasaid, watching him closdly. "Not to mention being
willing to have people snickering behind your back. If | wasn't beaten into submission then | came out on
top, and it isn't reasonable to expect that 1'd pass up a chance to show my victory to theworld. Isthat
redly what you want?'

"No, you'reright ? again,”" he said, and then the most gruesome smile appeared on hisface. "'l redlly do
need to leave now s0 I'll seeyou later.”

He actualy performed aquick bow before turning and striding out, and Elissawaited until she heard the
sitting room door close before she went to put away the paper sheld been holding. Theink was
completely dry by now so she folded the paper carefully and put it away not far from where the vias of
teawere, then went back to her chair and drinkable tea.

"Heredlly does hate to be disagreed with even if heéswrong,” Elissamurmured to theteain her cup with
asggh. "Or maybe| should say, especidly if heswrong. He gave hisword too hastily, making no effort to
think the matter through, so it only took heartbeats before he began to regret what he'd done. And he
hates the fact that he can't even get angry over having made the mistake. Thislast effort he wanted so
badly isn't even starting right, so it ought to be over fairly quickly. Which will most likely belucky for both
of us? "

Elissafinally swalowed the teasheld been talking to, then sat back to wait for the medl she had no true
appetitefor.

Derand managed to close the door to the hal rather than dam it, but that was the only victory he was



ableto clam. Hefdt likeasmal boy whose nurse had smilingly alowed him to climb atree - when she
knew damned well that he'd never even get to the first and lowest branch. That woman was a better
tactician than he, but only because he was so emotionally involved in thiswar. Hed known that without
having his nose rubbed in the embarrassing truth, but shed done it anyway ?

He dowed the stalking rush his pace had become, at the same time forcing himsdlf to admit the truth. The
gtuation hewasin the midst of now was hisfault rather than Seed's, so blaming her for his
shortsightedness was nothing more than adding insult to injury. Evenif she had been more direct than
tactful in pointing out his mistakes. Once he saw what he hadn't seen earlier, it had been dl he could do
not to explodein al directions-

That was when three men with daggers jumped out a him, probably considering hisdistraction the
perfect timefor attack. But Derand hadn't stayed alive through the wars solely because of luck and the
presence of fightersal around him. He might walk past afriend without conscioudy seeing him, but
enemieswere another matter entirely.

His boot dammed into the attacker on theright, histarget the man's privates. A choked gurgle sounded
as the man went down, but Derand had stopped paying attention to someone out of the fight. The other
two were being alittle more cautious, but that didn't save them. Derand's dagger had instantly appeared
inhisfist, s0 he dashed a the one who had been in the middle while using hiseft forearm to block a
amilar dash from the man on the left. The middle one jumped back, astupid move that gave the fight to
their supposed target.

As soon as the middle attacker jumped back, Derand let his dash continue on to the man on the left
whose knifearm held blocked. His blade plunged into the man's body with nothing to stop it, and that was
two down. Derand turned to the third and last, but the man had backed up even more and then turned to
run. Unfortunately for him there were fighters rushing up from al directions, and one of the ones behind
the survivor hit the man in the mouth with ahilt-filled fist. Thelast man went down to lay unmoving, and
that was the end of the attack.

"It should be possible to question at least two of these fools once they're conscious again,” Derand told
his men asthey dl stared at the three bodies. "Make sure nothing happens to them until we find out who
hired them.”

Various words of agreement came from al directions, so Derand crouched near the one he'd stabbed
and cleaned his dagger on an edge of the man'stunic. Therest of the tunic was wet with the man's blood,
and it wasn't likely that he'd be available for questioning long if at al. Wéll, those were the risksyou ran
when you took ajob asan assassin?

Listan run up just as Derand straightened, so Derand was able to leave the matter in Listan's hands and
continue on to the smdll dining room. His mood had improved considerably, thanks to the three who had
attacked him, so he was able to enter the dining room with an easy smileon hisface. All hisguests
looked up from the various chairsthey sat in, but none of them spoke.

"It's past time that we sat down to lunch,”" Derand said, gesturing toward the table that stood set and
waiting for them. "My queen prefersto take the medl aonein her gpartment, and that reminds me. Potry,
seeto having ameal sent to her, please.”

Potry bowed and hurried out of the room, his expression as blank asthat of the rest of the servants. No
oneyet knew what had happened between him and Seea, but as soon as her meal was served that would
change. Redlizing that ruined most of Derand's newly improved mood, and then hisfather and Garda
were near him again.



"Derand, what did you do to the girl to make her unableto join us here?' hisfather asked at once, a
worried expression in hiseyes. "I'm trying not to intrude, but - "

"Widl, | don't careif I'mintruding,” Gardd pushed in beligerently. "What did you do to my sgter this
time?’

"I meant what | said,” Derand answered the both of them, not quite looking at either man. "It was Seed's
decision not to come back here with me, even though | wanted her to. She pointed out that her coming
back here would be worse than awkward, and | was forced to agree.”

"Forced to agree," Gardd echoed, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Did she overpower you with main
strength, or did she use her sword to disarm you?"

"| - got her to agree not to leave by giving my word that | would - never get angry with her or punish her
again,” Derand grudged in amuiter, knowing that his skin had probably darkened with embarrassment. "'l
don't regret having made the promise, but keeping my word isn't going to be easy.”

"If you're telling the truth then you have my deepest apologies, brother,” Gardd said, now staring a
Derand in adisbdieving/sadly bdieving way. "Not to mention my degpest condolences. | can't imagine
associating with Elissafor more than five minutes without wanting to hit her with something or even
strangle her. How did she rope you into apromise like that?*

"Bdieveit or not, | had to talk her into letting me promise," Derand said with asigh. "Shewas dl ready to
walk out, and | was a my wits end. Y ou don't think | made areally bad mistake, do you?'

Derand's question was aimed at hisfather, who hadn't yet said anything beyond his opening remarks. He
stood silently as he stared at his son, and then he showed Derand a smile that was more frightening than
supportive.

"Of course you didn't make amistake, Derand,” hisfather said with hearty assurance. ™Y our mgor am
wasto keep her here, and you accomplished that. Everything ese will fall into place behind that
success.”

When Garda added enthusiastic agreement to what Derand's father had said, Derand knew for certain
that he was in deep trouble?

Therest of the day dragged out in away that reminded Derand of deliberate torture. The people who
came to the audience had to be listened to one at atime, and then solutions had to be found to their
problems. Those in the audience noticed that Seeawasn't with him, of course, and asmall buzz of
speculation went around before it silenced itself. The people who came forward seemed more hesitant
and frightened than they ought to be, as though Seea's lack of presence undermined their assurance.

When the audience wasfindly over, Derand had to force himsalf to walk out of the room rather than run.
Hed expected other peopl€'s problems to distract him from his own, but the ploy hadn't worked. And
neither did going over thefind preparation for the arrival of hisvassd kings and their fighters. He kept
wanting to make surethat Seearedly was Hill in the paace, fill in hislife, and not riding off somewhere,
The fact that he was supposed to betold if sheleft the gpartment didn't matter; he kept remembering
how easily sheld gotten out of the palace in Ramsond without anyone noticing?

When it wasfindly timeto dressfor dinner - which gave him alegitimate excuseto return to the
gpartment - he felt much better. If hed come back sooner it might have looked as though he didn't trust
Seea to keep her word, and that wasn't true. He used the second bathing room to keep from getting in
her way, and when the tub was full he got into the beautifully warm water. He had enough time to soak



for awhile, and there was no sense in passing up the opportunity.

As soon as Derand's eyes closed he began to picture what would happen later, when he and Seea
returned to their gpartment and were ready for bed. She would be as reluctant as dwaysto have the
bead put into her bottom, but knowing that the bead would help her to respond in the necessary way she
would say nothing when he gently put her across his knees.

Hewould firg raise the skirt of her degp ensembleto bare her lovely behind, and then take a moment to
run hishand over itsluscious curves. The sight of her buttocks aways aroused him, and once he
separated her cheeks and put the bead inside her he would probably find it asimpossible as ever not to
smack that bottom four or five timesto satisfy his cravings - and to get her started properly. Helping the
bead do its job added to his own pleasure in more than one way.

She would protest over the smacks and the way they made her fedl, of course, but Derand would stand
her up and sooth away those protests with akiss. Her body would move againgt hiswhile their lips met,
adding to hisarousal as his hands moved over that body. The kiss he began would end rather quickly
when he began to take her out of her night clothes, and once she was bare he would throw aside his
wrap and lift her into hisarms, then carry her to the bed.

When he put her squirming body down he would follow it closdly, starting another kiss that she would
have no choice but to join. He would kiss her and touch her until her squirming grew even wilder, and
then he would taste her nipplesfor awhile. Thefed of hislipson her breasts would make her moan, faint
desperation in the sound caused by the knowledge that she would have no easing until he decided to give
it. Shewas gtill too new at the sharing of bodies to understand that the stronger her need to begin with,
the more pleasure easing and release would bring.

Hewould wait until her moans began to turn abit shrill before he knelt between her legs and parted her
thighs. His own raging need would touch the softness of her womanhood, fegling the moisture flowing
from her asabright signa of her readiness. Her breathing would be fast and hard as he began to
penetrate her, the added tightness caused by the bead making him want to moan. But he would remain
slent while he listened to her sounds of anticipated pleasure, a the same time feding her body welcome
hiswith heat and throbbing.

Entering her dowly would make her squirm even harder in protest, sending flashes of intense pleasure
through his body. Once he was as deeply inside her asit was possible to be he would lean down and
take her lips again before starting to move himsdf in and out in the rhythm she was so desperate for. Her
hands would be like clawsin his back as she mewled because of the bead, forced to fed things she had
no hope of ignoring. His stroking would dowly grow faster and harder, faster and harder, her breathless
screams of pleasure urging him on to the very end of his strength.

When hewould no longer be ableto hold off his own release, she would most likely join himin afina
explosive rdease before lying strengthless and limp by his side. Hopefully she would fall adeep before he
had his breath back, and then he would be able to put her under the quiltsjust as she was. Her waking
up to find the bead till in her bottom would give him awonderful chore to wake up to, and he would see
to it happily before they began their new day.

But tomorrow would have to be done differently from the way today had gone, Derand decided asthe
delight of hisimaginings began to fade. Today Seea had shown that she'd stayed on her own terms,
which hadn't done hisimage any good. Tomorrow she would have to agreeto rgjoin their guedts, if only
to keep Derand from looking like a pussy-whipped puppet. His vassal kingswould dmost certainly

dart to arrive tomorrow, and the weaker he looked the more trouble he would have with them.



Derand sighed as he sat up and began to wash. He would have to explain the Situation to Seea before
they began to make love, and as practical as she was there weren't likely to be any protests over the
decision. Then would come the lovemaking itself, atime when she wasn't able to argue what he said and
did. If only he could find something to make her act like that when they were out of bed. At least during
times of disagreement?

Derand |eft the bath and dried himsdlf, then dressed in aleisurely way. During that time he occupied
himsalf with guesses about what kind of gown Seeawould choose to wear tonight, and how well that
gown would go with her red hair and green eyes. So far she hadn't worn anything that didn't suit her
perfectly, unless you counted those breeches and tunics? Clothing that would let her ride easily out of his
life? Clothing he was beginning to hate intensely ?

When Derand was completely dressed he walked out to the Sitting area and toward the bedchamber,
and it took him amoment to notice that one of the maids stood in front of the bedchamber door looking
nervous. The observation made him frown, which unfortunately increased the girl's nervousness.

"Excuseme, Your Mgesty, but | have amessage from Her Mgesty the queen,” the girl said really fast as
she curtsed two or three times. "The queen asks to be excused from attending the forma dinner tonight,
since she ordered in an early dinner and meansto go to bed as soon as shefinishes egting. She asksif
you would pass on her regretsto your guests? "

The girl'svoicetrailed off in ahalf question because Derand had closed his eyes and stood rubbing them
as hefought to keep from cursing doud. Seeawas using today to show that she was staying in the palace
on her own terms, and it wasn't like her to do ajob half way. She might also be testing hisresolve to
keep hisword, to see how far she could go before he proved he'd been lying?

"Tell the queen that I'll pass on her regrets and that | wish her agood night'sdeep,” Derand said with as
little growl in hisvoice as he could manage. "I'll certainly see her tomorrow? "

Sincethe girl flinched with every word Derand spoke, he gave up on saying anything ese and smply
headed for the dining room where his guests waited. Tomorrow would be another day, and dl he had to
do tonight was try not to make blood enemies out of hisfather, Garddl, and King Ostrin? Tomorrow he
might have ared enemy to face, athought that actualy brought asmile of sortsto hisface?

Chapter 17

Elissaleft ingructions that she wasn't to be awakened early, so it was amost mid-morning before she
started the day. While she washed and dressed shefelt the urge to ask if the High King had destroyed
anything or anyone the night before, but being that flip wouldn't have been agood idea. She hadn't been
trying to flex some new-found power last night, shed smply been trying to avoid any new problems.

Not that trying was likely to do any good. Derand might or might not understand that her new role had
demanded that she play high and mighty, and that was the main reason she/d gone to bed early. If shed
gone to dinner instead, she would have had to rub everyone's nosein her victory.

"And if the other kings art to arrive today, putting their liege lord into a towering rage won't be the best
of moves," Elissamuttered as she finished dressing. Since she wore breeches and tunic again, she hadn't
needed the help of any of the girls. "We have to find out who's behind the attacks as soon as possible,
and then we can see about our private affairs. Assuming there are any left to see about oncethisis
nonsenseisover? "

The breskfast Elissa had ordered was waiting when she finished dressing, so she sat down and ate
dowly while she thought about how she ought to act now that sheld "gotten her way." She would haveto



show a certain amount of smugness and high-handedness, but not toward Derand. That would add a
complication they didn't need, since the man's mind had to be clear to work on their problem.

But everyone else would be fair game, dl but her parents and brother. Them she would haveto ignore as
she'd said she would, and that just might make things easier for her. She'd bared too much of her deepest
fedingsto take any of it back even if she wanted to, and things would never be the same with her family
agan. Shewas glad sheldd spoken her mind, even though there was the faintest twinge of guilt flitting
ghogt-like around her mind?

Elissacame back to the world shelived in to find that sheld finished al thefood in front of her. Sheld
eaten only fairly well the night before, so she must have been hungrier than shed thought. Well, it didn't
redly matter?

"Y our Mg esty, word was just brought that more guests are arriving,” one of the maids said after coming
back from the hdl door. "Would you like hep now in changing your clothes?'

" won't be changing my clothes," Elissasaid, voicing adecison shed made earlier. "If I'm supposed to
be the High Queen of Arvin, it'stime| began to make afew changesin the way thingsare done. It's
stupid for women to congtantly tie themselvesinto uncomfortable clothesjust because that's the way it's
been done until now. If any women like to wear gowns al the time they'll be freeto do so - aslong asthe
rest of usarejust asfreeto wear what we prefer. Do you see anything wrong with that attitude?”

"Me?" the girl squesked, apparently trying to decide between being amused and being nervous. "1 doubt
if anyone would listen to my opinion, Y our Mgesty, especidly the High King. Wouldn't it be better to
ask him what he thinks?*

"It would be slly to wastetime asking,” Elissasaid with afaint smile as she got to her feet. "Theking
won't hesitate to make his opinion perfectly clear, so dl we haveto do iswait. Please ask the guardsto
let me know when thefirst of the new guests have arrived.”

Thegirl curtsed and then hurried to the hall door, and Elissiatook afresh cup of teawith her to Sit near
the opened windows. It was afairly nice day out right now, but gathering clouds suggested that it would
be raining well before dark. Which, in turn, could mean that their guests would decide against dragging
their feet in order to get to shelter before then. Wouldn't it befunif they al arrived at the sametime and
no one was able to make aspecia entrance? ?

That amusing thought ended up being a prediction rather than ajoke. Word was brought to Elissathat,
one after the other, dl five of the kings and their retinues had entered the city and were gpproaching the
paace. She had had athought not long after finishing breskfast so she'd sent for Listan, and the man
hadn't taken long to show up.

"Your Mgesty," Listan had said with ahasty bow. "I beg your pardon, but | don't have much time right
now. The other kings- "

"That'swhy | sent for you," Elissahad interrupted with one hand raised. "It might

be agood ideato provide an 'honor guard' of fighters aong the route the kingswill take to get here to the
palace, aswdll as having plainly dressed people here and there on the streets. Avoiding anincidentisa
better ideathan trying to cope with one after it happens.”

"Your Mgesty," Listan had said with amuch more respectful bow. "Y ou have my deepest thanks for
having interrupted my other duties. Please don't hesitate to waste my time again if you have any other
unimportant idess.”



The man had been grinning while he spoke, and then held |ft at arun. Elissa had hesitated before
sending for Ligtan, thinking that Derand had surely aready thought of the possibility that his guests might
aso bein danger of attack. But Derand was being distracted by everything going on around him, so it
was a good thing she'd decided to make sure.

The last of the kings reached the palace in time to freshen up before lunch, so that would be the first meal
they would dl share. It was dready beginning to rain out, and that probably meant the "games' Derand
had mentioned would wait until tomorrow to start. Elissa stood and siretched, then went to find out
where lunch would be taken - and incidentaly to let Derand know what to expect from her.

Elissawastold that lunch would be served in the main dining room, and that was where she found
Derand. He was speaking to some of hisfighters before his new guests showed up, and when he saw
Elissahe finished up with the fighters and came over to her.

"It'sagood thing you thought to suggest that 'honor guard' to Listan,” he said in a soft voice at once,
giving her asmile. "There were men ready and waiting to disrupt the arrival of my guests, but only two
actualy got to try before my men quickly had them in hand. The others were taken even before they tried
anything, but they'll probably be as much of a dead end as the ones from yesterday. Those three were
hired by aman in amask, and they have no ideawho heis? Aren't you going to changefor lunch?’

