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Chapter one

Therap, rap, rap at the front door beat a counter rhythm to the rapping in my skull.

| Sghed, sat up and redlized | didn’t have anything on asthe typica January Los Angeles heat
wave had given us a ninety-degree morning. Rap-rap-RAP! They weren't going to go away. So | pulled
my bedspread around me, and my hair swung down over it like aneo-Raphadlite cloak as | lurched out
of my bedroom, kicking asde atrain of gold silk fringe at each step.

Mentally preparing some sizzling remarks, | yanked open the front door. Instead of somebody
begging money for someweird cult or a door-to-door sales scammer, apair of older men faced me
expectantly, one short and stocky, onetall and lean. Not American men, oh no. Their clothesdidn’t fit
them right, they didn’t stand with the dump shouldered bend | wasused toin L.A. guys, and their eyes
were pinkish at the rimsin reaction to the smog. | knew that because once, years ago, | had come from
pure clean air to the smog-clogged heat of Los Angeles, though that had not been the sole reason my
eyes had been red.

“What,” | snapped my body tensing. | amost lost my grip on the brocade coverlet, and
shoved my hair behind me.

Both of them stared at the coverlet. The on€' s eyes widened, the other’ sjaw dackened. They
were not Saring at mein it, they were looking at the pattern of firebirds chasing up and sown intertwined
vineswith little white flowers... queen’ sblossom, it was caled.

And it doesn't grow anywhere on Earth.
One of the men exclaimed, “ Sasharia Zhavaieshin?'
| hadn’t heard my real name for many years. “Wrong house.”

“You have alook of your father,” the other man prompitly replied in avery strong accent onel
had worked hard to get rid of al those years ago.

Again an exchange of glances, and one of them said, with afurtive air, “We come with an
offer.”

“A fabulous offer.” The other peeked furtively left and right as though spieslurked in the palm
trees and parked cars. “ One might say, of magica proportion...”

“Wait aminute, wait aminute,” | cut in. “so you' retrying to tell methat there' s atremendous
tressure waiting for me?’

Both heads nodded.

“If | take up a cause, one that includes deep magic?’
Vehement nodding.

“And perhaps an ancient castle full of sinister secrets?’

“YS_”



“And dl for truth, justice and honour?’
“Yes, Yed!”
My anxiety flared into anger.

“Ohnoyoudon’t,” | snarled. “I’ ve been there, done that, and they don’t even giveyou
T-shirts”

HT%_H
“Shirts?’

“Let memakeit plain. N-O, which in English —the language you are us ng now—means no
mystery offers, no fantastic treasure, no magic and especidly no causes. They hurt too much!”

And | dammed the door.

That is| tried. One put hisfoot out, and the door thumped into it. He game amuffled “ooof”,
his eyeswatering and the tall gray one glanced back over his shoulder yet again. Still no onethere, if you
didn’t count the string of tightly parked cars belonging to the other tenants of the apartment buildingson
my street, and their roommeates, boyfriends, girlfriends and whoever else could crowd in.

He turned back to me. “We must discuss your father. May we enter?” Now he didn’t even

ek English.

And though | hadn’t heard that language since | wasachild, | understood it. Its cadences, the
clear dmost Sngsong vowels after theflat affect of American English evoked so powerful amemory my
arm tightened to dam the door in their faces. My throat hurt. “1s he dead? Just tell me. Yesor No.”

“please.” Thetall one held out his hands. “We must discuss your—your inheritance.”

My heart gave one of those knocks against the ribs that echoes through body and soul with
fear confirmed. With the pain of regret.

Theyounger one said quickly, “that is, we do not know for certain that heisdead, and that is
why we—"

So they don’t know either. | pointed past their shoulders. “Whoa, the winged victory of
Samothrace!”

Asthey hadn’t read Bored of the Rings, they peered skyward, shifting their weight asthey did

Thistime| got the door to dam.

They pounded, of course, and | half expected them to blast it inward with magic—then
redized that if they could have, they dready would have. Magic so untrustworthy on earth, was on the
ebb. They probably had just enough accessto whatever magical energy was floating over L.A. to return
through the World Gate. So | hotfooted back to my room and dammed that door too.

| flung myself onto my bed, which doshed and undulated, but even pulling the pillow over my
head didn’t shut out the fact that at ladt, at last, after dl these years, what my mother had warned me
about had come true.