Elissawanted to ask what three from yesterday, but Derand's question distracted her.

"Lunchistooinforma amed notto ? prove my independence, so to speak,” she answered just as
softly. "Don't forget that I'm supposed to be feling smug and in complete control now, so I'll be kind of
? high and mighty with your guests. Y ou won't let it upset you too much, will you?'

"Y ou're worried about helping me to keep my word?' he asked, aredly odd smile now on hisface ashe
looked down at her. "That's more than decent of you, and | really appreciate the effort. And | can seethe
logicinwhat you said, so no, | won't let your act bother me too much.”

"Good," Elissasad, hissmile making her fed ? amost uncomfortable. "But | have aquestion. Y ou said
something about three attackers from yesterday, and | waswondering - "

"Uh oh, herethey come," Derand said suddenly as the doors to the dining room were opened. "Timeto
get started with your act.”

Their guests were streaming into the room, so Elissahad to admit that he was right. Shed smply haveto
remember the question and ask it again later, since right now she had something more pressing to give her
attention to.

The people who strolled in were dressed better than the average man and woman, but it was clear that
most of them ill woretheir traveling clothes. And there were only four couples, along with men who
were probably advisors or bodyguards. They spotted Derand at once, of course, and let their stroll bring
them over to him,

"Your Mgesty," one of the associates said when they were close enough, pausing to give afairly good
bow that the other men copied only to asmall extent. The women curtsied, but not very low. ™Y ou
summoned your kings and they have arrived.”

"But one of them seemsto havelost hisway," Derand observed after nodding just alittle. "I'm glad the
rest of you didn't have the same difficulty, my roya lordsand ladies.”

Most of hisaudience chuckled at that, giving Elissathe impression that they redlly were amused by the



comment, and then the dining room doors were opened again. A couple followed by someone who
looked more like asecretary than afighter camein, and Elissa couldn't keep from staring at the two.

The man was old enough to be the woman's father, but she held to hisarm in away that said shewashis
queen. Hewastal and lean and looked hard and strong despite the heavy gray in hishair, but he also
looked distantly uncomfortable. He still wore what were obvioudy traveling clothes along with the
jeweled band around his brow that the other kings aso wore, but the woman had clearly taken thetime
to change into a magnificent peach and gold gown. Her blond hair had aso been done in an intricate way,
and the gleam of diamonds was enough to make everyone squint.

"King Derand, how lovely to seeyou again,” the woman caled even before they'd joined the earlier
group, her smile devastating. She was aredly beautiful woman, and when her husband paused to give
Derand afairly good bow she produced a curtsey that was more invitation than a show of respect. But
Elissahad been able to see that the woman hadn't enjoyed the idea of having to curtsey, and had only
done so because the gesture served her own ends.

"My royd guests, | welcomeyou al to my home," Derand said to the group at large, giving Elissathe
impression that hewas very deliberatdly ignoring the blond woman. "It delights me that you've dl agreed
tojoin mein my time of happiness, and now I'd like to present you to my queen, Elissia."

Eyebrows rose and sounds of surprise were murmured when Derand gestured to Elissia. Obvioudy the
newcomers had assumed that Elissiawas a servant of some kind, and most of them had barely noticed
her. Now they were being told that she was High Queen and above them, and most of them didn't seem
to know what to say. Mogt of them, but not the flashy blonde.

"Surely you'rejoking," the woman said dmost at once after sounding a short tinkle of laughter. "The high
gueen hasto be an impressive woman, not a- a- "

"Not the opposite of a clotheshorse?' Elissaasked pleasantly when the woman groped for aword that
would describe her fedings without being too insulting. "Clothes don't redly make the man or woman, my
dear, they just show which of usis overly absorbed by appearances. Someone like that Ssmply
announces to the world that in their opinion shalownessisthe only way of life"

"Dressing properly isthe way you show respect for those around you, my dear,” the woman came back
at oncein asweet voice that did nothing to hide the glint of heavy anger in her blue eyes. "Weren't you
taught anything in the shack you grew up in?'

"Itwasapaacel grew upin, dear," Elissiareturned just as quickly, filling her tone with condescension.
"That's why outer trappings do nothing to impress me, which obvioudy can't be said for you. Even if the
poverty of your beginnings make you overdo it now, you should have learned a some point that
odtentation is more insulting than smplicity when you're among your peers.”

"Enhancing your beauty is hever insulting for awoman, something you would have learned if you'd hed
any beauty to enhance," the blonde snapped, then anasty smile cameto curve her full lips. "What'sredly
bothering you isthe fact that Derand finds me more aitractive than he finds the stick he was forced to
marry asaboy. Step away from him, stick, and let areal woman stand by hisside.”

And with that the fool of awoman actudly began to move toward Derand! Another woman might have
gotten flustered by the blonde's outrageous nerve and smply stood where she was, but Elissa had lots of
experience with not letting hersalf be stepped on. Without hesitating for more than a heartbesat Elissa
moved quickly in front of Derand, who very wisdly hadn't yet said aword.

"That's High Queen stick to you, peasant girl," Elissasaid, insulting the woman in away she would never



do with an ordinary woman. "If my husband ever decides he wants someone esein my place, he's
perfectly capable of saying so himsdlf. If that day comes|'ll certainly step aside, but until then no one will
stand beside my husband but me. Why don't you go and offer to open your legsfor some of the other
men here instead of bothering a man you so clearly embarrass.”

The blonde gawked from where she'd stopped short, red tingeing her cheeks. She seemed to think that
no one had noticed the way she'd been coming on to Derand, or at least that no one would actudly
mention her actions. The other men in their audience al looked pained, but the women seemed to be
having trouble keeping themsd ves from laughing out loud.

"I think a short break in the introductions would be appropriate right now," Derand said from behind
Elissa as the blonde's husband came up to take her arm and pull her asmall distance avay. "There are
servants arranged around the room with various drinks, my friends, so let's teke advantage of their
presence before we go to table.”

All the men but the blonde's hushand quickly agreed with that idea, and amoment later they joined
Derand in heading for the nearest servant with adrink. Elissawas about to look for the servant with tea
when the other women suddenly stepped closer to her.

"I'm Hileen, and my husband is Pdtin," the woman said with awide, friendly smile on her plainly pretty
face. She had brown hair and eyes and afairly decent figure, but not quite as good afigure as the blonde.
"I'd like to thank you for findly giving Kayleathe taking down she's deserved since Monil was foolish
enough to marry her. The manisout of hismind with love for her, and flatly refusesto keep any kind of
check on what she says and does. Monil can't help but know that Kaylea wants to marry your husband
and become high queen, but he can't even refuse her that."

"Women in love are most often alot more practica than meninlove" Elissaagreed with an answering
smilefor Hileen. "And now that I've had aminute to think about her, | redlly doubt that Kayleaisfrom
common stock. If | had to bet on the point, I'd put my gold behind the likelihood that the woman comes
from anoble family that somehow lost al their money.”

"Oh, youreredly good!" another woman exclaimed as she joined the growing inner circle more
completely. She was smdler than both Elissaand Hileen, with black hair, green eyes, and apixie-like
beauty. "I'm Sissle, my husband is Lovar, and you're incredibly good, Elissa Yes, Kayleaisfroma
noble family that was practicdly living in rags on the streets until Monil married her, but how did you
know that?*

"Modtly I knew from theway she dismissed my calling her a peasant girl," Elissaanswered, oddly
enough beginning to enjoy hersdlf. "She clearly knew that everyone was aware of her noble background,
s0 shewas able to dismissthe charge of being a peasant without even thinking about it. But she obvioudy
has something driving her to gain the most prominent place she can reach, and if sheisn't common born
then she must come from afamily that embarrassed her.”

"She doesn't seem to redlize that her behavior is more of an embarrassment than loss of money can ever
be" Hileen said with a shake of her head. " She'swaved herself under the noses of al our husbands,
laughing when she proved she's more attractive than the rest of us. We dl wanted to put her in her place,
but our hushands were too concerned with politics and 'propriety’ to let usdo it. How on earth did you
know that Derand would choke trying not to laugh rather than get mad?’

"Aslong asI'm not risking my life, Derand doesn't mind when | defend him,” Elissaanswered with a
small chuckle. So Derand dmost choked trying not to laugh? "I saw how heignored Kayleds behavior,
probably to keep from insulting her husband, so - "



"No, | will not keep quiet!” Elissaheard Kaylea shout, the words interrupting what sheld been saying as
the disturbance drew everyone's attention. Kayleawastalking to her husband, obvioudy replying to
something he'd said. "That stupid femaleinsulted me! Areyou just going to stand heretelling meto cam
down, or are you going to do something about that insult? Y ou claim to be aman so | demand that you
proveit!"

Another man might have flinched at the dashing caused by Kayleaswords, but Monil just stared a his
wife sadly before drawing a deep bresth and then letting it out. For an instant Elissia expected Monil to
turn in her direction, but when he turned toward Derand instead she knew what had to be done. She
hurried away from the other women just as one of the ones who had been silent was about to spesk to
her, distantly noticing aflash of annoyance touch the woman'sface. Well, shedd have to apologize later;
right now there was something more important to do.

The men al watched Monil approaching them, and it was perfectly clear that Derand wasn't laughing any
longer. He obvioudy knew that Monil was about to challenge him, and stupid male honor would force
him to accept that challenge. It was agood thing Elissawasn't amae and just as stupid? By moving
quickly shewas able to stand herself in Monil's way before he got close enough to Derand to spesk his
chdlenge.

"Don't you dare!" she growled, fists on hips as she glared at astartled Monil. "'If you have any fedings at
dl for that infantile femae you cal awife, youll sop right thisinstant!”

Monil seemed to redlize that held have to run Elissadown to get past her, and he obvioudy wasn't quite
ready to do that. He paused afew feet away as he frowned at her, so she quickly shook her head at
him.

"How can you do so badly with someone you claim to love?" Elissa continued, fighting not to make her
words unintdlligible through rushing. "When you redly love someone you do what's best for them, not
what's best for you. Or don't you understand that?"

"I'minthe midst of trying to defend the honor of the woman | love, Madam,” Monil responded, hisvoice
sounding like gravel shifting. "Sincethat isbest for her, | ask you to step asdeso - "

"No, you're not doing any such thing,” Elissainterrupted a once. "Y ou're not trying to defend that brat's
honor, you're just adding to the brattiness of her behavior. If you challenge Derand and he kills you, what
do you think will happen to her? He won't marry her, you know, evenif I'm not hereto stand in the way.
Y ou may consider her perfect, but every other man in this room knowsthe real truth. None of them
would have her even on abet.”

Monil frowned again with skepticism strong in the expression, but then he glanced past Elissato the men
who stood somewhere behind her. What he saw made him stare at the group of men with disbelief, and it
wasn't necessary for Elissiato turn and look to know what was happening.

"You'vejust discovered that what | said wastrue," Elissawent on, her tone now more gentle. "The other
men here aren't looking at Kayleawith love, and because of that they can see her asshetruly is. There's
something terribly wrong when awoman that beautiful isnt even asmall bit attractive to men like these,
and if you redlly do care about her you'll admit that truth.”

Pain and confusion now filled Monil's expression, and he stared at Elissaas he fought some battleinside
himsdlf. Helooked like the kind of man who didn't make friends easily, and Elissia could understand what
he now had to be fedling. Then he drew himself up just alittle and it was clear that held regained acertain
messure of sef control.



"And what do you congder the duty of aman who lovesawoman?' he ground out. "Am | to Smply
stand by and alow her to be insulted?!

"When your behavior forces people to be less than pleasant to you, you aren't being insulted,” Elissasad
dowly and clearly. "Did you missit when your wife called me astick? In my place she would have
screamed for her husband to avenge her "'honor," but my own honor was perfectly untouched. Her calling
me agtick didn't make me one, so what did | have to complain about? Y ou have to remember that you
don't get angry over alie, becausethe lie can't touch you unlessyou let it. Getting angry over thetruthis
worse than usdess because it isthe truth. So in what way was Kayleainsulted?

Monil parted hislips, probably to mention that "offer to open your legsfor the other men" comment
Elissahad made, but he was aman of honor. He knew well enough that his precious wife had been
offering hersdlf to Derand, and instead of speaking Monil closed his mouth and clenched hisjaws.

"Did sheredly think no one noticed what she was doing?"' Elissiaasked gently when Monil remained
dlent. "No one dse said anything out loud because they didn't want to cause you embarrassment, but I'm
not quite that polite - or I'm more direct, whichever way you careto look at the matter. It'salot more
pleasant for you to give your wife whatever she wants, but is doing that redly good for her? She'stoo
much of achild to think things through in a proper way, so let me put the question to you: if you chalenge
my husband and happen to kill him, what do you imagine I'll do to you and your wife afterward?’

Monil looked redly startled at Elissia's mild question, the expression in his eyes showing that he hadn't
quite understood what Elissawaslike. Elissahed his gaze without difficulty, and Monil dowly nodded
his head. He understood now that he and Kayleawould not surviveif he managed to kill Derand, and if
he was the one who died then his wife would be on her own - and not on the throne of his kingdom.
Kayleawould be deposed even before his body was cold, and then -

"It'sodd how aman can turn into acoward and never redizeit,” Monil suddenly rumbled, coming closer
to flinching now than he had earlier. "When you love someone you redly do have to consider them before
yoursdlf, otherwise your love isn't worth the breath you use to declare it. Thank you for speaking to me,
Madam, and for kegping me from soiling my honor. My fedlty isyoursfrom this day forward.”

Monil dropped to one knee and bowed his head, an action that shocked Elissawith its unexpectedness.
The man was acknowledging Elissaas his sovereign, and everyone in the room seemed to understand
that. Everyonein the room, that is, with one notable exception.

"Monil, stop yammering with that stupid female and get on with what you're supposed to do!" Kaylea
ordered, coming closer as Monil roseto hisfeet again. "l wasinsulted and you can't let her get away with
it"

"If you think you were insulted, why don't you challenge me?* Elissa couldn't keep from putting in before
Monil could respond. "Having someone else do your fighting for you isn't acceptable in Arvin any longer,
S0 step right up and issue your challenge. Asthe challenged party I'll choose bows at twenty-five yards,
and I'll bet your lifethat my arrow reachesitstarget first."

Kaylea stopped near Monil in startlement, then her expression changed to one of ridicule. She parted her
lipsto say something that would certainly have made everything worse, but her words were lost when
Monil took her armin alarge, hard hand.

"Don't even think about accepting her offer,” Monil growled, obvioudy angry. "I would bet gold on the
fact that she can use abow, whereas you would barely recognize the weagpon. And I've cometo the
conclusion that | have been more concerned with my own well-being than with yours, but that's about to
stop. | love you with dl my heart, Kaylea, and I'm about to prove the claim.”



"What are you talking about?' Kaylea demanded, trying to pull her arm out of hishand. "If you redly love
me, you'll do as| asked you to? Where are you taking me? What do you think you're doing? Monil,
ansver mel"

Elissawatched while Monil pulled hiswifeto the far Sde of theroom to achair. As he sat and put the
woman face down across his knees, every servant in the room hurried to adoor and out. In a matter of
moments only guests were left, and when the door closed behind the last of the servants Monil nodded.

"Thank you, Derand, | appreciate that courtesy,” Monil said, having no trouble keeping a struggling
Kayleain place across hislap. "Asfor you, wife, your very rude behavior wasin plain sight of the people
left in thisroom, so your punishment will be ddivered in the sameway. | should have put a stop to your
excesses|ong ago, but | thought that allowing you your way would make you happy. | now seethat if
you were truly happy you would a so be content, o I'll have to try something else to achieve that statein
you. Let'sseeif thisworks."

Kaylea had been squawking like a chicken being plucked whileit was till aive, but when Monil took her
skirts and threw them over her head she suddenly began to wail. It looked as though the woman knew
what was coming and was trying to avoid the punishment, but Monil ignored the pitiful sound as he untied
her drawers and then pushed them down to her knees. A moment later his big hand was spanking the
bottom he'd bared, and Kaylea suddenly had something red to wail about.

"| found agreat ded of interest in what you said to Monil," Elissaheard in amurmur, and then Derand
was standing to her |eft. "Were you suggesting that aman who truly loves hiswife ought to spank her on
aregular bass?'

"| think you know | was suggesting nothing of the sort,” Elissamurmured back, finding Kayleas yowling
protestsredlly satisfying. "And it wasn't my suggestion that he spank the brat, so your contention doesn't
hold water."

"WEelIl haveto discuss the point a another time,” Derand countered, amusement dancing in hisdark eyes.
"Right now I'd like to thank you for saving me from having to kill one of my kings. Monil isan excdlent
fighter, but hisyearswould have worked againgt him if held faced me? Would you redly have ordered
him and Kayleakilled if Monil had killed meinstead?"

"Since the Situation won't come up, none of uswill have to find out the answer to that question the hard
way," Elissaanswered with her own amusement. "How long do you think helll keep on with the

gpanking?'
"Certainly longer than just aminute or two," Derand said, much of his attention on the round and

reddened bottom under Monil's hand. "Hell want her to fed the punishment for awhile, but hewon't
want to break her spirit. Another ten minutes or so, I'd say, and then well be ableto eat.”

Elissanodded, then joined Derand in watching Kaylea getting what she deserved. Monil looked more
unhappy than satisfied as his hand kept smacking the woman's backside, adding to the redness held
aready caused. It seemed clear that Monil wasn't enjoying what he wasin the midst of, but that didn't
stop him from doing athorough job. His big hand kept hitting Kayleal's squirming bottom hard even
though shed started to cry, but Elissafelt no sympathy or pity for her. The woman had begged for what
she was now getting, but?

But the time would have been more enjoyable if it had come after lunch?

Chapter 18



Derand stood beside Elissaand watched Kaylea getting a good, sound spanking, silently thanking the
gods for keeping him quiet when Elissiafirst began to argue with Kaylea. Hed been more than tired of
the way Kaylea constantly flaunted hersdf - especidly at him - and so hadn't interfered when Elissahad
immediately taken up the bratty woman's challenge. There had been a short moment of regret when hed
thought he'd haveto kill Monil, but Elissahad handled that Stuation aswell ?

"l admire your taste in sweet, shy, helplesswomen, Derand,” Patin murmured from Derand's | eft, his
tonevery dry. "1 used to think that Hileen was a handful, but your queen definitely outdoes mine.”

Pdtin was aman with brown hair and eyes who was nearly Derand's Size, and luck had had a good deal
to do with Derand's besting of the other man'sforces. When Pdtin had surrendered rather than lose any
more fighters, Derand had been very relieved. Now he showed Paltin asmal smile, which the other man
echoed more widdly.

"I'd say that Monil isanovice at the sport he'sindulging in right now," Paltin went on in the same murmur.
"He's making the effort well enough, but he's showing nothing of styleor flair. It might be best if | havea
few wordswith him later."

"It might be even better if we dl leave well enough aone,” Derand countered as dryly as Paltin had
spoken earlier. "If Monil decidesto chdlenge you to individua combat, | doubt if Hileen will do aswell
dissuading him asElissadid.”

"Y ou could beright," Patin conceded with an increase in hisamusement. "I'm fairly good with asword,
but | suspect that Monil is better than | am. Ah! | think he's decided to end the lesson for now."

Derand had aready seen that Monil's hand was no longer being applied to Kayled's

round and squirming bottom, but instead was beginning to raise the woman's underdrawers back to
where they belonged. Kayleawas sobbing now, but afew soft words from Monil lessened the noise the
woman produced and then she was set back on her feet. Monil sood while hiswifetried to rub at her
bottom through layers of cloth, and the man showed nothing in the way of satisfaction.

"You al now have my wife's gpology for the way she's been behaving,” Monil said, hislack of happiness
clear. "Well excuse ourselvesright now, and seeyou dl again later for dinner.”

Derand nodded his agreement and permission for Monil and Kayleato withdraw, and sllence continued
in the room until the two were gone and the servants peeked in to see if they were supposed to come
back now. Derand's gesture brought them streaming back in as quickly as his earlier gesture had made
them leave, and his guests began to stir aswell.

"I think it would be agood ideato have lunch before anyone el se decides to provide us with
entertainment,” Derand announced, producing chuckling in most of his guedts. "For now, just Sit

anywhere"

The carefully prepared seating arrangements had been ruined by the departure of three people, snce
Monil's aide had left not long after his king and queen. 1t would have been silly to stand on ceremony a
this point, and Derand's guests apparently agreed. They followed Derand and Elissato the table, the
women sSitting near Elissas end, the kings near Derand's end, and the remaining aidesin the middle.
Derand till had to introduce his kingsto Seea, but that could wait until after lunch.

The food was welcomed by everyone at the table, and Derand was delighted to find that the meal was
till more than just edible. He really was hungry, and the relaxed atmosphere made the med even more
enjoyable. Everyone had been forced to put up with Kaylea's posturing to keep from offending Monil



and possibly starting yet another war, and now that the need was no longer there everyone acted asif a
burden had been lifted from their shoulders.

After the medl, Derand introduced the kings and their queensto Seea. Pdtin grinned and kissed her hand
while Hileen smiled with full gpproval. Vandrin strutted forward next to add his own hand-kissng,
apparently expecting Seeato be flustered by his blond-haired and blue-eyed good looks as most women
were. Seeadidn't quite yawn in the man'sface, and her smile was very warm for Vandrin'swife Tomia
The mousy little woman with brown hair and eyes was usudly very quiet, so Derand was surprised when
Tomiasreturn smileto Seeawas clearly filled with amusement.

Lovar came next with hiswife Sissile, hisattitude one of near-disregard for the introduction. Lovar, a
fairly large man with the same black hair and green eyesthat hiswife had, most often found interest in
nothing but warfare. Socializing tended to bore him, but Sissile made up for his coolness by acting asif
she and Seeawere dready good friends.

Sholon came last, which was to be expected. Sholon was husky and on the dour side, with dark blond
hair and brown eyes. There didn't seem to be anything in the world he approved of, with the possible
exception of going to war. That activity hed hisfull interest, at least while he was winning. Once he began
to lose, though, he also began to lose interest. Hiswife Bliss had auburn hair and dark eyes, and her
seemingly perpetud air of annoyance was increased when Sholon smply gave Seeaa smdl bow the way
Lovar had. She hersdlf offered asmile, but one that looked asif it were painful.

When the formal introductions were over, Derand stepped forward and put an arm around Seea.

"My friends, you've dl had along trip getting here so you must beweary," he said, looking around &t his
guests. "Sincetherainisrealy coming down outside, why don't you use this afternoon to relax and
refresh yourselves before we gather again for tonight'sfeast. My parents and my wifée's are aready here,
and tonight they'll join us. Unless there's something one of you feel's needs to be done or discussed right
now? No? Then please take full advantage of my hospitaity. Servants are waiting in the hdl to guide you
back to your gpartments and to bring you anything you might want or need. Until later? "

No one seemed hesitant about accepting Derand's suggestion, and in amatter of momentsthey'd dl left
the room. Once the last of them was gone, Derand turned to Seea.

"So, what do you think?" he asked softly, watching her face. "Have you picked out any suspectsyet?"

"I certainly have," she answered, making no effort to avoid hisgaze. "I havefive very definite suspects, at
least four of them strong possibilities. How about you?'

"Unfortunately I'm in the same position,” Derand grumbled, but not & her. "1 know it was unreasonabl e of
me to expect you to find the guilty man as soon as you were introduced to him, but for some foolish
reason | thought you might. Well, you'll have a chance to see and talk to them again tonight at the feast.
My father thought it would be agood ideaif he and my mother and your folks didn't join usfor lunch and
possibly distract you. | wish hisidea had worked alittle better."

"It worked well enough,” Seea responded, now |ooking thoughtful. "We can assume that the enemy was
braced and prepared for lunch and the introductions, but later might be another story. Well have to keep
dert for achangein atitude, evenif it'svery dight. Now I think I'll go back to my apartment - *

"Sorry, my love, but we have achoreto attend to first," Derand interrupted, mostly to keep from having
to chase after her. "It'stime to hold the last audience scheduled before the festivities, and you haveto be
there with me. When | walked in done yesterday, it felt asif every person in the room cringed and

backed away. It ssems the people consider you a buffer between them and their fearsome king, so if we



want to hear about their problemsyou haveto join mein listening.”

Seeds brows rose as she sudied hisface, possibly looking for asign that he was making things up, but
since held spoken the absolute truth she didn't find that sign. No more than haf aminute passed, and then
she shrugged.

"Sinceit'sthelast time, there's no reason not to join you," she said, an odd smile curving her lips. "How
do you think they'll fed about what I'm wearing?'

"They're dmost guaranteed to be shocked, but there's agood chance they won't go so far asto lynch
you," Derand responded, firmly ignoring her comment about a"last time.” "If that opinion turns out to be
wrong, do fed freeto point out the error.”

"Y our opinion about whether or not I'll be lynched,” Seea clarified, amusement behind the wry words.
"All right, if they lynch me I'll be sureto tell you first that you were wrong. Shal we go?'

Derand bowed and offered her hisarm, and sheinclined her head before taking the arm. From the way
she behaved she might have been dressed even more lavishly than Kaylea had been, which dmost let
Derand forget that she wore nothing but breeches and atunic. A woman in anything but agown still
seemed wrong to him, but his not making afussjust might get her back into that gown faster. At least he
fervently hoped so?

There was a shocked slence when they entered the audience room, and then a babble of noise arose that
had to be quieted by sharp rebukes from the guardsmen in the room. By then he and Seeawere sested
on their thrones, so the audience was begun. In spite of alot of fluster the people did come forward more
eagerly and confidently, which made Derand smile to himsdf. His new people had taken to his

gueen alot more quickly than they had to him, so it was now aso his duty to make sure Seea stayed by
hissde.

The bad wesather had thinned the usua crowd quite alot, mostly leaving just those with really serious
problemsto present. The first two men to come forward hesitantly mentioned an outlaw band that was
making travel through a certain wooded area very unsafe for anyone without a strong escort. Recently the
band had also started to raid nearby farms, so the outlaws seemed to be getting bol der.

"If theareadlowsfor it, you might give those outlaws someoneto rob,” Seea murmured to him when the
man who had been speaking fell silent. "But don't give these people any details of whatever you intend. If
| wasin charge of those outlaws I'd have someone hang around hereto find out thingslike that.”

"Sowould |," Derand responded in asimilar murmur, then he raised hisvoice. "Thank you for bringing
the problem to our attention. Well certainly ook into the matter and take appropriate action. Who's
next?'

The two men who had cometo talk about the outlaws hesitated a brief moment before turning
despondently and walking away. The words Derand had used usudly meant a complete brush-off,
something they'd wanted to argue before they decided they'd be wasting their bresth. Well, the men
might be disgppointed now, but as soon as Derand's fighters caught those outlaws the people would fedl
alot better.

The next three petitioners had personal problems, and Seea handled dl three. Two of them were, in

effect, complaining that fame and wealth hadn't fallen on them out of the sky, and Seeatold them bluntly
that if they didn't make their own efforts the gods weren't likely to do it for them. The two, one man and
onewoman, tried to prove they were trying by how much they prayed, but Seearefused to waste more



time with them. She had the guards hel p the two to move on, and then listened to the third. That man had
alegitimate problem, so she sent him over to the scribe.

Thelast petitioner was a merchant, whose clothing showed that he was & the very least well-to-do. The
man started out hesitantly, as though expecting to be told that only members of the lower classeswould
be listened to, but his confidence grew when he wasn't interrupted. He also had alegitimate problem
involving the business practices of certain merchantsin adjoining kingdoms, and that was something
Derand wanted to hear abouit. If there was actud trouble brewing, it might be headed off with afew
wordsto whichever of hiskingswereinvolved.

With no other petitioners waiting, Derand was able to end the audience and take the merchant to a
gmaller room where they might talk while Seea returned to the apartment. The merchant, aheavy man
named Adtrof Lindera, turned out to be agood deal more shrewd and knowledgeable than his origina
hesitance had suggested he would be. Derand was given agood ded of information, much of it presented
clearly as Linderas opinions, aclarity that impressed Derand. He would have to do some checking, but if
Linderaturned out to be as honest and intelligent as he seemed then Derand meant to make the man part
of hisgovernment.

The private audience continued longer than Derand had originally intended, and suddenly it wastime for
him to dress for dinner. He thanked Linderafor coming forward and promised to bein touch, and then
there was only one other thing for Derand to take care of. Hed have to go looking for Listan or send for
him, he thought, but stepping out of the room showed him Listan in the hall and obvioudy waiting for
him.

"My king," Listan said with his usua bow when Derand gppeared. " The queen said you would want to
Spesk to me when you finished with the merchant.”

"How did | get dong before she waswith me?' Derand asked with alaugh as he gestured Listan into
walking with him. "Y es, thereis something | need you to take care of, namely aband of outlaws that have
darted to raid some of the farms. But their main occupation is robbing travelers who appear in their
neighborhood without a proper escort, so the queen and | thought it might be agood ideato supply a
victim or two for them. The best idea should be to have the supporting fighters snegk into the woodsfirgt,
s0 they'll dready bein position when the innocent travelers are attacked. And make sure that word about
the proposed venture doesn't get spread around. Since we don't know who any of the outlaws are, we
won't know if any of them happen to belistening.”

"If there's anyone with brains|eading the band, there will be someonelistening,” Listan said sourly,
making the opinion unanimous. "I'll make sure our preparations ook like nothing more than some
ordinary battle practice. Isthere anything else, my king?'

"One other thing," Derand said, pausing next to the corridor leading to his apartment. "Have someone
with common sense look into the background and dedlings of that merchant Astrof Lindera I'm thinking
about having him formulate our policies on trade, and | want to make sure he's as honest as he seems.”

"I'll seetoit, my king," Listan said with abow before walking off, leaving Derand free to continue on to
his gpartment with al business taken care of.

Seeawas using the main bathing room again, so Derand used the other and then dressed in an ouitfit he
consdered "finery." Brown silk combined with cloth of gold made him look expensively dangerous rather
than ordinarily snister the way black legther did. Derand didn't particularly like the ouitfit, but he'd
reached a point where anything that wasn't black was agrest rdlief. The day might come when he would
be able to wear pink if he chose, but that day was till along way off.



After closng aswordbelt around him that held afancy jeweled sword instead of hisusud, workmanlike
weapon, Derand headed for the Sitting room with the intention of waiting for Seea. Consider his surprise
when hewalked into find her aready there, obvioudy waiting for him. She wore the most bresthtaking
gown of gold with touches of light brown, her beautiful red hair threaded with more gold and jewels. Her
gown waslliteraly the opposite of his outfit, but before he could ask about that she showed avery
amused smile.

"I hope you won't consider me bold for observing how ? lovely you look,” shesaid, al but taking the last
of the words out of hismouth. "Y ou ought to dress up more often.”

"My father warned me to be wary of flattery likethat," Derand answered with the best scowl he could
manage. "He said that women who told me things like that were after my virtue and most likely didn't
mean what they said.”

"Oh, but | assureyou | do meanit," Seeasaid a once, her amusement increasing. "1'm awoman of
honor, after dl, so you can certainly take my word asto my good and honorable intentions.”

"Hmph," Derand said with very clear doubt as he sent suspicion with hisgaze. "Well just see about that?
" But that was aslong as Derand could keep up the act. A grin broke through to banish his scowl, and he
moved closer to Seea. "But now that you've brought up the subject of loveliness, dlow meto return the
observation to its source. And I'd like to know what made you choose that particular gown for tonight.”

"l saw your servant laying out your own outfit and decided that a united front couldn't hurt,” she
answered with asmal gesture of her head. "If your guests have heard any stories about our relationship,
they ought to decide that we've settled matters to our mutual satisfaction. If not, we can aways bully
them into backing down."

"Please, madam, | would never even think of bullying my guests,”" Derand responded with injured dignity
ashelooked down at her. "If any bullying is necessary, youll just haveto do it done. Shal we go?"

Seealaughed as she took the arm he held out, and they went to the dining room where dl their guests
would be. Derand was faintly worried about what would happen when Seeaand her parents and brother
were in the same room again, but nothing like a confrontation occurred. Seeasmply acted asif her family
wasn't there, and none of them made the effort to go to her.

Every woman in the room was beautifully dressed for the feast - with the single exception of Kaylea. She
wore avery plain gown and nothing of jewelry, and her expression of misery said that the choice wasn't
hers. Apparently Monil had decided to extend her punishment, which was rather wise of him, Derand
thought. If the woman needed areason not to offer hersalf to every man in reach, she now had two
reasons to keep her to moderation.

Drinks and small snacks were being circulated by servants with trays, and Seeatook a glass of white
wine before going over to join the queens sheld met only afew hours earlier. Derand chose a glass of
strong red before he made his own way over to the kings, and just as he reached them one of hisfighters
entered the room -hurriedly. Derand saw the entrance out of the corner of his eye and quickly turned as
the fighter located him and strode over.

"My king, a private word with you, if you please," the man, Captain Hagl Ventra, requested. Derand
excused himself from his guests and took Hadl aside, and once they stood done Derand nodded for Hael
to continue.

"My king, it'sagood thing we weretold to keep an eye on the fighters brought here by your guests,”
Hael went on in asoft voice. "We were expecting trouble from them, but instead we were there to keep



trouble from happening to them. Men were hiding in the tents erected for their use, and once the
newcomers settled down the men jumped out and attacked them."

"Were any of thefighterskilled or badly hurt?' Derand asked at once, slently cursing whoever was
behind these attacks. "And what about our own people?”’

"None of ourswas hurt, and only afew of the visting fighterswere bruised,” Hael answered just as
quickly. "We stopped the attackersin al but two instances, and in those two ingtances thefighters
protected themsalves. We were able to capture three of the attackers rather than kill them, but | serioudy
doubt if any of them knows anything worthwhile. They're more like hired thugs than skilled fighters.”

"Question them anyway, and if you fedl you have to be severethen doit,” Derand said, hating the need to
giveorderslikethat. "Let meknow if you find out anything, and Hael - my thanksto you and your men
for ajob well done."

"It'sour pleasure to serve you, my king," Hael answered with satisfaction in both eyesand voice. "I'll
send word if welearn anything.”

Hael bowed before turning and striding out of the room again, and Derand was ableto return to his
guests. All five of the men watched him walk back, obvioudy wondering if Derand would pass on what
he'd just been told. Asamatter of fact he had to pass on what he'd been told, and not just to watch the
men's reactions.

"| think you ought to know that someoneistrying to stab mein the back instead of coming at mein direct
chalenge," Derand said as soon as he stood with the others again. "Both my queen and | have been
attacked by assassins, and we even caught men who had been hired to attack you on your arriva here.
For that reason | had a close eye kept on your fighters, and it'sagood thing | did. Y our men became the
new targets, but the attacks were stopped and your men are unhurt.”

"By thegodd!" Pdtin exclamed adong with sounds of surprise from the others, his outrage letting him
speek first. "Thefoul coward wastrying to ruin the games you've arranged, and if our fighters hadn't been
able to participate we would have blamed you. Do you have any ideawho the miscreant can be?"