They’d found me. Had they found Mom?

“Argh,” | croaked, my deep-deprived brain finally catching up, and | sat up again, so sharply
my head siwvam in adifferent direction than the water bed undulated. “oooogh.” My insdes lurched along
with the doshing water.

But | ignored that too and reached for my cell phone, which I d turned off before work the
night before, and hadn’t turned back on as my shift had ended at 3:30 am. | flipped it open, and saw
about a hundred calsfrom Mom. Uh-oh.

She answered on thefirst ring “ darling?”
“Mom?’

“Sash! Oh babe, | am so relieved,” she exclaimed, asif amonth hadn’t gone by between out
last fight and now. But then it was dwaysthat way. After we cooled off we were too glad to hear the
other’ s voice to continue whatever fight had sent me ssomping off—Mom'’ swords usually echoing behind
me, You’ re too much like your father: stubborn, dream driven, won’t compromise—

“Morm—
“Sasha” | could hear her breathe. “They found me.”

“You too?’

“Y ou—you too?’ shesaid, her voiceto high with anxiety for either of usto laugh at the echo.

“Two old guys. Something about dad and an inheritance. | dammed the door in their faces.
Mom, heisn't, like, dead ishe? They wouldn’t tell me. Or isit the Merindars, and some sort of trick?’

She heaved a shuddering sigh. “1 don’t know Chiquita. Theonel got wasyoung and hisisn't
any Merindar, unless canary has mellowed in hisold age. If he' saged.”

Canary was our private name for Canardan Merindar, usurper to the throne of Khanerenth, on
the world Sartorias-deles. It had once been afunny name, meant to ease my fears while we were on the
run back before we d logt everything but one another.

Mom said urgently, “Look, | don’t want to get into this stuff on the phone. It' sway too
heavy-duty, and | don’'t know what they can or can’t do with magic and phones. Meet me... a the old
place. Okay?’

“Why not at your house? Y ou’ ve got those security guards and everything—*

“And they got past. Rogersin the middle of getting out tickets and we are gonna best feet. But
first | needed to talk to you.” Her voice roughened and | knew she’ d been worried sick.

Filled with remorse, | nodded, remembered she couldn’t see me, and said, “ Give me five.”
In about aminute and a half I d dressed, grabbed my travel bag and was out the door.

“Fve*“in LA trafficislikeier to mean five hours than minutes. An hour later, I’ d inched my
way acrass town through the morning commuter traffic to the stireet we' d first lived on when we blasted
back through the World Gate with nothing more than the clothes we wore, ajumble of jewdsand
keepsakes wrapped in my firebird bedspread, and each other.



My mother drove up from the opposite direction seconds after | arrived in my battered old
car. She had the door open amost before she' d turned the engine off. Heads turned on the street aswe
flung oursalvesinto the others arms. Evenin LA you don't often see a couple of women closeto six feet
tall hugging—one blond and e egant in hand-tailored haute couture clothes, the other in old jeansand a
tee, ahawk’ sbeak of anose, and butt-length, wildly curly honey-coloured hair.

“Sorry, sorry,” | muttered into her linen-covered shoulder.
“Sorry darling,” shewhispered into my hair.

We backed up to draw breath, caught some smiles and curious glances from people on the
sdewalk watching and remembered why we' d come—I could seeit in her face asclearly as| was
thinkingit.

We looked around guiltily for lurking magical spies aswe crossed the dusty LA Street, Mom
whirling to beep her car locked. | didn’t bother. No one would want to steal mine, even if they could get
it running.

Our place was an old fifties diner that miraculously hadn’t been axed when the rest of the bean
fields at the bottom of Sepulvedaand Cantilena had sprouted into the Hughes Center. We headed
toward a corner table, settling our chairs so that our backs were to the wall and two exitsin sight.