"So far there hasn't been even asingle clue," Derand answered, making no mention of the fact that he
wasfairly certain the man to blame was among those he spoke to. "If you've been wondering why I've
had my fighters decorating al the halways, that's the reason. But don't let the Sight of black |eather make
you careless. There was even an instance when the attackers were dressed like my own men, and if one
of my guests gets even so much as ascratch while under my roof? Well, we could find oursalves back to
where we were before the truce agreements.”

"Kill anyone who looks suspicious, that's what you haveto do,” Lovar put in, now looking less bored and
moreinterested. "And definitely kill anyone who triesto attack. That ought to teach the fools."

"Capturing as many asyou can isabetter idea," Monil said as mogt of the others agreed with Lovar.
"Y ou can ask questions of the dead, but you can't expect to get any answers.”

"So far we might aswell be questioning the dead,” Derand said sourly as the others considered Monil's
suggestion. "Hirelings don't know their ultimate employer, only the intermediate man with the silver or
gold. If we get very, very lucky we just may get our hands on that one. If wedo? "

There was no need to speak the rest of that sentence, which the nods Derand got from the otherstold
him clearly. If his men found someone with knowledge who didn't have the dedication of that "tax
collector" held had put to desth without using torture, breaking the man ought to be possible. It wasjust



that torture was 0 unrdliable amethod of gaining information. If the man being tortured was strong
enough, hedd be able to plant fase information with hisdying breath?

Derand's guests discussed the problem among themsalves until dinner was announced, and then everyone
went to the table. Derand had noticed Seea speaking briefly to Kayleaa short while earlier, and Kaylea
had been | eft with avery odd expression. None of the other women had approached the beautiful

blonde, but being excluded had to be norma for Kaylea. She hersalf never made any effort to join the
other women, and sheld seemed determined to dienate every femalein afive mileradius. Now, though,
things had changed for her in alessthan pleasant way, but Derand couldn't find any sympathy for the
woman. After al but begging for punishment for so long, she couldn't complain now that it had been given
to her.

The feast was amarvel ous success, and no one but Seed's parents and brother retired early. But the
kings and their queens and aides had traveled afar distance, so the partying didn't continue into the wee
hours. When Sholon said it was time he and his queen returned to their gpartment, the others decided to
do the same. Derand's parents joined the generd exodus, so he was free to take Seeato their own
gpartment just afew minutes later. They separated to change out of their finery, then came together again
in their bedchamber once the servants were gone.

"I didn't want to ask you before | was sure no one could overhear us, but now | need to know," Seea
said as soon as the door was closed behind the last servant. "What happened that got you men so
agitated before we went to table?’

Derand, seated in achair with acup of teanear his hand, told her about the attack against the fighters his
kings had brought with them. Seea listened carefully, then shook her head.

"I'm glad you and | both mentioned that possibility to Listan,” she said after blowing out a breath of
annoyance. "If the games you have planned were ruined, more than one of those men would use the
excuse to go back to tarting real wars? So which groups of men were the oneswho were able to
defend themselves?'

"By the gods, | was so angry | forgot to ask!" Derand exclaimed, suddenly realizing why Seeawanted to
know. "The enemy would be unlikely to enjoy seeing hisown men hurt or killed, so they could well have
been told to stay dert even if no detalls or reasons were given them. I'll have to get us the answer first
thing inthemorning.”

But one answer Derand knew he aready had: he hadn't told Listan anything about guarding the visiting
fighters, so it had been Seed's efforts alone that had done the job. He'd been just about to admit the truth,
but something had made him keep the information to himsdlf. Exactly why hefdt like that he didn't know,
but he knew better than to mistrust hisingtincts. Hopefully, the answer would soon cometo him?

"Y ou were watching your guests while you told them about what had happened, | know, so did you see
anything that made you suspicious?' Seea asked next. "Did any of them react in away he shouldn't
have?'

"Unfortunately none of them showed anything specific,” Derand answered with ashake of his head.
"Lovar wasdl for killing every attacker in reach to teach them not to try the same again, but Monil
wanted to save as many as possible and put them to the question. First the others agreed with Lovar, and
then they agreed with Monil. Did you notice any of them acting strangely during the feast?"

"They dl started out looking kind of grim, but most of them managed to relax during the med," Seea
answered with her own small headshake. "I havethe fedling | saw or heard something that | dismissed
too quickly, but right now | can't think what it is. Maybeit will come to me after agood night's deep. |



wish you your own good deep.”

And with those words Seealooked at him, obvioudy expecting him to take histeaand go. Derand
ingtantly found himsalf drowning in confusion, and the condition must have shown itsdf on hisface.

"Since we're not married any longer, it would be improper for you to share my bed," Seeatold him, but
the words were more an excuse than an explanation. "I'm sure you understand the point aswell as| do.”

Oh, he understood, al right, but not the point Seea had mentioned. For some reason that had nothing to
do with propriety, Seeadidn't want to share his bed. Derand thought furioudy as herose dowly to his
feet, knowing he couldn't go aong with her excuse, and the proper counter to her attack came as soon as
he began to consider the matter tacticaly.

"But we're supposed to be still married, and at this point in the game we haveto be

careful about what we do," he said, keeping histone mild. "It's necessary that we share abed, even if we
do nothing else but deep. Y ou can seethat, | trust?”

Seea obvioudy wanted to argue his stance, but the flash of frustration in her eyestold Derand that she
couldn't argue what was patently true. She hesitated a very long moment, then surrendered to the
inevitable with asound of annoyance.

"All right, then wélll share the bed for deep,” she sated, looking at him with lessthan friendliness. "Y oull
stay on your side, and I'll stay on mine.”

Derand granted her the qudifying termswith asmall bow of his head, kegping his smile completely on the
ingde. Then he went around turning down the lamps while she removed her robe and dipped into bed.
With the lamps taken care of he made his own way to the bed in the dark, removed hiswrap, then got in
under the covers.

It took quite some time before Seea was deeply adeep, but Derand waited, not quite patiently, until she
was. He waited an additiond five minutes or so until he was certain that he wasn't mistaken, then he
reached over and gently did her over to hisside of the bed without waking her. She was bound to
protest what he would soon be doing, but with her on his side of the bed he'd be able to ing<t that she
had come to him. Derand desperately needed to make love to hiswife even if she thought she wasn't his
wife any longer, and desperate need callsfor desperate action.

Derand got her nightdress skirt moved al the way up to her waist before he took her gently in hisarms.
She actudly snuggled up to him as though in encouragement, so he quickly put hisleft hand on her bare
bottom before garting akiss. Once their lips were together he did the middle finger of hisleft hand
between her nether cheeks, a substitute for the bead that he didn't dare use right now.

And Seearesponded amost ingtantly! A moan forced its way from between her lipsinto his mouth as her
body began to squirm, and then she was kissing him back with dl the passion he himsdlf fdt. Derand let
himsdlf drown in that kiss only for aminute, and then he moved over that squirming body without taking
hislipsfrom hers or removing hisfinger from her bottom. As soon as he was between her thighs he
entered her, and her fingers clawed at his back as her body's motion matched the movement of his. Her
mind may have rgected the idea of his making loveto her, but her body most certainly didn't agree.

Derand made thetime last aslong as possible, but he finally had to join Seed'slatest release. He touched
hislipsto hersafina time before withdrawing and lying flat on the bed again, trying to gather hismind
together enough to remember the excuse held prepared for what hed done. He waited for the
accusationsto sart, but when they didn't come immediately he was taken over by exhaustion and deep.



When he woke again in the morning he automaticaly reached out for Seea, only to find that he was done
inthebed?

Chapter 19

Elissaawoke feding marvelous, but seeing that she lay more on Derand's Side of the bed than her own
brought back enough memoriesto change the feding to depression. She'd thought she'd be ableto trust
hersdf having him in the same bed, but obvioudy sheld been lying. She couldn't be trusted to do theright
thing and stay away from the man who had granted her freedom, aweaknessthat |eft her disgusted with
hersdf.

Getting out of bed quietly enough to keep from waking him, Elissawent to her bathing room and saw to
her morning ablutions without caling for any of the maids. While she washed and dressed she silently
railed at herself for the way she'd behaved, her thoughts as sharp and bitter as bad tea.

How can you possibly pretend that you have even a shred of honor? she demanded silently of her
shamdessinner sdlf. Y ou know you can't say here with him, not when you can't make up your mind
about theleadt little thing and you take that problem out on him. Y our only option isto get yourself out of
the lives of everyone who cares about you, and the start you made with your parents and Garda will see
toit that they don't mourn your lossfor long if a al. Why can't you manage to do the same with him?

Elissahad been trying to make Derand stop caring about her, certain that if she made him breek his
word about not getting angry with her hed hate her for forcing him into being forsworn. But every time
they talked she found herself being helpful, or gentle, or funny, just asif she expected to stay with him for
therest of thar lives. Just asif she weren't amoody fool who would eventualy turn any loving fedings of
hisinto impatience and didikeif not actua hatred?

Finding that she wasfully dressed in breeches, tunic, and short boots came as no surpriseto Elissa She
hadn't been paying attention to what she did, so even finding hersalf standing half naked in the middle of
the room wouldn't have been a surprise. She used to be alot harder to distract, but lately the least little
thing was able to take her attention away from what was important.

"And right now there are two things of importance that | can't afford to be distracted from,” Elissa
murmured as she picked up abrush and ran it through her hair. "Thefirst isfinding out who's behind the
attacks, and the second is figuring out where to go when | leave here. If | can't find somewhereto go
where I'll actudly want to be, I'll have to choose my only other option? "

And athough theideaof dying wasfrightening, theidea of continuing on in an impossible stuation
brought even more dread. How much easier everything would have been if only Derand hadn't killed that
hunting cat about to leap on her in the woods?

"Well, good morning," Elissaheard Derand say from behind her, the wordsjust short of being hesitant. "
wondered where you'd gone? Look, about last night - "

"It'sdl right, | know the ? incident was my fault," Elissasaid at once, putting down the brush before
turning to him. "1 gpologize, of course, and I'll try very hard not to let it happen again.”

He stood barefoot in hiswrap and stared at her, just as though he couldn't think of what to say. There
as0 seemed to be painful confusion in his eyes, which wasn't in the least surprising. When awoman first
pushes you away and then forces hersdf on you, confusion isthe least that can be expected.

"Look, I'mall ready so0 I'll wait for you out in the Sitting room," Elissasaid as she moved her gaze from
him. "If | go to breakfast one, it won't look right. Just ? take your time and don't rush on my account.”



And with that she made her escape from the bathing room, more than relieved that he hadn't said
anything or tried to stop her.

Derand found it impossible to do anything but stare as Seea hurried out of the room. For the second time
held been dl ready to defend himsalf from accusation, but instead of putting the blame for last night where
it belonged, Seea had apologized as though she were at fault! His plan had worked even better than held
hoped it would, but instead of fedling relieved and eated hefelt -

"Guilty, smdl, dishonorable, disgusted with mysdf?' Derand muttered, running down alist of only afew
of the emotions raging around inside him. Seeawas horribly unhappy, but instead of trying to make things
better for her dl held managed to do was get laid. If held made this poor a showing during the wars, he'd
either be on the run as an outlaw right now or lying dead and rotting in afield somewhere.

"But how can | make things better for her if shewon't tell me what the problem is?' Derand muttered
again as he automaticaly started on getting ready for breskfagt. " She made me promise thingsthat |
thought sure would be hell to stick with, but | haven't had amoment's trouble. She hasn't taken the least
advantage - and now seems even more miserable than she was before. Why can't | figure out what's
wrong between us? And how can | get her to tel mewhat'swrong if | find | can't figureit out?'

Derand felt as though he were knee-deep in quicksand and going down fast, o he paid attention to

washing and shaving to keep from ending up in ascreaming fit. Seea complained bitterly about it being a
man'sworld, but if shethrew a screaming fit no one would even blink. If he tried to take the same liberty,
though, saven kinds of hell would instantly bresk loose. People might disapprove of women stepping out
of their usua roles, but men who tried to do the samerarely survived the reactions of those around them.
A man had to beaman at al times, other people'sidea of what it meant to be aman. Talk about unfair?

Stopping for aminute to rub at his closed eyes gave Derand a chance to regain control of hisrampaging
thoughts. He couldn't believe held been about to complain about something that now made absolutely no
senseto him. If hedidn't find away to settle matters between him and Seeafast, Arvin would have a
babbling maniac asits High King. An unmarried babbling maniac?

That last unpleasant truth sobered Derand enough that he finished dressing in record time. Some small
part of him was afraid that Seeawould not be in the sitting room waiting for him, and when hewalked
into the room to find her quietly spping teahe fdt vasily rdieved. Shewas il here, so it shouldn't be too
late for him to find a solution to whatever was bothering her.

But now wasn't thetime to start a persona discussion when their guests were probably waiting breakfast.
S0 he and Seea walked to the dining room in what would, under other circumstances, be a close and
comfortable slence?

Elissawaked into the dining room and dmost stopped short in surprise. Sheld been the least bit
distracted on the way here, but surprise bordering on shock brought her back to her surroundings. All of
Derand's guests were gathered in the room, but only three of the women, Kaylea, Tomia, and Elissas
own mother, were in gowns. The rest, including Derand's mother, were wearing breeches, tunics, and
short boots like the ones she wore!

"Oh, oh, now you've doneit," Derand murmured from behind her. "Y ou've started arevolution, and if I'm
not mistaken some of my kings are serioudy considering cdling in their fightersto help stop what they're
goparently helplessagaing.”

Derand was obvioudy teasing her, but it was dmost more than Elissacould do not to flinch. The women
in breeches|ooked absolutely delighted, but the men's expressions said they didn't quite share the
enjoymen.



"Well, Derand, | hope you're happy,” Derand's father, Almis, said morosdly as the newcomers moved
closer to the people gathered in the room. "Thisiswhat comes of |etting women run wild, but you would
let Elissahave her own way. Our wholeworld is being turned upside down, and dl you can do is snicker
behind your hand.”

"I'm not snickering, Father, I'm laughing outright,” Derand actualy answered with awide grin, shocking
Elissaasecond time. "I've discovered that athough | prefer to see my wifeinagown, | prefer even more
to see her happy. If it makes her happier to wear breeches instead of agown, how am | harmed by that
choice?'

"It makesyou look likeless of aman,” Vandrin growled, for the moment forgetting about showing the
world how handsome he was. "Tomiaaso tried to put on breeches, but | refused to allow something that
inappropriate. My kingdom is run by aman, not by awoman."

"Worrying about how you look to othersiswhat makes you less of aman,” Derand countered at once,
thelook in hiseyes belying his easy and gentletone. "'If you think that having my wifein breeches has
taken anything away from my ability with a sword, you can test the theory later during the games. I've
made provision for usaswell asfor our fighters, but right now | want some breskfast. Doesn't anyone
else have an gppetite thismorning?'

Therewasalot of grumbling - or giggling - agreement from the guests, but everyone did start to move
toward the table. Derand's father looked less upset than he'd claimed to be when they first got to the
room, which made Elissastudy the other men asthey took their places. If Almishad only been
pretending to be upset, maybe one of the others was doing the same. After dl, continuing with secret
attacks was more important than thinking about some slly clothing?

"| redly haveto find someway to thank you, Elissa" Hileen said as she sat to Elissas|eft. Proper
seeting arrangements had gone by the boards again, but no one seemed to notice or care. "Paltin was
furious when he saw what | waswearing, but | haughtily pointed out that | was just as much of aqueen
asyou were. When | demanded to know how many things Derand was alowed to do that my own
husband wasnt, that settled the matter. I've aways hated gowns, but never had the chance - or the nerve
- to wear something s

"Lovar grumbled aswdll, but thiswas too good a chance to pass up,” Sissle bubbled in agreement from
the chair to Elissasright. "I wasn't sure | would enjoy wearing breeches, but once | tried them |
discovered that they were marvelous. | only wish you'd set the new style sooner.”

"Wherein theworld did you dl find breechesto wear?' Elissafinaly managed to ask. "'l brought mine
with me, but | doubt that you did the same.”

"The palace servants found mine somewhere," Hileen answered with a dismissive gesture of one hand.
"It's possible that some poor man will be found unconscious and naked in a corner, but aslong ashe
doesn't demand his clothing back? "

"Oh, Hileen, youreterrible," Sissle said with alaugh while Elissasmply laughed. "The servantsaso
brought me my breeches and tunic, and | had the impression they went to aman closeto my size. Or,
consdering how good afit the clothes are, they more likely went to aboy. But whoever the servants
went to, they didn't look surprised when | made my request. It's nice to see how quickly they adapt to
new sStuaions.”

"Servantsin a paace had better adapt to new Stuations or they'll find themsalves out on the street,” Bliss
put in from Sisslesright, looking less annoyed to Elissiathan she had yesterday. "1 demanded breeches
and atunic, and when | got them and put them on, Sholon barely noticed. I've come to the conclusion



that if | want hisfull attention I'll have to attack him with awegpon.”

That comment brought more laughter to the women, even to Tomia, who sat dejectedly to Hileen's | ft.
The mousy little woman obvioudy hadn't been able to do as the other women, which made Elissafed
sorry for her. But maybe, if the fool Vandrin faced Derand during the games, Derand would be ableto
knock some sense into the man's head. Tomia didn't deserve to miss out on what others were happily

trying.

The servants were dready bringing food to the table, so while those around her decided on what they
wanted to edt, Elissiawas able to consider another woman who had missed out. Kaylea sat next to
Monil at the other end of the table, and the beautiful blonde looked horribly disturbed. It wasn't likely that
she had been refused breeches, not with the way her husband felt about her; her being in agown was
probably amatter of the thought of breeches never entering her head.

Elissasighed as she remembered what she'd said to Kayleathe day before. The woman had looked so
horribly embarrassed at the feast that Elissia hadn't been able to stand it. So sheld walked over and said,
"Dont think you're the only woman in this room who's had that same punishment. My guesswould be
that you have more than alittle company, so just let it go. No one will torment you about what happened,
you have my word on that."

Kaylea hadn't responded in any way, S0 Elissahad smply walked away again. It was perfectly possible
that the blond woman had no interest in responding, or that she blamed Elissiafor what had been doneto
her. Well, no matter. If Kayleawanted to blame Elissafor things, there might aswell be more calling for
blame. Elissia spoke softly to a servant, then paid attention to her own breskfast.

"All right, my friends" Derand said in aloud voice once everyone seemed to befinished eating. "I think
we have time for one more cup of tea before we attend the games. They'll start when we get there.”

"That'sthe kind of schedule | can gpprove of," Almissaid from his place besde Rildin, hisqueen. "You
can dl thank melater for raising him properly.”

Most of the people at the table laughed, and that included Derand. It was nice to see that everyone was
in such agood mood, Elissathought. It's much harder to ruin abad mood?

"| think one other thing needs to be done before we leave," Elissasaid, her own voice just loud enough
to reach the other end of thetable. "Tramping al over the meadow will probably ruin the clothing of
anyonein agown, o I've arranged for breeches to be brought for those who didn't arrange for their
own. Ladies, if youll retire to the next room to change, well sip teawhile we wait for you."

Tomialooked suddenly delighted, Kaylea frowned as she sared at Elissa- and Elissas mother, Liminia,
shocked and startled Elissiaby rising to her feet. Never in amillion yearswould Elissia have expected her
mother to even consider wearing breeches, not when "delicate" usually required the proper setting.
Digtantly Elissanoticed that her father |ooked as shocked as she felt, and then her mother spoke.

"I do hope that one of those outfitswill suit me properly,” she said, apparently speaking to theworld at
large. "'l would certainly didikelooking less ? gppeding than the other ladies. Come, girls, and well see
how well these servants have chosen.”

Tomiarose a once, carefully making no attempt to look at her husband, and even

Kayleagot dowly to her feet. Elissanoticed that the servants weren't upset by having three women to
tend rather than just two, which reminded her of her choice of words when she'd sent for more outfits.
Sheld asked the servant to arrange for breeches and tunics and short boots for those ladies till in gowns,



and hadn't specified anumber. Luckily?

Asthe three women headed for one of the retiring rooms adjacent to the dining room, Elissiasaw the
way Vandrin glared in her direction. Hed made no attempt to keep Tomiafrom going with the others,
but not because heliked the idea of seeing hiswifein breeches. Hed obvioudy redlized thet Elissahad
spoken as the High Queen, and on a subject that the High King had aready supported her about.
Vandrin had probably had second thoughts about facing Derand in any way at dl, and had wisdly
decided not to make an aready bad Stuation worse.

It didn't take very long before the three women emerged from the retiring room wearing their new outfits.
Derand's mother Rildin began to gpplaud, and amoment later she wasjoined by her husband, the three
women seated near Elissia, and anumber of the men. Tomialaughed gently at the applause, Kaylea
actualy smiled, and Elissas mother wore alook of ? delighted revelation, was as close as Elissa could
cometo interpreting the expresson. A good guess would be that Queen Liminia had expected to hate the
new clothing, but instead had discovered awonderful facet of life that sheld previoudy known nothing
about.

All three women were dender enough to look attractive in the clothing, and Tomiadl but strolled back to
her seet a the table. As shewalked past her husband she let her gaze ? dide acrosshis, and Vandrin
ended up the next thing to wide-eyed. Their marriage had probably been apolitical arrangement, and the
very handsome Vandrin must have resented having a plain and mousy wife. Now it seemed that the
mouse was turning into a cat, and possbly even into akitten. Tomias gown had hidden her womanly
curves, but the breeches didn't do the same.

Monil watched Kayleareclam her seat beside him, and the stern, humorless man was actudly amiling.
Elissasaw Monil take hiswifés hand and raiseit to hislips, and Kaylea's smile now looked more ?
enthusiadtic, asif sheredly meant it. She looked incredibly good in the breeches, but the only man she
paid any attention to was her husband.

Elissasaw her father Ostrin rise from his seat to "help" hiswife back to her own chair, the most
ridiculous look of concern on hisface. From his expression you'd think that hiswife had just done
something redlly dangerous, and he couldn't kegp himself from making sure that shewasadl right.
Annoyanceflared in Elissaover that ridiculous reaction, and oddly enough she wasn't the only oneto fed
that way.

Her mother also seemed to be briefly annoyed, and she sat down without accepting the "help” that was
being offered. Gardd, Elissias brother, sat not far away and seemed to be fighting to keep from

laughing.

A good ded of chattering and commenting went on around the table, and Derand let it continuefor a
moment or two before he stood up.

"Our fighters are waiting to show us just how good they are, so let's not make them wait any longer," he
said with asmile as helooked around. " And remember, we don't have to do nothing but watch. If welike
wecanjoinin, so let's go out and command the gamesto begin.”

Everyone seemed more than ready to go along with that suggestion, and the table was quickly
abandoned as servants appeared to lead the way with bows of respect. Elissia saw that Derand seemed
to be waiting for her, and when she walked up to him he took her hand.

"That last idea of yourswasinspired,” he murmured as he urged her toward the door everyone was
using. "Instead of having factions, disagreements, and unhappiness, we now have a happier, more unified
group. I'll admit | never expected Vandrin to give up his stance so easily, but Tomiadoeslook likea



different woman now. And spesking of different women? "
Elissasmiled wryly when hiswords smply petered out, knowing exactly what he wasn't saying.

"If anyone had asked me, | would have said the world would end before my mother gave up her filmy
gowns," Elissasaid with ashake of her head. "Tak about not expecting something? But it'sredly odd.
My father tried to treat her like amartyr, and | don't understand why she didn't let him do it.”

"I think ? possibly your mother expected to fed like amartyr, accepting the clothing change asa
response to what you said to her," Derand mused asthey walked. "' She might have meant to shame you
into gpologizing when you saw how valiantly she wastrying to change - and not managing to, of course-
but something happened when she put on the breeches. What that something would be | don't quite
know."

"Wheat that something would beisasense of freedom,” Elissasaid dowly, the revelation coming in the
sameway. "l think you're right about what she intended, and then, for thefirst timein her life, she
experienced what doing something 'unacceptabl€ felt like and it was agood feding. My father knew
what she was supposed to be doing and contributed his part, but she was too deeply into exploring the
new sensations to appreciate his effort. If she does change her outlook and actions, helll probably go into
permanent shock."

"Hell get over thefeding eventudly,” Derand assured her with agentle laugh. "When aman spends his
lifetaking care of his'very ddicat€ wife, seeing her in adifferent light can be upsetting. But that doesn't
mean he dso stops loving her, so they shouldn't have aproblem if she does change her attitudes. Wait
and see”

Elissanodded and let the subject drop, but she wasn't counting on having a different mother to contend
with. The habits of alifetime are very hard to break, so any changes could well be temporary ?

Derand maneuvered himsdlf and her to the front of the crowd, so they werein thelead asthey Ieft the
palace. The meadow where the games were to take place was crowded with people, but right now there
weren't any city residentsincluded. Elissa had learned that thefirst day or two of the gameswould be
just for the vigting roydty, and only later on would ordinary citizens be dlowed to watch. But there were
certainly alot of fightersin black leather everywhere, and they seemed to be wearing colored scarves
tied to their left arms?

"Those scarves are meant to identify redl fightersfrom intruders,”" Derand murmured, obvioudy having
seen where her atention had gone. "The different colors mean something very specific, and anyone
wearing aparticular color will be arrested if heisn't doing what his armband color says he should be
doing. But the system isn't guaranteed safety, so make sureyou stay dert.”

Elissanodded as she continued to look around, making no effort to find out what the various colors of
the scarves were supposed to mean. If the wrong person happened to overhear the details, the entire
effort would be ruined. Besides, there were plenty of other things to take a person's attention, like the
different areas that were roped off. And thefirst roped off areathey were heading for held six men, al of
them with what looked like wooden swordsin their hands,

"The fighters from your various kingdoms will be paired off," Derand said to the group &t large once
everyone stood around the roped-off area. ""Each man will fight three times during the day - assuming he
doesn't losetwo fightsin arow. If he doesthen he's disqudified, and won't be asked to fight athird time.
Tomorrow, the winning fighterswill be paired off with an equa, depending on whether they won two
fightsor dl three. Again therewill be three fights for each man who doesn't lose the first two fights, and
then welll have fewer winnersto continue to the next round.”



"l don't see any of your fightersready to joinin,” King Lovar commented as helooked around. "Are
these ? gamesjust for your ? loya subjects?’

"My men have dready gone through the process among themselves," Derand answered with what looked
to Elissalike deliberate amusement. "When the six best among your fighters prove themsealves, that's
when they'll face my men. Thefina contest will be held on the last day of the games, and there will only
be asingle event. The same holds true for hand to hand fighters, mounted fighters, archers, and axe men.
Well dso hold races of different kinds, like men on foot or mounted, and then well go to the
handicapped races. A scout hasto get back with the information he has even if he'swounded, so welll
arrange temporary ‘wounds that will hamper the men involved. The men who win those raceswill likely
be your best."

For thefirst time Lovar looked sincerdly interested, and the commenting among everyone dse said he
wasn't done. Then the Sgnd was given for thefirgt of the contests, and everyonefell silent in order to
watch. The men may have been using wooden wegpons, but that didn't mean there weren't casualties.
The caredless or untalented were quickly diminated with broken arms or legs or ribs, but there were il
some who would be able to go on to the next round.

They all watched the 'sword' work for atime, then the group was led to the other competitions. In every
roped off area men contested with bare hands or wooden weapons, which was faintly annoying to
Elissa It was only men who contested, and that didn't seem fair. Surely there were women somewhere
who would have enjoyed joining in, but women weren't usualy given training with wegpons. Maybe that
rule could be changed like the one about gowns?

They were gpproaching the archery areawhen there was asmall flurry of activity to onesde. Elissa
thought that no one but Derand noticed the flurry and he didn't comment, so she dso kept sllent. While
everyone was engaged in watching the first of the archers contend, afighter in black leather with agreen
scarf around his arm came up to Derand and spoke very softly. Derand nodded acknowledgment of
what he'd been told without changing expression, but when the fighter was gone Derand came over to
her.

"A man pretending to be one of the archers started to aim at uswhen we first I eft the palace,” Derand
murmured as he looked around. "My fighters arrested him and dragged him away, of course, but happily
I'd told them about the fal se attack you pointed out on our way here. For that reason they were ready
when two other archers suddenly turned in our direction when we were close enough to make much
better targets. These last two didn't let themsalves be taken dive, which isredly annoying. They knew
something that first man doesn't, but now well never know."

"Maybe we can find out," Elissamurmured back. "It's possible that first man was able to sneek in here,
but what about the other two? If they were smply hired they would be asignorant asthefirgt, but if they
came with the man behind the attacks? *

"Then that man might now be two fighters short,” Derand finished for her with anod. "Yes, | redized that
myself, but checking on the matter won't be easy. The fighterswho came here with their kingsare
scattered al over, so wewon't be able to get an accurate count until they return to their assigned quarters
tonight. My men have dready been told to keep ataly on the visting fighters to make sure some of them
don't ‘wander off," but that leaves us nothing to do but wait."

"Wait," Elissaechoed, pronouncing theword like the cursethat it was. "No wonder it's spelled with four
letters? ™

Derand made a sound of near amusement, but Elissa hadn't been joking. She hated to wait, especidly



gnceit wasn't even closeto lunchtime yet?

Rildin felt absolutely marvelous as she and her husband Almis entered their gpartment to rest and refresh
themsalves before lunch. Sheld dressed in breechesin an effort to support her son's strangely unhappy
wife, and Almis had only pretended to didike theidea. It had come asasmall shock that others of the
women had done the same thing, but probably not for the same reason. But whatever the reason, the
outcome had been just marvelous. Rildin had probably enjoyed hersaf more than any of the others?

"Woman, | want aword with you," Almis growled from behind her, surprising Rildin. "Y our behavior this
morning was shameful, and if you don't have adamned good reason for doing asyou did you'rein alot
of trouble.”

"What do you mean, for doing as| did?" Rildin asked as she turned to him, knowing better than to show
guilt of any kind. "What isit that you think | did?'

"Y ou know very well what you did," Almisgrowled, glaring a her with hisfistson hiships. ™Y ou showed
yoursdlf off to every man you passed, swinging your bottom haf around like aweapon - or like
something for sde. In case you've forgotten, whatever goods you show belong to me."

"And don't you fed even atiny bit hgppier owning those goods when other men show they'd like the
goods for themsalves?' Rildin asked with asmall laugh as she patted hisface. "Whatever was done was
for your benefit, my love. My husband deservesto be envied.”

"You'relying, my love, and thinking | don't know it is even more of aninsult,” Almis countered at once,
"Y ou flaunted yourself to prove that you're not too old to attract men even with younger women around,
and if you'd told the truth | would have had to let you get away with acting like anaughty child. But you
didn't tell the truth, so now you get what al naughty children deserve.”

"What do you mean, now?" Rildin asked with sudden worry as he took her arm and began to pull her
toward achair. "Almis, it'sin the middle of the day! Well be expected to join everyonefor lunchin alittle
while, and then we have to go back to the games!”

"And well certain do both of those things, you and | together,” he answered as he sat before pulling her
across hisknees. "Y ou, however, won't enjoy the time quite as much as you did this morning, whereas I'll
be enjoying it consderably more.”

Fedling appdled, Rildin serioudy fought to keep him from taking down her breeches and underdrawers
but the effort was as usdaless as pretending to struggle would have been. With her clothing pushed down
to her knees she was held in a place she usudly didn't mind being, but sheld never been spanked in the
middle of the day before. And she'd never had to leave her apartment and socidize after a gpanking! The
time would be horribly embarrassing, but maybe she could talk Almisinto taking it easy -

"Oh, no, please, not that!" Rildin found hersdf blurting as her nether cheeks were separated and that -
that - thing was put in her bottom again. After that first time Almis hadn't used it again, but now -! Shed
discovered that the fedlings caused by the thing in her bottom didn't entirely disappear even after sheld
been eased and the thing had been removed?

"For thefirgt timein years you've redly earned agood spanking, so | want it to be memorable,” Almis
sad as he kept her from reaching the string that would have pulled the thing out of her. ™Y ou're lucky |
don't have my wooden ruler with me, or you'd be feding that right now. If | have causeto do thisagain,
though, I'll find awooden ruler.”

Rildin had many things she wanted to say, but the first smack on her bottom changed dl thewordsto a



wail and gurgle. The second smack came much too fast after the first and much too hard aswell, asdid
the third and fourth smacks and then more and more. Almiswas redlly serious about punishing her rather
than playing, and asthe ache grew higher in her seat Rildin wailed even louder. She couldn't keep from
squirming at the sametime, just as though she were being spanked for the very first time.

The flamesin Rildin's seat rose so high that she managed to force out words of begging. Tearswere
running down her cheeks as Almiss hand kept hitting her bottom harder than ever before, so causing
that thing insde her to make her fed as though she were about to melt. She swore to be good from now
on, swore to never do the same again, sworeto turn insgde out if that was what he wanted. Nothing came
in response but the fedl of his big hand swatting her bottom, so the wailing came back and thistime
stayed.

The spanking didn't redly go on al that long, but when Almis stood, put her over a padded foot stoal,
then entered her from behind, Rildin felt as though the spanking was continuing. His belly dapped her
bottom as he stroked hard in and out of her, and the combination of sensations nearly drove her insane.
But even as shelogt hersdlf to everything she was being madeto fed, shewailed on theinsde a the
thought of having to St down to lunch?

Chapter 20

Almost everyone ended up being late to lunch, something Derand found extremely amusing. Hismale
guests seemed to have been aroused by the games they'd watched, and the women by the games they'd
played. Little Tomiahad drawn so many stares from theway she ? strolled dong that under other
circumstances Vandrin might have been crowded out of the way. Instead Vandrin had been right behind
her, getting the full benefit of the show she put on. When someone suggested they go back to their
gpartmentsfor awhile before lunch, Vandrin had dmost hurt himsalf with the speed of his agreement.

But someone ese hadn't been at al pleased with a game that was played, and Derand had to deliberately
keep himsdf from staring at his parents. Thefact that hisfather was pleased rather than furious said that
his mother would not enjoy sitting down to lunch, afact underscored by the careful way she walked.
Queen Rildin wastrying to pretend that she hadn't been given aredly hard spanking, but the Stuation
was obviousif you knew what to look for?

"I'vefindly figured out where you learned your more unpleasant habits," Seea murmured from hisleft,
where she stood sipping tea. ™Y ou take after your father quite alot, don't you?”

"Not asmuch as| would like," Derand murmured back, refraining from pointing out that his father had
certainly made love to his mother after he'd heated up her bottom. He himsdlf had spent the time before
lunch taking reports from his people rather than enjoying hiswife, which reminded him? "I didn't get a
chanceto tell you earlier: My men arrested what was | eft of that outlaw band after the fight, and we dso
have the men who were sent into the city to keep tabs on what was being done. And | sent thanksto the
men who reported the outlaws, telling them to keep up the good work."

"They'll probably throw their own celebration feast once they get over the shock of not having been
ignored after al," Seeasaid, then shelowered her voice again. "If your father ingstson acting in that
awful way, theleast he could have done was et your mother take lunch in their apartment. Making her
comeout herelikethat isinexcusable.”

"Part of the lesson he wantsto teach iswhich one of themisin charge," Derand responded, trying to be
very careful of what words he chose. "My mother hasatendency to ? take over without redlizing what
she'sdoing, part of which isto go her own way without cons dering the consequences of her actions. Not
having to go through this same thing again will be an excdlent incentive for her to think before she speaks



or acts, but the time won't be as embarrassing for her asyou seem to believe. Not everyoneisas
observant as you obvioudy are, so there probably won't be anyone else who notices.”