Mom hadn'’t forgotten Dad’ s training. She’ d been on the run for severa of my childhood
years. What for me had been training had become habit for my mother, theidealist hippie “performance
art” chick who met a prince from another world, crossed with him back to hisworld. Dad had never
tried to fool her into thinking a“happily ever after” awaited them. There were problems at home, and one
of the reasons dad had |&ft to visit earth was to think about them, and perhapsto learn how to cope. But
my mother had dways believed in good causes—even if her prince looked alot like Harpo Marx.

Shesaid, “Thiskid came. Young. Your age, I'd think.”

I nodded. Comparing in years was almost meaningless between aworld with 365 days and
onewith 441 days.

“Hetold me your father had set something or other up, some spell. If hewasn’t heard fromin
ten years, they wereto activate this spell, and it eventudly led to us.”

Shedidn’'t say | told you so. She never did, and | had learned not to either. Our last fight had
been over my reluctance to move yet again. We' d run every year snce we d first arrived, after Granma
died. We dways returned to some part of LA school after school, town after town, getting used to new
kids, new rules, new clothes and dang and styles—grammar school, middle school, high schoal, college.
Idfindly rebdlled, declaring | would stay in LA and go to graduate schoal. I’ d been grimly dogging my
way from work to school ever since, but | had yet to learn to make and keep friends. | got along with
everyone | worked with. | just never got close.

She sighed. The waitperson behind the counter caled out, “Moria.”

Mom got up to fetch our drinks. When she sat, | hunched over my latte, stirring in sugar.
“Moira?’ | asked.

“My latest name.” She made aface. “ And yesthey found me anyway.”

| didn’t say Told you so either.



Shesighed. “Okay. Roger is getting you aticket aswell. | kept hoping you'd call, and | was
going to wait until thelast minute”

“Where are you going?’

“New York.” That had been our last destination. She added defensively, “sash we can get lost
in New York better than anywhere else.”

“Wecan'tin LA?’ | waved ahand. “All right. Consider the argument aready done, me saying
how much | hate running, you with the anonymity, me hating fake names and faker people, or with safety,
and me with the fact that we' re probably never going to be safe. It lookslike we' re unfinished business
for those guys, and when it comes to tech versus magic, guess who wins?’

“Over there? Magic. But here?” she shrugged. “We ve got tech on our side.”

“Techwinsonly if there'san ebb in the magic. Or acold spot, or whatever they’d cdll it. Any
way they did find us. And even if we run again, those guys are smart enough to find their way to techif
they want us bad enough.”

She pushed our cups aside and gripped my hands. Tears dipped down her cheeks as she
studied my pams. “Y ou’ ve got strong hands. That was about al | could give you, when your father
disappeared.” She met my eyes. “But I'm afraid. For us both. They can't be tracking usfor anything
good. If it was good news, your father would come himself. | would rather have you with me.”

“Mom, I'd like to stay with you too. Nothing better. Heck, | even likeroger, evenif he does
tend to bore on about the stock market.”

She smiled faintly, looking young and old at the same time. V ulnerable—though | |oathe that
word. Kittens are vulnerable. Orchids are vulnerable. When something wantsto hurt me, | want to kick
its butt from hereto mars.

“Mom, I’'m going to stay. | don't see any difference between New York and LA for hiding in.
Except | can hide better heresince | know LA. But redly | just don’t want to run anymore.”

“Weran fifteen years ago,” Mom said. “ Sashawe' re not running from shadows. They are
here”

“Oh I’'ll move. I'll go back to using grandma s last name, but that'sit. | have at least a
semblance of alifefor thefirg time. | like my studies, | like my sport. | think | might maybe even learn
how to makefriends. So I’'m staying. If they try to come after me, | know this ground, I’ m going to stand
andfight.”

She held my hands so hard that | had to flex them so her grip wouldn’t hurt. Despite her tears,
her elegant, poised appearance, it was obvious she’ d stayed in shape too.

She sighed and wiped her eyes on the deeve of her expensive jacket. “Okay. Like you say,
you're good at taking care of yoursdlf. Better than | ever was. Thereishaf your father in you—" Her
voice suspended again. We didn't have to say it. We were both thinking, but he disappeared.

| pointed at here, thumb up and finger out—the Mick Jagger pint-and-shoot she' d used ever
gncel waslittle. “Timeto go back and pack. | hated that gpartment anyway.”