Seea made asound that was neither agreement nor argument, which pretty much closed the subject
under discussion. Asfar as Derand was concerned, the resulting silence was decidedly golden. He
remembered that his trouble with Seea had started when he'd decided to "keep her safe” by making her
obey himindl things, aline of thought that might have been reached if they'd continued to talk.

And Derand didn't want that line of thought reached, not when Seeawould have been perfectly within
her rightsto ask him where al that danger he/d mentioned was. After evading the question aslong as
possible, held then have to concede that held talked himsdlf into believing there was danger to judtify
demanding her obedience. He enjoyed having the obedience of those around him, and as High King
actually needed complete obedience to maintain his position. Hed somehow gotten theideathat having
hiswife be the sole exception to giving him that obedience would somehow ? undermine the respect he

got?

Somehow, somehow, somehow? Derand closed his eyes for amoment, knowing there was no
"somehow" about the matter. Seea had gotten him angry, and he hadn't wanted to look wesak in front of
her brother and his. Nothing but pride had pushed him into starting the chain of eventsthat had ended
with his giving Seea her freedom, but he would find away to straighten out the mess. Hewould? !

"Hey, Derand, you certainly do know how to throw an interesting celebration,” Gardd's voice came, and
Derand looked up to see Seed's brother now standing to hisright and grinning widely. "For abackward
savage who livesin ahove in the middle of congtant fighting and killing, you don't do half bad.”

"Geeg, thanks," Derand answered dryly. ™Y ou have no idea how much your good opinion meansto me.
Y ou know, I've been thinking that | might extend the borders of Arvinin afew years, and the day after
your future coronation might bejust thetime.”

"Okay, okay, | takeit al back," Garda said with alaugh as he held up his hands, palms out toward
Derand. "Y ou have the most advanced and civilized city on thiswhole continent, much better than what
will one day be mine. Isthat enough to keep your fighters on this side of the border?"

Derand snorted and started to expand the game he and Gardal used to play when they were younger,
intent on making hisfriend come up with areal apology for the nonsense he used to spout dl thetime. At
the same time he had the fedling that Seea had started to say something, but all that was suddenly pushed
aside by abruptly raised voices.

"What'swrong with you?' Hileen was demanding, and the one she spoke to was Kaylea. 'l wastrying to
gart aconversation with you, but you made no effort to respond in any way at dl. Elissamight not mind
that sort of rudeness, but the rest of usdo!”

Until the last of Hileen's words were spoken, Kaylea acted asif she hadn't heard asyllable. But
suddenly, for no apparent reason, the blond woman's head snapped around and she glared at Hileen.

"Don't you dare talk about Elissal" Kaylea snapped at Hileen, awildnessin the beautiful woman's eyes.
"Y ou and those others don't care about anything but yoursalves, and I'm just like you! But Elissais
different, better than we are, truly fit to be High Queen. But | didn't know shewould be likethat, | didn't
know! | swear | wouldn't have doneit if I'd known, | swear!"

Kaylea seemed to be on the raw edge of hysteria, her handsto her hair as she continued to stare wildly
at Hileen. The other woman stood silent with her mouth open, obvioudy trying to think of something to
say, but Derand dready had something to say. He strode over to Kayleaas Monil appeared at her sde,



trying without successto cam hiswife.

"What isit you wouldn't have done, Kaylea?' Derand asked, fighting to sound gentle. "What did you do
that involves Elissa?'

"Derand, please," Monil interrupted, hisrasp of avoice sounding strained. " She's upset and doesn't know
what she'ssaying. She-"

"Kaylea, answer me," Derand persisted, paying no attention to the man who loved thiswoman. "Tell me
what you did that involves Elissa"

"I thought shewould be like the rest of us, so | arranged to get her out of my way," Kaylearesponded,
her tone uneven and somehow distant. "1 didn't know she would say things and do things for other people
without expecting even asingle word in response or thanks. | told them to kill her, and to not let anyone
keep them from killing her. But | didn't know, | just didn't know, | didn't - "

Monil lifted Kayleafrom the floor and held her tightly to him, but she didn't ssem to notice. She just kept
repeating that she didn't know, but Derand did know. She was the one behind the attacks, and she had
information that he had to have.

"Monil, take her to your apartment and I'll be along right behind you with adoctor,” Derand said,
pretending he didn't see the flinching terror in Monil's eyes. " She's obvioudly ill, but we do need to know
everything she arranged. The doctor will give her something to quiet her down, and then well be ableto
talk to her."

Monil nodded woodenly before heading out of the room with Kaylea, and Derand sent a servant for the
doctor he wanted before he walked to the door and turned to face his other guests.

"I'm sorry this had to interrupt our day, but it can't be helped,” he said, looking around at people who
were at least disturbed if not shocked. "Please sit down to lunch or have food brought to you in your
gpartments, and I'll be back with you as quickly aspossible.”

Then heturned and headed for Monil's apartment, where he would meet the doctor. He would soon
have al the answers he needed, and then?

Elissawatched Derand leave, more than alittle upset by what had happened. By everything that had
happened, and Kayleds confession was only apart of the whole. There were things she wanted to be
aoneto think about, but only about half of their guests|eft to have lunch in their gpartments. The rest
stayed to est at the table, so Elissawasforced to stay aswell. It would have been insulting if shed just
walked out?

But a least those who stayed had gathered at the center of the long table, leaving Elissadonein her end
sest. Their muttering said they were talking about what had happened, and it would have been impalitic
to discussthe subject in her hearing. Something about Kaylea's confession bothered Elissia, but she
couldn't concentrate on what was causing the disturbance. Something else bothered her even more, and
that something else was very persond.

Elissiachose her med from the servants trays amost at random, certainly paying

no real attention to what she asked for. Derand's brief conversation with Gardal before Kayleas
confession had come as agreat shock to Elissa because it suddenly told her why sheld so didiked the
idea of coming to Arvin. Gardal had been saying the same thing about Derand and Arvin for years, ever
since Elissawas very young, and somehow she'd missed the fact that Gardal was joking. Sheld cometo



believe that Arvin was abackward place of hovels and constant warfare, and because of that she'd
wanted to avoid Arvin at dl cost!

Thefoodin front of Elissawas <till hot and tasty, but it went down her throat in an dmost automatic way.
Sheld tried so hard to keep from having to go to a place that sounded like one of the more horrible hells
the gods had created, and even seeing the truth for hersalf hadn't changed her mind. Sheld been surprised
that people weren't being murdered in the streetsin Derand's city, but hadn't been bright enough to
question why she still expected the murdersto start at any minute.

"I'manidiot, and | don't deserveto be here" Elissiafound hersef muttering as she stared down into her
teacup. "lsan't it lucky that | maneuvered mysdlf into a position where | don't haveto stay? Kayleasaid
I'm better than her and the others, but I'm not. I'm actually worse, no matter what that poor woman
thinks™

That poor woman? Elissafound it painful to remember how ? distraught Kaylea had sounded, and
even more painful to imagine how little of kindness the blond woman must have had in her life. Elissahad
given Kayleano more than afew wordsin support, and then had arranged things so that both Tomiaand
Kayleawould not fed left out. Two small, unimportant actions that seemed to have eaten away at Kaylea
to the point where the blond woman had lost control of hersalf. Sheld hired mento kill Elissato clear the
way for her to become Derand's High Queen; she obvioudy hadn't been lying, but something didn't quite
fit?

Or maybe | don't want everything to fit, Elissathought, the sudden redlization coming to chill her blood. |
promised mysdlf that I'd get out of Derand's way once we knew who was behind the attacks, and now
we know. Isn't it dso time to admit that leaving would be awaste of time because | have nowhereto go?
Theresonly onething | can do, and I'd better get to it fast before | lose my nerve?

Elissalooked up to find that just about everyone had finished eating and had |eft the table. A few people
gtill stood around in small groups talking, but the rest were now gone. That meant Elissiacould dso leave
without insulting anyone, so she lost no time doing exactly that. Neither her parents nor Derand's had
stayed to take lunch in the dining room, and there was a good chance they'd gone to hear what Kaylea
had to say.

It didn't take long for Elissato get back to her apartment, and afew minutes later she had one of the
vidsof "ted" in her hand. She carried the vid into the Sitting room with her, wanting aglassfor theliquid
rather than smply swallowing it down, which was foolish but seemed necessary. And with the cork
removed there was an odor to the liquid now that was very much like one of the strong acoholic drinks
the men liked so well. A short glass standing near the wine and whisky seemed perfect aswell asfitting,
s0 she emptied the contents of the vid into the glass, left the vid in the glasss place, then went to achair
and sat.

"Okay, now you have the stuff in aglass," she muttered when she found hersdlf just Sitting and holding the
glass. "Y ou know you have to do this, so why are you wagting time? Why don't you just drink it?"

The answer to that question was perfectly smple once Elissastopped to consder it: killing yoursdf isn't
as easy as some peoplethink. A cold fear twists your insdes and makes your hand shake, and even
though you've seen to the last of your responsbilities you il find yourself wondering if there waan't
something you forgot to do. How that can be possible when you have dl the answers you were looking
for isn't quite clear, but -

"But | don't have dl the answers," Elissa suddenly realized doud, fedling afrown crease her brow. That
supposed servant sheld killed in Derand's father's palace, the one who had said shewasintheway? He,



obvioudy, had been sent by Kaylea, but the other attackers couldn't possibly have the same source.
Kayleamight havetold her hirelings not to let anyone stop them from killing Elissia, but that anyone
couldn't have included Derand. After al, the blond woman had wanted Elissa out of the way so she
could become High Queen. If Derand ended up dead, that plan would have been out the window.

"So there has to be someone e se after Derand, someone we haven't found yet," Elissamurmured as she
leaned forward to put the glass she held on atable not far from her chair. "But the whole thing sill doesn't
make any sense. Those men are so used to fighting wars that if one of them thought he could be High
King in Derand's place he would probably lead hisfightersin attack personaly.”

But they weren't attacking in an open way, one of them was coming from the shadows behind Derand's
back. Even though they dl had to understand that if they could have held the federation together as High
King, they would have done so before Derand took over. It was asif someone was ignoring the facts
because he didn't like them, expecting his wants and desires to change things smply because he wanted it
that way. But that didn't sound like any of the men sheld met. It sounded more like -

"The other enemy isn't aman, it's another woman," Elissia breathed, suddenly knowing exactly who that
other woman had to be. " Shel's working through her husband, but she'sin complete control of him. |
noticed it yesterday when they got here and then again today, but didn't redlize I'd noticed it. I'd better
tell Derand right away."

Elissagot to her feet with the intention of going straight to where Derand was, but she wasn't ableto take
the first step before aknock on the hall door presaged the opening of that door. Two people camein,
and thewoman smiled a Elissa

"Wetold the guardsmen that Derand asked usto meet him in his gpartment,” the woman said, letting her
strong amusement show clearly. "Since we're honored guests and royalty oursalves, our word wasn't
questioned. Aren't you going to welcome us and invite usto Sit down, Elissa?| fed asif wereold
friends”

Elissagtared a the woman, fighting to keep her emotions off her face. The woman had said what she'd
told the guardsmen, not that what she'd said was true. Derand hadn't invited these people to the
gpartment, which meant they were here for reasons of their own. Those reasons weren't likely to beto
the benefit of Derand or hersdlf, not when these were the people behind the attacks aimed at killing
Derand?

"WEell, a least you now know who was after your blood,” Derand's father said after |etting out adeep
breath. They and Gardd - dong with Seeds parents - stood in the hall outside Monil and Kayled's
gpartment, and none of them had enjoyed questioning awoman who was close to acomplete
breakdown.

"I don't think so," Derand answered, his mood close to black. "Kayleawas after Seearather than me,
and dl the men she hired have been accounted for. That still leaves agood number of attackerswho can't
be accounted for, ones Kaylea claims she knows nothing about.”

"Surely you're not going to accept the word of awoman who tried to have another woman killed," King
Odirin put in with hisusud gentlenesstinged by distress. " Trying to minimize her crimewould be anatura
reaction for someone like that."

"Kayleaistoo busy feding guilty to minimize what shedid,” Derand disagreed with a shake of hishead. "'|
would guessthat Seeaiisthe first woman to ever do something for Kayleawithout an obvious ulterior
motive. Seea had every right to crow over the woman she'd bested, but instead she showed a concern
that wasn't thrown out just to make hersdlf look good. Monil said Kaylea started to brood yesterday, but



he thought it was just because of the punishment. He had no idea sheld hired assassins; he thought she
just meant to displace any other woman by using her beauty.”

"Monil's Stuation leads me to think that arranged marriages might be the bet thing after dl," Gardd put
in, looking glum. "He was the one who chose Kaylea as hiswife because he fell inlove with her, and ook
whereheis”

"A man can fdl inlove with awoman without making afool of himsdf," Derand'sfather said, gently
clapping Garda on the shoulder. "Aslong as you don't indulge the woman - or yoursdlf - in everything,
you won't have aproblem. And aslong astheloveisn't aone way affair. That arrangement never leads

to anything but tragedy."

"Right now I'm more concerned with hatred than with love," Derand said, still wrapped in the dark mood.
"l even congdered that Monil might have hired assassins himself in order to give Kayleawhat she
wanted, but that's nonsense. The way Monil was ready to challenge me yesterday provesthat if he
wanted me dead he'd make the effort himsdlf, not hire othersto do the thing for him. Now al | haveto
do isfigure out which of the others doesn't see the Situation the same.”

Everyone including Seea's mother began to nominate their own candidates for mgjor enemy, and the
noise was threatening to give Derand a headache. What he needed was to find some place quiet to Sit
and think, but his other guests were waiting for him to continue the tour of the games. What he needed
was agood rainstorm now, to give him an excuseto cal off the gamesfor the moment, but that wasn't
likely to happen. It was a beautiful day out, and -

"Excuse me, Your Mgesty, but you're wanted back at your apartment,” avoice said, and Derand looked
up to seeayoung girl bobbing in an avkward curtsey in front of him. " A king and queen said they had
important information for you, information you needed to have as quickly as possible.”

"Which king and queen, girl?" Derand's father asked just an instant before Derand asked the same thing.
"Don't you know how many kings and queensthere arein the paace right now?"

"No, gr, I'm very new, hired especialy for thefedtivities,” the girl said, her nervousnessincreasing. "'l
don't know anyone in the palace yet except for the king. My king."

Derand thanked the girl and sent her on her way, not at all eager to hear someone e se'slist of who had
to be guilty. What he redlly needed was that quiet place to sit down and think, and when he saw that his
companions were busily engaged in talking to one another he just faded back and |eft them to their
discussion. Hed apologize later for having walked away without aword, but right now?

"Weve sent for your husband, Elissia, sowell dl just St down and wait for him to get here" she said,
smiling at the silly woman as she and her husband moved closer to where Elissastood. "We won't need
anything in theway of refreshment so don't bother to send for a servant.”

Sheld added that last about a servant because Elissahad glanced at abell pull. Thingswould redly go
much better if there were no witnesses around until the time came for many witnessesto be around. They
would have to speak to Derand first, of course, but then? Then shewould findly havethe podtioninlife
she deserved.

When she reached a chair across from the one Elissa stood in front of, she sat down and made hersalf
comfortable. Her husband took achair to her left, and she smiled at how gingerly he lowered himsdf to
gtting. There was no doubt he still ached from hislatest punishment aswell asthe one before that, but it
was nothing he didn't deserve. He was supposed to have made her High Queen, and now that she had to
do the thing hersdlf, hisfailure had to be paid for.



And he'd been paying in many enjoyable ways, enjoyable to her, that was. She smiled at the memory of
the time they'd spent before lunch, an amount of time long enough for giving him that additional dose of
punishment. When they reached their gpartment’s bedchamber held gone to hisknees as he was
supposed to, but something about his posture had bothered her.

"Y our head isn't down low enough, and | think | know why," sheld said as she studied him. "Watching all
those glly contests has made you imagine that you're something you're not, hasn't it?'

"No, mistress, pleasg, it hasn't,” he'd answered, his head immediately lowering to the proper position.
"I'm nothing, and of no consequenceat al.”

"If you redly believed that | wouldn't have had to scold you," shed pointed out, still studying him. "What
you need is another lesson in humility, | think, but which one should it be?!

He'd known she wasn't actudly asking him for a suggestion, so held stayed properly silent. But his body
had tensed up in anticipation of what she would choose, which wasredly very wise of him. Therewas
one lesson held didiked intensely the time or two sheld used it, and it was possible to make that lesson
even more ? educationd for him.

"Take your breeches and short clothes down, and then rest your forearms and forehead on the floor,"
sheld ordered before heading for the bathing room. Sheld had the foresight to bring aong everything she
might need for his disciplining, and some of the paraphernaiawasin abag in the bathing room. He, of
course, had immediately started to obey her, so when shefinished her preparations and came back to the
bedchamber he was dl ready and waiting for her.

His broad, bare bottom was thrust up into the air the way it was supposed to be, and she'd smiled at the
redness that hadn't yet faded from this morning's session of discipline. Men needed a constant reminder
of who their master was, otherwise they tended to think they were freeto get out of hand. Her husband
had been learning better, but he still required a specia touch every now and then.

"Hold till," she ordered when his bottom twitched at the feel of the polished bone wand-end entering
between his cheeks. The wand was hollow and was mostly made of rubber, except for the equaly
hollow tapering end of bone. The other end of the wand was attached to a small bag aso of rubber,
which aready contained the warm water it was supposed to hold.