Chapter Two

Two weeks later, there | was adeep again, after another night shift. Same time, same wesather,
same bed—but thistime | did not live done, | had roommates. The apartment was located in Venice
instead of west LA fewer palm trees, more sea breeze, otherwise the same close packed strings of cars
out front, same rows of buildings with the ever present TV sflickering in the windows.

Therap at the front door made me bury my head into my pillow. | was diding back into my
dream involving guns, squedling tires and tomato sauce with oregano, when aknock at my bedroom door
dartled me.

| jerked upright. “What?’

Ledie, my co-worker and new roommeate, opened the door and popped her head in. “sorry,
Sasha. Some suit asking for you.”

“Suit?’

She shrugged her beaded dreads swinging and clicking as she glanced over her shoulder, and
back at me. “Suit. Tie. Briefcase. Something about legd papers.”

A lawyer? Asking for me? Thisdid not sound good? Take out delivery lawyer service hasto
cost aC-note aminute, | thought. But out loud | thanked her for the heads-up.

Once again | surged up from the water bed and yanked my summer duvet around me. Not the
beautiful one. That was now packed at the bottom of my closet in my old karate gear carrydl. Thisduvet
was a gen-yoo-wine chegpo in five garish colors, one hundred percent synthetic earthwerar.

| hadn’t upbraided my hair from my work shift, so my braids fell around my shoulders, dl six
of them with curly wispstrying to escape; the effect, to my eyeslooked likeid stuck my fingersin alight
socket. Oh well thiswas not any vigit id asked for.

When | entered the living room, the mixed smell of Smmering spaghetti sauce and Sale
marijuanatoxins dugged mein my empty middle. The pounding id thought wasin my head resolved into
the boom-crash-screech of an action movie onthe TV. So that explained the dream.

The sauce smell drifted informs the kitchen, pungent with fresh oregano. The toxinswere from
Dougie, along lanky guy in afilthy t-shirt and jeans. Helay in the middle of the living room looking at
some book caled how to make a million of the internet as he smoked hisdoob. The TV blared
unwatched across the room.

Marcie whose name was on the lease had to rent out the extra bedroomsin order to scrape
together enough cash to support this dob—nobody at the restaurant could figure about why. Asthey say,
loveisblind. Inthiscase, blind deaf and dumb. Especidly dumb.

Dougie spewed another cloud before greeting me “Hi ya Sasha.” The greeting was
accompanied by aleer down my body. | clutched the duvet tighter.

“Dougie.” | left off the*hi” or “good morning” or any other word that he could possibly
interpret asan invitation to hit on me. Mot that that would stop him—as long as Marcie wasn't around.

Lediejerked her thumb at the visitor and then vanished into the kitchen, firmly shutting the
door on Dougi€' s personal smog bank.



| turned to the front door. There stood ayoung guy in asuit carrying alega briefcase. He
looked ordinary enough: pleasant face, wavy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, dark brown eyes,
and brown skin. Obvioudy startled by my height. | don't hold that against anyone—I| amtall. Not a
surprise when you come from two tal parents of spectacular make and mode!.

“Sasha...Muller?’ he looked doubtfully down at his paper and up at me again. We were eyeto
eye.

Hisusing my grammas’ last name was reassuring. “ My mother sent you?’

An explosion whacked our ears as Dougie decided it was time to play some trash metal for
the entire west coast of North America.

“Just to Sign some papers,” the guy said—or | thought he said, not being very practiced at lip
reading.

“Why didn't Mom call me?’
He looked puzzled, cupping hishand to his ear.

Now what to do? Take him somewhere else, obvioudy, but not while | was practically naked.
| couldn’t just leave him. Dougie was quite capable of grilling him with nosy questions, and | didn’t want
this suit thinking Dougie had any right to the answers.

So | jerked my thumb toward the inside door and led the way over Dougi€' s legs back down
the hall to Ledie’ sroom. | hoped she wouldn't mind for five minutes.

| stlayed long enough to see him perch carefully on the single chair, and dashed to my own
room. | picked up my cell, speed dialed Mom—to get her answering machine. So | trashed into some
clothes, choosing my most comfortable jeans and my Got Books? T-shirt> | braided my six braidsinto
one big one, shoved my feet into my sandals, tried Mom again and got the machine. | waited for the
beep. “Mom, call me?'Y ou sent some lawyer or wasthat roger?”