"Thiswill do you aworld of good,” she'd said as she squeezed the rubber bag, causing him to moan out
hisdistress. The warm water was being forced into his bottom, and the tiny movements of his body which
were beyond his controlling showed how unpleasant he found the sensation. She squeezed every drop of
water out of the bag before removing the wand end from his bottom, and then she inserted the cork.

"There," shed said as she put aside the apparatus. "Now you're al prepared for the lesson. Do you think
youll learn it any better thistime?'

"Yes, migtress, | swear | will," hed choked out, obvioudly aready fegling the water beginning to work on
him. He knew better than to say anything else, of course, no matter how desperate his situation became.

"Pull your clothing up and then come and sit with me," sheld said after returning the gpparatus to the
bathing room and its place in the carrying bag. "We can share acup of tea."

Hisface showed that his desperation had grown, but he still obeyed her and pulled up his clothing before
walking dowly to the chair shed indicated. When his seat came in contact with the chair hiseyes
widened and he gasped, but no words were spoken. He ssmply reached for the cup of tea she'd poured
and placed near him, and then picked it up in trembling hands. She sipped at her own teawith her gaze



directly on him, so he had no choice but to sip aswell.

It was amazing how quickly his small movements of discomfort turned into actua squirming. She waited
until asoft whimper came from histhroat, and then she smiled.

"There are anumber of things that have to be done before that cork can come out of you," she said,
drawing hisimmediate attention. "Thefirst of those thingsis, of course, the additiona sesson of discipline
your behavior has earned you. Go and get the light switch and bring it back to me."

He put the teacup back on the table and then got himself out of the chair, smal mewling noises coming
from histhroat. He couldn't seem to move asfast as he obvioudy wanted to, so it was along minute
before he got the short, dender switch and brought it back to her. He offered the switch to her with both
hands, and when she took it he then began to lower his breeches and small clothes again.

When his bottom was bare, he had some trouble arranging himsalf across her kneesin away that didn't
burden her with hisfull weight. He knew well enough how to do that arranging, but the cause of his
desperation was obvioudy making him somewhat clumsy. Still, that didn't excuse the clumsiness, so she
gave him ten strokes with the light, soringy switch instead of the five he usually got for discipline. Each
stroke caused him to twitch and swallow amoan, and he seemed ready to stand again when he got the
sixth stroke. If held actually started to stand up after the fifth stroke he would have gotten twenty instead
of five, but the obedience held learned saved him that.

She gave him the last four strokes dowly, letting the burning build up well in his seet before delivering the
next whack. He actualy seemed close to tears when she findly told him he could stand up again and fix
his clothing, but he restrained himself and then took the switch to return it to its proper place.

After hislittle chore was done, she walked to the bed and lowered her own breeches, then lay down. He
cameto her asfast as he could make himsalf move, knowing what was expected of him now. He had to
use hislipsand tongue to give her pleasure, and his desperation seemed to lend him more skill than usud.
It wasn't long before her body spasmed with delicious release, and once her breathing eased abit she
looked at him.

"All right, now you can go and use thefacilities," she said, feding good enough to
be generous.

"Thank you, mistress," he said with abow of his head, not forgetting to then touch hisforehead to the
bed. He'd shown her the proper respect, and only then had he turned and made his squirming, hopping
way to the bathing room. She felt the urge to call him back just as he was about to enter the room, but
that sort of effort really wasn't necessary. If sheld called him back he would have come, but he'd
probably aso have cried. They would be among other people again in alittle while, and tears sometimes
left atrack that couldn't be washed away with water. No, thistime she didn't want him to cry?

"What wasit that you wanted to speak to Derand about?' Elissa said suddenly from the chair sheld
reclaimed, drawing her back from pleasant memories. "Do you have aquestion that | might be ableto
ansver?'

She smiled rather than respond in words, not about to mention the reason she and her husband were
here. Derand obvioudy adored this new wife of his, so when he showed up he would betold that Elissa
would bekilled unless he immediately gave up his place as High King to her husband. Assoon ashe
spoke the words of abdication in front of the other kings, he would return to the gpartment. He would
expect to get hislittle wife back unhurt, and he would find her unhurt.



As unhurt as she would stay until he was dead, and then she would follow him down to desth. Then she
would be High Queen, and the delightful fun would redly begin?

Chapter 21

"What wasit that you wanted to speak to Derand about?' Elissasaid, having sat down again. "Do you
have a question that | might be able to answer?’

Thewoman smply smiled a her, and that after having been lost in her thoughts for atime. She seemed a
different woman now, and she wasn't pretending that her husband was in charge any longer. Elissaknew
that that wasn't good, not in any way at al. The only bright spot was that she didn't seem to redize that
Elissaknew her for the enemy shewas.

She, rather than her husband. Elissaonly glanced at the man where he sat in obvious discomfort, his
manner making it clear that hiswife wasin charge of everything including him. That wasthe memory
Elissahadn't been ableto reach at first, the memory of noticing yesterday that this man moved and sat as
though hel'd been spanked by someone. The redlization hadn't come through until Elissasaw -and
thought about - the way Derand's mother moved after having been punished, and then al the missing
pieces had falen into place.

This man had moved both yesterday and this morning asif his bottom ached, and he was one of only two
of the men who hadn't protested seeing hiswife in breeches. Hiswife had claimed he'dd grumbled, but
unlike Sholon, who didn't seem to be aware of anything not pertaining to warfare, he wasfully aware of
what hiswifewore. Aware but showing neither approva nor disapprovd, asif he felt he hadn't the right
to an opinion.

All of which hasto mean that she'sin complete charge of him, Elissathought. Not smply the possessor
of astronger persondity that he'slearned to listen to, but amost like the owner of adave. She doesas
ghe likesto him, and he acceptsit al without protest. She obvioudy wants him to be High King, which
will put al the power into her handsinstead. How can he sand to live like that? ?

"l can understand, in adistant way, why some women let themselves be treated like

adave" Elissafound hersdlf saying, the confusion inside her forcing the words out. "'If awoman has no
resources of her own, if she'stoo wesk to defend hersdlf, if she'sterrified of facing the world done and
hel pless, then she accepts what's done to her in order to survive. But why a man would do the sameis
completely beyond me, especidly aman strong enough to defend athrone. What can he possibly be
afraid of 7!

"Itisn't dwaysfear that's behind such actions,” the woman answered, till clearly amused. " Sometimesit's
the need to be dominated, the need to be relieved of any and dl responsbility. When you put yoursdlf
completely into the hands of someone else, you no longer have to worry about making mistakes, or
choosing among difficult options, or about anything at al. Aslong asyou behave exactly asyoure
ordered to, you can revel in the knowledge that al your needs are being seen to properly. If you do
happen to make amistake you're punished swiftly and soundly, and the punishment can be avoided by
not doing the same again. Y ou know exactly where you stand in life, with each and every burden
removed from your shoulders.”

"Making mistakesis part of being human, and often the mistake itsalf is enough to teach you not to do the
same again,”" Elissa countered, sickened by the dick response sheld gotten. "If you find someone who's
afraid to make decisions, you teach them how to choose between or among their options. Taking over
their livesinstead iswrong no matter how gracious you make the action sound. It'slike finding someone
who'sfalen, and instead of hel ping them back to their feet you keep kicking them to keep them down.



Y ou're not hel ping them, you're just letting yourself have the kind of fun only the Sck consider attractive.”

"The strong are dwaysin charge of the weak," the woman came back, no longer amused. "And aren't
you the wrong one to be voicing such noble sentiments? The word going around this palaceisthat you
forced Derand to back down from the way hetried to treat you, and now you'rethe onein charge. You
made him crawl, and he liked it so well that he begged for more. When you tell him what he hasto do to
keep you safe, hewon't hesitate for an instant.”

" think you're forgetting that you're supposed to be here just to chat with Derand, Sissile," Elissa pointed
out, both relieved and disturbed that the woman had dropped her innocent act. "And you're dreaming if
you redly think that Derand will abdicatein favor of your husband Lovar and then you'l haveit dl. Lovar
will never be High King because the other kings won't follow him the way they follow Derand. Lovar
doesn't have the ahility to defeat the others, so they'll immediately chalenge him if hetriesto take the
High throne. Everything you've done has been awaste of time."

"How much of awaste of time will it be when therest of our fighters get here and kill the paltry fifty
fighters the others have brought with them?" Sissile countered as she leaned forward in her chair, her light
eyesblazing. "If the other kings want to keep from being killed in the same way, they'll haveto pledge
their loydty to Lovar.”

"Y ou know, | used to think it was only men who lived in adream world,” Elissa said, too annoyed to
worry about what she was saying. "Are you under the impression that Derand sent hisfighterson
vacation because he knew, deep in his heart, that none of hiskingswould be so dishonorable asto try to
sneek in extrafighters? And even if by some unknown fluke your fighters do manage to follow their
orders and you're able to ask the other kings for their sworn words, how long do you think those words
will be kept? Aslong asfive minutes after they get back to their kingdoms and the rest of their own
fighters?'

"They're men, and men keep their words even if they don't want to," Sissile ground out, clearly refusing to
hear anything but her own idess. "As soon as Derand doeswhat | want him to, I'm going to enjoy
watching you die, bitch. And if you open your mouth again I'll seeto it that you beg for that desth. Where
the hdl isthat fool you're married to?"

Elissawatched the small woman get to her feet and start to pace back and forth, the anger in Sissile
growing higher with every passing minute. Sissile was completely irrationa, and being balked in any way
increased her irrationdity to the point of insanity. So far Lovar hadn't said or done athing, but Elissa
wasn't fooled. A singleword from Sissile would have the husky man doing anything shetold himto, up to
and including killing their "hostess.” It waslike being in the same room with adangerous dog on aleash.
Aslong astheleash wastightly held the people around the dog were fine, but if the leash were released?

"Hell pay for making mewait so long, that miserablefool will definitely pay,” Sissile muttered asshe
moved back toward Elissa. "Who does hethink heis, taking histime when | send for him? A taste of the
whip before he goesto do as he's ordered will do him no end of good, and helll learnto like it with mein
charge even more than he likes having his sweet wifein that place. And if he's obedient enough, | may
even keegp him divefor ashort while? "

The madwoman's muttering had aso made Elissawonder where Derand could be, but there were too
many possibilitiesto know for certain. Derand might not even have gotten the word Sissile had sent, or
he could be occupied with some other -

"No!" Elissagasped, grabbing for the glass Sissile had picked up from the table near Elissaschair. The



pixie-like woman quickly pulled the glass out of Elissids reach, and then she laughed harshly.

"Your lifeisamogt over, bitch, so stop trying to hold onto things that now belong to me," Sissle said with
atoss of her black-haired head. "Thisisn't wine, so it hasto be exactly what | want right now."

And with those words the smal woman swallowed in one gulp the contents of the glassthat she
obvioudy thought held some kind of whisky. Elissa had started to get out of her chair to stop the
madwoman from drinking the poisoned tea, but Lovar stood up quickly with silent menace as hisright
hand closed into afist. Even without words, the man's meaning was perfectly clear: If Elissatried to
interfere with anything Sissile did, Lovar would use that fist to stop her.

So Elissagtraightened and then just stood there and watched Sissile swallow down what shed meant to
use hersdlf. In an oddly detached, unrea way, it waslike watching hersalf do what sheld earlier hesitated
over, and areaction camein no more than afew heartbeats. Sissile made aface over the taste of what
shed swallowed as she looked into the emptied glass, and then she choked as her eyes widened. She
dropped the glass as she choked a second time, her hands going to her throat and middle, and then she
tried to scream. It was perfectly clear how badly she wanted to scream, but the sound was never voiced.
Instead she collgpsed to the floor, her body jerking as her legs kicked afew times, and then al motion
abruptly ended.

Just like ahunting cat killed with an arrow, Elissathought distantly, an odd ? bubble-like thickness
between her and the world. Something inside kept her staring at Sissile's body - until a sudden movement
to the right caused the bubble to burst.

"Sissle?' Lovar sad, frowning at the dead woman as though held only just noticed what she was doing.
"Is something wrong? May | ask why you'rejust lying there?!

May | ask, Elissathought with heavy illness as she saw Lovar begin to move toward Sissl€sbody. As
soon asthe man'sfull atention was on hiswife, Elissaforced hersdf to edge dowly toward theright and
away from the two. She had no idea what would happen when Lovar finadly knew the truth, but there
was no one | eft to hold the leash of that very dangerous dog?

"No!" Lovar suddenly howled when Elissawas only afew steps on her way. "No! Y ou'vekilled her
somehow! For that I'll kill you!"

A glance showed Elissathat Lovar was straightening from hiswifée's body and beginning to draw his
sword, so she started to run. Her heart was pounding madly, but the pounding grew instantly worse when
Lovar suddenly appeared between her and the door to the hall. She'd never seen aman move that fast,
and thelook in hiseyeswas horrible,

"I loved her," Lovar said with tears running down his cheeks - and the sword held tightly and steadily in
hisfist. "She was everything | needed and wanted in thisworld, and things were fine between us until
Derand made himself High King. Then she blamed me for not having what Derand had, so | had to get
what Derand had. But the people | sent after that bastard kept failing, and | paid for their failure. That
was Derand's fault, but you just did something amillion timesworse. | don't know how you did it but you
took my life away, and now I'm going to take yours.”

Therewas alarge chair between Elissiaand the man who had just sworn to kill her, and that was the only
thing that kept his sword from her heart. When he lunged at her she jumped back, and the chair kept him
from completing the lunge. He moved to hisright and tried again, and Elissawas able to do the same
thing a second time. But time was clearly running out on her, and very soon Lovar would be ableto -

"Lovar!" afurious voice shouted, and Elissajoined the madman in looking toward the door to the hdll.



Derand stood in the doorway with hisown sword in hisfist, the most beautiful Sght Elissahad ever
Seen.

"Y ou can't gop me from killing her," Lovar stated to Derand as he turned to face the other man. "Firg I'll
put you out of theway, and then I'll kill her. Nothing can stop me."

Derand didn't respond in words, only in the way he came forward to meet Lovar, and for ahorrible
moment Elissawas afraid that Lovar had spoken the truth. The madman attacked Derand with such
ferocity and strength that Elissawouldn't have been surprised to see Derand go down under the terrible
assault. But Derand didn't go down and even managed to force Lovar back a step, the sted of their
swordsringing and clashing.

Guardsmen came running with their own weapons drawn, but ingtead of intervening they smply stood
and watched the fight. Elissiawanted to scream at them to help Derand, but even with terror choking her
she knew the guardsmen would not obey. Helping Derand best a single opponent would weaken
Derand's position as High King, especidly when the single opponent was another king. Only through his
own actions could Derand win thefight, and that's just what he did.

Lovar fought with nothing but attack in mind, and that was the mistake Derand took advantage of .
Derand parried an attack and then replied with one of his own, the second movement so fast that it wasa
miracle Elissawas ableto follow it. Reflex might have made Lovar start to defend himsdlf, but the
movement was never completed. Derand's sword thrust right through Lovar's chest, an inch or two of
ged actualy coming into Sght from Lovar's back. The madman gasped once ashefrozein
mid-movement, and when Derand withdrew his blade Lovar's aready dead body fell to the floor.

Elissafdt likefdling down hersdlf, only the chair back sheleaned on keegping it from happening. So much
had happened in so short atime that shefelt dizzy, and only the thought that the insanity was over now
was able to bring her back to herself.

"Seeq, areyou dl right?' Derand demanded from where he stood above Lovar's body. "Did he hurt you
inany way?'

"No, I'mfine" Elissaanswered with asmall shake of her head. "Sissile decided she wanted Lovar to be
High King and she was crazy enough to think that her half-baked planswould work. Which reminds me:
she said that they'd arranged for the rest of their fightersto attack and kill the men brought by the other
kings. They could bein the midst of attacking right now."

"They'rein the midst of being surrounded by alarge segment of my army," Derand responded, having
turned to wipe his sword on the tunic Lovar would never need again. " The word about that was brought
to mejust before | got here, letting me know that the trap | set had worked. | had afedling that my
enemy would try to use hisarmy to back up whatever plans he had for himself herein the pdace, plans
I'd dmost missed seeing the sart of "

Derand straightened up after he finished cleaning his sword, then turned to look at Elissaafter
resheathing the weapon.

"l was actually on my way to a place no one would have been ableto find me so | could spend some

time thinking in peace," Derand continued with amirthless smile. "1t was pure luck that | suddenly redlized
someone had had the nerve to invite themselves to my gpartment and then send for me. My only excuse
isthat Kaylea's breakdown must have affected me more strongly than | thought.™

"Right now I'm extremely grateful to Kaylea," Elissamuttered, partidly turning away from Derand. "If not
for Kaylea's plans, Sissile would till be around to make things worse with her madness. I'm going to



send for apot of teaand then st down with it in my bedchamber. | have some thinking to do.”

"Thinking about what?' Derand asked as she turned away toward the bedchamber. " Seea, what are you
going to be thinking about?'

Instead of answering, Elissawalked into the bedchamber and closed the door behind her before ringing
for aservant. Everything redlly was settled and over now, but that made things worse for her rather than
better.

Elissabrooded until aservant knocked and then entered with atea service. Derand silently followed the
servant into the room, then dismissed the man once the service was on atable. Elissawatched Derand
pour two cups of tea, then he brought them to where she sat and handed her one of the cups.

"| decided | could use acup of teamysdf," Derand said as he took a chair near the one shesat in. "I had
alook at Sissle'sbody, and there wasn't amark on it. The only thing that told me what happened to the
woman was the greenish foam covering her lips. She was poisoned, but | don't understand how it was
done."

"Shedied because of redly bad timing," Elissasaid with a sound of amusement that wasn't amusement at
al. "I'd saved the poison Kayled's assassin had tried to make me drink in your father's palace, and was
trying to get up the nerveto drink the stuff now when she and Lovar waked in. She ranted and raved for
alittle while because she didn't like the way | picked her plan to pieces, then she must have decided she
needed a gesture to show how much in control she was. Thefilled glass sanding on the table near me
was obvioudy mine, so she made it hersinstead and drained it before | could stop her.”

Elissanoticed theway Derand actually turned pale, and the words she expected from him weren't long in
coming once she'd finished her explanation.

"Y ou were going to kill yoursdf?' he demanded in a choked voice that seemed to get louder and wilder
with every word spoken. "Are you completely out of your mind? How could you even consider doing
something that insane?How - ! Oh, I'm going to beat you like you've never been beaten before! I'm
goingto-"

"Stop that!" Elissia snapped as he started to get out of hischair. "Y ou gave your word not to get angry or
to touch me again, remember? Besides, what | do isno longer aconcern of yours. Y ou seem to forget
that you put our marriage aside.”

"Do you think | have to be married to you to find the idea of your desth completely unacceptable?’ he
demanded again, his hands curled around the chair armsin a grip so hard the wood should have
splintered. "If you'd died then | would have done the same, and you have no right to take my lifel
Besides, we are fill married. That statement of ? freedom | gaveyou is usdess unlessand until | publish
the same statement al over the kingdom. Do you think I'm fool enough to do that?'

"So you'reworsethan afool, you'realiar,” Elissagrowled, hating the trapped feeling that rushed up to
surround her again. "I should have known better than to believe anything you had to say. Y ou asked for
onelast chance and | gaveit to you, and now that timeisover. | want a horse and an open road, and |
want them now."

"I have a better idea," Derand said, thistime straightening al the way to hisfeet before he strode to the
door and yanked it open. "Guards!" When two men in black leather ran up, Derand turned and pointed
toward Elissa "That woman isunder arrest. Take her to acdl in the dungeons and toss her in."

Elissacouldn't believe the fool was serious, but the guardsmen had no doubts. They came and pulled



Elissaout of her chair, dragged her to the dungeons, and threw her in acell.

A cdl in adungeon is supposed to be dank and chill, but Elissas cell was actudly stuffy. The straw on
the floor looked clean and fresh in the light supplied by the open cell door, so once the door closed and
there was nothing but darkness Elissa groped her way over to the straw and sat down on it. The straw
was the only furnishing the cell contained, but Elissawastoo angry to care. She leaned her back against
the sone of thewall and just let the anger smolder.

Hourswent by before the sound of akey in the cell door came. Elissamade no effort to look toward the
door when it opened, but it was no surprise when she heard Derand's voice.

"Get up and comewith me," he said, sounding more than alittle annoyed. "Y ou and | are going to have a
tak."

"Y ou have nothing to say that | careto hear," Elissastated, still without looking at him. "If | can't havea
horsethen I'd rather stay here."

"I don't care what you'd rather," he said as he came forward and wrapped a big hand around her arm.
"Thisismy paace and youre my wife, so well do what | want. And right now."

With that he pulled her to her feet and dragged her out of the cell behind him. After just afew stepsit
became clear that he was heading for a heavy wooden door opposite the row of cells. Only torchlight lit
the area, but that was enough to show

not a single guardsman anywhere around. He opened the door and pulled Elissainto aroom that had a
snglelantern asits source of light. The room contained awooden table with strapsand chainsal over it,
with buckets of water standing against the wall to the left. He closed the door firmly behind them, then
finaly released her arm.

"| spent the last few hours thinking, and | hope you did the same," he said from behind her. Elissanow
stood with her back to him, but he didn't seem to care. "Why do you keep inssting that you haveto leave
me?'

"If you're going to send for your torturers, do it now," Elissasaid, ignoring his question as she stared at
the ugly wooden table. She'd known the purpose of thisroom as soon as she'd walked in, but for some

reason she wasn't afraid. Even the worst torture had to end some time, unlike many of the tortures of life
2

"If 1 want you tortured I'll do it mysdlf,”" he answered, sounding surprisingly cam. "Tell mewhy you think
you haveto leave me."

"My reasons are none of your business,”" she countered, finding it impossible not to wrap her arms around
hersdlf. "If | want to be free of you the desire done should be enough. If it isn't, then al the reasonsin the
world won't make any difference.”

"Oh, but your reasons do make a difference," he said, and his voice showed that hed moved closer to
her. " think you want to leave me because lately we haven't had any trouble getting along.”

"If that's your idea of areason for leaving you then you need some serious help,” Elissasaid, fighting not
to let the bleakness she felt enter her tone. " Are you going to let me go or not?"

"Not," he answered a once, and then he swung her around by one arm to face him. ™Y ou enjoyed being
with me these last couple of days, enjoyed it almost as much as | did, and that's why you're so desperate
to leave. Y ou enjoyed being with me more than once before and each time | did something stupid to ruin



things, so you decided not to wait for meto ruin thingsthistime. Every time you trusted me | betrayed
that trust, so there's no reason for you to think | won't do it again.”

Elissadtared a his chest, aware of the tears running down her cheeks but hel plessto stop them. She
hadn't actudly thought the matter through as clearly asheld just stated it, but he was absolutely right. That
was why she hadn't been able to make up her mind where he was concerned. She loved thisman
desperately, but couldn't trust him not to make her life awaking nightmare.

"After | stopped being angry, it findly came to me how desperate you had to be to consider killing
yourself," he said, hisvoice now an uneven whisper. "If you didn't love me you would have smply
waked out and gone back to your father or anywhere else you decided on, but you've reached the same
point | have: you can't bear the thought of living without me. But you aso can't live with me, soyou
decided there was only one option |eft open to you.”

Elissawanted to close her eyes, but the gesture would have been pointless. Everything held said was
true, and you can't escape the truth.

"Seeq, ligten tome," he said when she began to turn away again, his hand gentle on her arm. "The worst
trouble we've had was when | tried to make you do things my way instead of your own. | did that
because | got angry, but these last couple of days have shown me the right way to handle the anger.
Walking away and letting myself cool off letsmelook at aStuation more rationaly, and then | can cope
with that situation intelligently instead of emotionaly. | am learning, and you're the one who's taught me
that very important lesson.”

Hisarmswent around her then, holding her as though she were something very precious. Elissadidn't
want to lean againgt him, but the trickle of tears had turned into sobs. He held her until the crying
stopped, used a soft cloth to wipe away the last of her tears, then urged her out of the room with him. By
the time they got back to their gpartment, Elissawas feding dmost human again. He waited until they
werein their bedchamber before he spoke again.

"| said alittle while ago that | wasn't going to let you go and | meant that," he said after Sitting herina
chair."l kept my part of our latest bargain, so now I'm going to insst that you keep yours. Y ou said
you'd stay with me until | broke my word, and that time hasn't come yet."

"Thehdl it hasn't," Elissadisagreed, till vastly unhappy. "Y ou weren't exactly cool and composed when
you had me thrown into that cell.”

"Having you taken to that cell wasjust adifferent version of walking away until | cooled down," he
countered, folding hisarms as he looked down at her. "I would have done the walking in the usud way if
| hadn't been afraid of what you would do while | had my back turned. Are you going to claim that |
didn't have reason to worry?"

"Y ou didn't, because I've discovered that | don't have the nerveto kill mysdlf," Elissamuttered, looking
away from him. "That means| haveto stick with my origind plan and just leave. In case you've forgotten,
our bargain was only for the time until we found out who your enemy was. Now that we know, we don't
have abargain to argue about.”

"Y ou know, that hadn't occurred to me," he said, and the ddlight in his voice made Elissalook at him
narrowly. "If our bargain is concluded, then my word doesn't hold me any longer."

He looked much too happy about that state of affairs, which wasn't a al surprising. He must have been
redlly chafing under the terms of their agreement, and now that he was free?



"So now | get to Sate the terms of the next bargain were going to agree to,” he went on as he crouched
infront of Elissas chair, the ddight suddenly gone from hisexpresson. "I love you more than lifeitsdlf,
Seeq, 0| fredy and happily give my sworn word never to lose my temper with you again. If something
you do happensto get me angry, I'll just somp away and not come back until the anger isal gone.”

"And if you happen to break your word, will you then give me another worthless piece of paper?’ Elissa
countered. "Obvioudy | was supposed to have forgotten about that, but you're out of luck. | didn't forget
and I'm not interested in any new bargains.”

"Y ou'd rather be chained up like adave?' the monster asked with raised brows, hisarmsresting on his
thighs. "I waan't joking about loving you more than lifeitself, aterrible truth you're going to haveto learn
how to live with. If you didn't return my love it would be another tory, but sinceyou do? If we can't
agreeto onelast bargain to see if we can make our marriage work, | will chainyou to awal. That way |
won't have to worry that you'll disappear as soon as| turn my back."

"l don't loveyou, | hateyou," Elissagrowled, telling about half thetruth. "Y ou're trying to force meto
make the choice you want made, and that's lousy.”

"No, that's desperation,” he corrected, his dark gaze as cam and unwavering as histone. "The only way |
can make you know you can trust meis by showing that I'm telling the truth. If you aren't here, how can|
show you anything at dl?’

Elissatried to think of areasonable answer to that question, but ideas refused to come. She hated the
idea of being forced to do things against her will, but then she remembered what she'd thought when held
first made those promises. He'd never be able to keep hisword, not for more than afew days, and then
sheld be within her rightsto turn around and walk away.

"All right," shefinally grudged, meeting that calm stare. "I'll take your word again on the same matters|
did thelast time, but thiswill bethe last time. If you lose control of yourself even once you will haveto
use chainsto keep me here, and even that might not work."

"Y our warning is duly noted and acknowledged,” he said with aquick singleincline of hishead. "Theonly
point you missed isthat I'm not offering the samethings | did last time. But before we go into that, let me
ask you aquestion. Thetimes| completely ignored your opinions and desires and just stuck to mine?
How did that make you fed?"

"Why, | felt ? hurt, and dismissed, and asif | didn't matter to you," Elissaanswered in agroping way,
having no ideawhy he was asking such athing. "'l dso felt hepless and both furious and miserable? Did
you ask just to satisfy your curiosity?!

"No," hereplied, an odd look in those dark eyes. "1 wanted to know how close your fedlings cameto
mine, and now | do know. Y ou felt back then just the way | did when | found out you'd planned to kill
yoursdlf. Y ou didn't consider me, or your parents and brother, or anyone but yourself. Y ou made no
effort to St down and work something out with me; you just went ahead and thought about no one but
yoursdf."

"There wasn't anything to work out,” Elissaprotested, that odd stare making her fee uncomfortable. "I
knew you'd refuseto listen to anything | had to say, so why would | have bothered?”

"You knew I'd refuseto listen just the way | knew you had to apologize to your parents?' he responded.
"I made aunilateral decison that you wereintimately involved with, and you made one that intimately
involved me. If what | did waswrong, what about what you did?"



"] took the only option |eft opento me," Elissamuttered, now even more uncomfortable. "Y ou had a
choice about what you did, but | didn't."

"Of course you had achoice," he disagreed at once. "Y ou had the choice of taking to me, but you
decided not to bother because in your opinion it would never have done any good. When | made my last
mistake, you made sure | would be punished for it and | was. In order to save my neck | had to accept
the humiliation of |etting people think you'd humbled me. Y ou do remember telling methat it would

happen?
Y es, and you were absolutely right.”

Elissadiscovered a sudden interest in the hands that twisted in her [ap, not about to contribute what
Sissle had said. The man had probably been humiliated even more than he knew, but?

"All of which brings us back to the subject of what you missed in my offered bargain," he said, hisvoice
gtill completely calm and controlled. "At the sametime | redized | had to make sure | never dedt with
you inanger again, | so redlized that | couldn't punish you with the intention of making you do or not do
something. A reasonable punishment is one that's given for something wrong that was done, and onceit's
given that should be the end of the matter. Y ou have my word that I'll never give you the wrong kind of
punishment again, but if you do something that callsfor punishment you have to know better than to
expect it won't be given. Stand up now."

Elissasuddenly redized that he'd straightened back to hisfull height and his hand now reached for her
arm. She babbled as shetried to keep him from pulling her out of the chair, hating the idea of what he
was going to do, but rational words of protest refused to come to her. Maybe she had dismissed him and
hisfedingsjust the way held done with her, and maybe she had punished him with humiliation that most
men found more painful than a physica wound, but -

Much too quickly Elissafound herself over the monster's knees after held taken his place on achair. It
wasn't possible to keep her breeches and underdrawers from being taken down, and once her right hand
was held firmly out of theway it began. The first smack wasn't dl that bad, and the second was the same,
but an unwelcome revelation came with the third and fourth whacks. For some reason it felt as though
that bead had been put in her bottom again, and as her seat began to ache her body aso began to flare
with need.

Elissa squawked and began to think serioudly about escaping, but that proved to be just asimpossible as
ever. The mongter's hand kept smacking her bottom asif he meant to keep on with the spanking forever,
and that's the way the episode ended up feding: asif he would continue on forever. Crying and howling
did nothing to stop her bottom from being turned into one large aching, throbbing, stinging mass, and il
he kept at it. His hand was being driven by hurt rather than by anger, and by thetime it was over Elissa
knew shewould definitely have preferred the anger.

By thetime Elissaredized that she wasn't being spanked any longer, her boots, breeches, and
underdrawers had aready been pulled off. She was put back on her feet before her tunic was taken, and
then shewas led by one hand to the bed. She couldn't keep from hopping and squirming even as she
gingerly rubbed at her blazing bottom, and then she was in the bed with the monster crouched between
her hadtily raised knees. He entered her asif it had been months since they'd last been together, making
her yelp with the enthusiasm of his motion, but then another thought drove away even the sharp
awareness of an aching bottom.

She no longer had to hide the fact that she loved this man with every fiber of her being! For thefirst time
shewas free to show exactly how shefelt, and that was a freedom beyond compare. If somehow hedid



manage to keep hispromise? If somehow he did?

Derand wa ked into the dining room the next morning with asmile on hisface for the whole world. The
night before held excused Seedls absence at dinner by saying she'd been badly shaken up by coming so
closeto being killed, and everyone had understood and accepted the excuse. Not that they'd been in any
condition to question what was said to them. They'd been in shock over the revelation about Lovar and
Sissile, how the man had been avirtud dave to awoman who'd wanted control of the entire Federation.
Derand was now considered asavior of their necks aswell as his own, and when word came that
Lovar'sarmy had been stopped dead when Lovar's head was thrown to the ground in front of them,
everyone breathed alittle more eeslly.

"Derand, wheres Elissa?' Gardal asked as he came up, his expression concerned. "She's not still upset,
isshe?'

"No, shell bedong in afew minutes" Derand answered, giving hisfriend aclap on the shoulder. "She
decided to soak in her bath for abit, and there was no reason not to let her indulge herself. Well be
going back to the games today, and welll have to keep moving to see everything we want to. Tomorrow
the meadow will be crowded and choked with everyonein the city.”

"What about your primary plan?' Garda asked after abit of apause. "Are you and my sster getting
along any better now? Y ou seem alot happier than you were, so | waswondering if well havea
ceremony to attend after al.”

"Y es, were getting along better, but no, there won't be a ceremony,” Derand answered, losing some of
his happiness. " Seearefuses to marry me voluntarily until she seesif | can keep the promises | made her.
I'd love to think she was being unreasonable, but | can't really blame her. She admitted how afraid she
was that something would go wrong again, so I'm forced to respect her honesty. If | want to keep her |
haveto earn her trust - and thistime | will."

"If therésanything | can do to help, just let me know," Gardal said as he returned the shoulder clap held
been given. "Meanwhile, let's get someteawhilewewait for the late deeperstojoin us.”

Derand considered that avery good idea, so he and Gardd went over and et the servants pour them
cups of tea. Hisremaining guests arrived while he was taking the first sip, and that included Monil and
Kaylea. The blond woman seemed to fedl better after admitting what she'd done, and in an odd way
seemed satisfied that she would not be getting away with it. Monil had given Derand hisword that
Kayleawould be punished for at least aweek once they got home, and Derand had agreed not to pursue
the matter himsalf. When he'd told Seea about the promise Seea had a so agreed, and just as he thought
about her, Seea appeared. But she wore aredlly strange expression, and Derand was instantly
concerned.

"Iseverything adl right?" he asked as soon as she came up to him. "You look ? odd."

"I fed odd," she answered, putting ahand on her brother'sarm in greeting. "'l was asked a question by
one of my girlsthismorning, the subject being something | hadn't thought about in quite sometime. When
| was able to answer the question that had been put, the world had become ? different.”

"I don't understand anything you're saying," Derand protested, sudden fear twisting hisingdes. "This
difference doesn't have anything to do with you and me, doesit?'

"I'm afraid it does," she answered, her expression now rueful. "But snceit'sal your fault you can't very
well complain.”



"Complain about what?' Derand demanded, now even more upset. "What's supposed to be my fault?
Seeq, tdll me-!"

"Let metdl you instead what question | was asked and how | answered,” she responded, for some
reason moving closer to him. "I was asked when my monthly courses were due, and the answer turned
out to be about two weeks ago. Do you understand now why | said it was all your fault?"

Derand stood there staring down at hislove, his mouth open and his brain frozen in shock even as she
smiled up a him. What sheld just said? It meant? It had to mean?

"I'm going to be afather," he bresthed, and then wild dation turned hisvoiceinto ashout. "I'm going to
be afather! Do you al hear that? I'm going to be afather!”

And then he tossed away the teacup held been holding and lifted hiswoman into his arms so that he
could dance around with her while everyone exclaimed in surprise or called out words of congratul ation.
After breskfast held meant to announce that there wouldn't be a celebration after al, but this marvelous
news changed everything. There would be a celebration, but not as big aone as he would hold nine
monthsfrom now?

THEEND