There that took care of it right? | frowned at the doorknob asif it had become the Great
Doorknob of power but two hours of deep prevented me from getting any vibes about what I’ d
forgotten. So | turned around, surveying my room about the only furniture | owned was the water bed,
my one indulgence, because it reminded me of my hammock when | was akid on board aship with Dad
and Mom. But in Los Angeles, Hammocks caused too many questions, and | had learned to compromise
with things that raised no questions. Water beds raised no questions.

Everything else was garage-sale rgjects, or survival stuff like clothing. | had gotten into the
habit of dways choosng thingsfor practicdity and invighility.

There was another equally strong habit, being ready to jettison everything and run. | set my cell
on my bed and reached into my closet for the gear bag id mentioned before, which contained my few
important items. It went with me to work every day. Figuring alawyer might need to look at my lega
stuff, I hitched the bag over my shoulder, and then eased the door open.

The walls reverberated with Dougi€ s thrash noise jarring my teeth and bones. | whizzed
acrossto Ledie sroom and threw open the door, braced for action... to find the lawyer guy sitting where
id left him, his briefcase on hisknees, his brown eyestilted up toward mein question.

“okay.” | shut the door. “What' ve yagot?’ the screeching noise diminished to the mindless
thud, thud, thud of elementary percussive.



The young man opened the briefcase and sorted through his papers.

“Severa itemsof import,” he murmured the thump of the distant synthesizer drums and the hiss
and rattle of his papers muffling hisvoice.

Import. Did he have an accent? Hispanic, maybe?
“Here”

He held out a sheaf in one hand and a pen in his other, his manner earnest—maybe nervous.
Like he wanted to get this done and get out. Who could blame him, with that noise pounding our brains?

“Canyou give me aquick overview on what this suff is?’ | wasthirsty, hungry and functioning
on under two hours of deep.

“yes.” He stood and obligingly turned so that the papers were not upside down. “here.” He
held them under my nose.

| bent to peer at the print. Just as | registered what appeared to be an old rental agreement,
fivefingers closed hard on my arm. My musclestightened to whip off aforearm block, light flashed---
and my body turned inside out, my bones snapped like rubber bands my head exploded...

Thenit al reversed.

Though it had been many years since id been wrenched between worlds, | knew ingtantly what
had happened: I’ d been thrust through aWorld Gate.

| dropped with asplat on atiled floor, gasping for breath. The lawyer plopped next to me, the
briefcase spilling the papers out. He groaned as he struggled to sit up. As| tried to recover my
wind-scattered wits, | stared at the papers. They wereflyersfor locd saes, acouple of rental signsand...

“You'reafake” | glared at the guy, who ran a shaky hand through his hair, which had jarred
loose from the ponytail. Then as afew more wits moseyed back, [of course you're afake. What could
be more un-magica than alawyer?” Hadn’t Mom said a young man had come to her? About your age.
“Wadll, thisistotadly craptagtic. | can’'t believe | fdll for that.”

The guy grimaced, rubbing his temples. He looked confused and upset, and alot younger than
id fist though. He probably wasn't much more than twenty. “| fed sick.”

“Good,” | snarled. “I’'m so glad your rotten spell gave you the world’ sworst smackdown.”
“Gate... very edge of itsreach.”

| sighed, disgusted with mysdif. I’ d been braced for the old guys, or if not them, some sinister
geezer like Saruman—one glance and | would have dammed the door in hisface. But ayoung, cute guy
with puppy-dog brown eyeswearing atie and an AL liberd ponytall toting a briefcase and talking about
legd papers had completely suckered me.

Stupid! | wanted to stomp and yell but | didn’t have enough energy for that, so | settled for a
snarky question. “| takeit you' re one of Canary Merindar’ s goons?’

We were still speaking English though histrandation spell would probably wear off soon. He
winced again, frowned, mouthed the word goon, and flushed. “I am not!”

“Only Merindar,” | said with false cordidity “would be dimy and disgusting enough to force



me againg my will, without my permission, without warning, through that blasted World Gate.”

Hegulpedin air and scrambled to hisfeet, leaving the briefcase lying on the magic transfer
dedtination tiles. “ Emergency they wereright behind us.” He pointed at the tiles. “Come on, we ve got to

go.
“Home.” | sat where | was. “Now.”
The ex-lawyer tugged impatiently at thetie. “How can men wear these thingsin your world?1

fed likel am strangling. No, you do not understand. If | take you back, Canardan Merindar’ s mages will
get you. They had atracer out, and after we performed the ten-year spell your father asked us’

“So why are you any better? Anyway | don’'t believe that about my father. Those two old guys
mentioned him too. Going for the oI’ sentimentality pretend you' re from my dad? No chance, lance.”

“Lance?’ helooked around, asif weapons had sprouted somewherein the little chamber. The
English spell seemed to be fading.

“Thepoaintis| don't recal anyone asking my permission to bring me here.” | hugged my bag
tome.

By now my other senses were waking up, and the smell of the air coming in the high windows,
the Sght of slonewadlls, even the rich colours—so much more vivid than those in LA—all made my throat
hurt and my eyes ting.

| don’'t do sorrow well. It makes me surly.

“I—" heflapped a hand shook his head and opened the single door. "I believe | had better
let you talk to Elva'. He was now spesking in Khani, the old language, which | had not used for years.

And likel said before, I had not forgotten aword.

He lurched dizzily through the door, throwing the tiein one direction and the suit jacket in
another, leaving me staring through the doorway at a young woman about my age who was pacing
impetiently. Asthe guy launched clothes right and left the female topped, gaping from him to me.

“Youfound her?’ she asked in Khani. “Oh, well done Devli.” Another fast, puzzled glance.
“Ahwhich oneisshe?’

“The daughter. Grown up.” The kid devil vanished behind afolding screen painted with a
highly stylized series of raptorsin flight against astarry sky. Grunts and rips from behind the screen
indicated he was getting rid of the last of his earth clothes asfast as he could.

| shifted my attention back to the female, who had to be Elva. Shewasdressed ina
homemade shirt and trousers, her brown hair wrapped up on her head. Her dark eyes so much like the
guy’ swere quirked in puzzlement as she sudied me.

“Send. Me. Back.” | tried hard to sound polite. “Please."

“Why?’" Devli shouted from behind the screen. “When we tracked you down, it wasto
discover you were not living as a queen and princess should”

Anger burned through me. “ And when | waslast here,” | interrupted, “the would-be queen
and princess were running for their lives, grateful for stale bread and eating it with one eye to the door



that might come crashing in. My waitresslife might not be prestigious but it didn’t include any weapons or
death threats.”

Elvaflexed her hands. “Blut...”

“And | amnot aprincess,” | added more quietly. “ Sounds to me like Canary is till king. My
father isdead, near as| cantdll.”

Elvasaid on ahopeful note, “but we have not determined that your father is dead.”

“Either apersonisdead or isnot dead,” | retorted dl these years of wondering, and there ill
Was no answe.

“Orismissng...”
V oices shouted from somewhere outside Elvawhirled around.

| scrambled up, still woozy from the world transfer, and staggered out of the destination
chamber into a bigger room. The walls were stone, the floor aswell. | was obvioudy in acadtle.
Moss-splotched the stone walls, arrow-dlit windows down one side with age-darkened rotting tapestries
between them, and two very dusty spider-webbed huge tables tetified to a place abandoned for an
gopreciable length of time,

“Devli.” Elvadashed across the room toward the farther table. “I hear trouble.”
“Coming!” Devli squawked, amid increased sounds of frenzied dressing.
She turned back to me. *Y ou need more seemly clothing.”

“These are seemly where | come from. And if you send me back they’ Il continueto be

”

seemly.
Shefrowned. “Did | misspeak? Y ou attract attention dressed thus, and it were better if:
She hdlted at the ring of iron-shod boot heels outside the main door.

Devli hopped out asecond later trying to fix the ties of a green weave shoe. Elvareached the
table. She picked up arapier and sabre tossed the latter to Devli, who let go of hisshoejust intimeto
catch the weapon with both hands.

“Hey,” he protested. “That dmost knocked me in the head.”

“Noloss,” Elvacracked, and | knew then they were brother and sister. Now pick up those
outlandish other-world clothes, lest you want to signd to every villain within aday’ s ride where you
were”

As she nagged she picked up the tie and the coat and tossed them to him. He bundled them
with the other tingsinto akind of knapsack, which he dung round behind him. “Table,” he said to her.

Together they sprang to the closer table and shoved it against the wooden door about two
seconds before the latch rattled. A muffled curse prefaced thumping and kicking.

My two hours of deep left me struggling to catch up. “Wait—thisway.” Elvaused her sword
to flick up the single tapestry on theinner wall.



Her gesture sent up billows of dust. She sneezed.
“Why should | follow you?’ | demanded.
Devli said, “It' seither us of king Canardan. | am afraid thereis no choice left.”

Canary? |’ d aready made one big mistake. | did not want to risk another. | crowded behind
Elvaand Devli into the narrow passageway previoudy hidden behind the tapestry.

An ancient magica glowglobe dim enough to shed faint light revealed a narrow mossy
corridor.

Elva had pressed againgt the wall, and when | passed she closed in behind me. Except for our
breathing and footsteps we were slent as we dashed down the passage, which abruptly jolted right.
Another ancient glowglobe reved ed a steep cramped spira stairway.

We shuffled down into darkness. All three of ustrailed fingers againgt the mossy wall to guide
us astherewas no handrail. Ech. | wasglad of my sandas. The stair moss was even worse than the
wals

Devli thumped into asolid door just before we heard a distant wham! From the upstairs room
we d left aminute ago. Devil yanked the iron-reinforced door open. Sudden light blinded us when we
galumphed through a stone archway into a courtyard.

Elva pushed past me and led the way, sword up, looking around quickly. “Comeon” she
began, motioning toward what seemed to be a stable from the smell emanating from the open door.

A stream of guysin brown battle tunics blasted through another stone archway in the wall
adjacent to ours. A few waved rapier-sabres and severd wielded heavy straight swords. These had to
be Canary’ shenchminions.

Devli scrambled in front of me, taking up position beside his sister. The men fanned out,
moving in dowly. Some gave me puzzle looks.

Someone barked out a short command. The henchminions raised their swords, some upright
others holding the points outward. A couple waved their swords vaguely. Both those swords looked
awfully tarnished.

Devli and Elvavadiantly tried to drive the warriors back, but they were outnumbered and not
well trained. Neither were the henchminions. From the caution with which they circled in, trying to get
past Elva sand Devli’ sfrantic sword swinging, it was clear the orders wereto “take” and not “kill” or
we' d have been diced and diced.

Still the sblingsretrested. | also retreated, my bag clutched tightly to me. | wastrying to think
past my headache—and coming up with nothing because | had no ideawhere we were who anyone was.
| had no weapons, no deep, and the worst of dl, no caffeine to boot the brain.

Just then a cry from across the courtyard caused the leader of the patrol to yell, “ Out here!”
Great. Reinforcements.

The henchminions grinned, some realizing others brandishing weapons expectantly. Their
leader said to Devli and Elva, “put your wegpons down.”



“Not likely,” drawled avoice from the archway behind us.

| whirled around. A tal guy sauntered into the courtyard, sword in one hand, along knifein
the other. Neither wegpon looked tarnished. Devli Sghed shutting hiseyesbriefly. “ The pirate.”

“Pirate? Pirate?’ | repeated, trying not to twitter. “ Pirates | read about. | never wanted to
meet any”

No onewas paying me the least heed. Elvaand Devli gripped their weapons with renewed
determination, though they didn’t seem to know whereto attack firs.

“Comeaong,” the pirate invited the henchminions, waving his knife to and fro as he passed me
by with no more than aglance. “ Come on, men! Here' syour chancefor glory!”

Canary’ s goons sprang to the attack.

The pirate wore afringed back bandana, a gold hoop in one ear, a crimson woollen vest over
abillowy shirt like those worn by the sblings, only the pirates shirt had been dyed robin’ s-egg blue. The
vest was both sashed (lime green) and belted. Full black trousers, high black weave riding boots. |
wondered, despite the danger and my headache and everything ese, isthere, like, a pirate code, where
they haveto dresslikethat? | kindathought pirates you know didn’t do rules.

Despite his severe lack of fashion sense, the pirate sfighting styleleft the sblingsin the dust.
He broke the front patrol line, leaving Elvaand Devli to deal with the outer two warriors. Then, asthe
newcomers spread dowly out, stepping warily, he glanced back once.

“That her?’ abrief head to toe from light coloured eyes set well apart.
“Yes,” Elvagasped, wiping her brow on her deeve.

“Usdess, eh?’ the pirate commented, not missing a begat as he disarmed two of the brown
guys.

“We only had weaponsfor us’ Devli began. A knife, hitherto hidden in the boot top of the
patrol leader, thunked into hisarm. “oooh” Devli finished staggering back.

Elva sprang to her brothers aid.

| hadn’t meant to help anyone. | mean, nobody wason my sideasfar as| could see. But that
useless comment stung.

“theinvitation didn’t include swords.” Anger smacked away thelast of the headache.

I dung my bag behind my shoulder and pickeed up arapier dropped by one of the guysthe
pirate had wounded. | hopped over the guy, who lay groaning, rocking back and forth with ahand at his
bleeding shoulder these rapier-sabres were heavier than the fencing sabre back on earth, but far lighter
than the clumsy dtrait swords.

Strait swords can break arapier—if they connect. Rapiers are fast. Especidly if one knows
how to use them.

Ah there was another | picked it up aswell and asthree men charged at me whirled both
blades around experimentally. Y ep heavier but good reach and a nice snap to the stedl.

Fencing for sport has strict rules. My father had explained to me when | was a child that



dudling was aso hemmed by rules, but warfare wasn't a piece of advice that my mother and | had
minded when seeking extratraining in martid arts. Which dso hasrules. Different ones though.

So | used the two blades, the dust on the old flagstones, roundhouse kicks and afalen cloak
al to advantage, pinking al threein under aminute. It was apparent their training was at best
rudimentary—ocounting on numbers—whereas | was hungry angry unpadded and oh yeah had been
competing on fencing teamsfor he past ten years. Fencing—and winning trophies. Only my fear of
publicity had kept me from doing anything professona with it.

And so | ended up fighting next to the pirate as the rest of the attackers came at us, thistime
with no hegtation. The pirate flicked asmilein my direction and whacked an attacker over to me.

| returned the compliment a moment or two later by tripping one, who lunged at captain
color-chalenged, took adice across one arm and apink in the other arm and retired from the ligts. |
didn’'t kill anyone—I wasfar to squeamish for that—but noticed that the pirate only wounded as well
taking them with practiced precision out of the fight but not out of life,

| was breathing hard and swest ran down into my eyes when the news clue-sticked me that
there were no more attackers. They sat or lay most groaning some bemused. There were fewer than I’d
first seen. A bunch of em had prudently found business e sewhere.

The pirate put his point down and leaned on it. “ Sasharia Zhavalieshin?’

“No, Snilch Gritchpea,” | said crosdly, trying to unsuccessfully to wipe the sweet from my eyes
but my arm was as swesty as my face. “I’d like to go home now.”

Devli claimed our attention by swaying then falling face down. Elvaknet and sniffed.
“pepper-poison!” she cried.

And, despite the many years since | had breathed thisworld' s air, there in my mind wasthe
spell my father had taught me. Before | could think id muttered it. On earth for atimeid practiced my
father’ s spells, but they’ d never worked, or barely gathered magic. Here a sudden surge of power ran
through me and zapped over devil in afaint, coruscating light. He sat up gasping.

Devli and Elvastared a me.

The pirate gave me apensive smile. “ And you want to remain on aworld where there’ sno
megic?’

“Wdll at least they have aspirin,” | muttered. The backlash of powerful magic hit me. | sank to
the ground and put my head on my knees.

Chapter three

“We have listerblossom steep.” Elva sounded subdued.

Steep was tea, that | remembered from childhood. Listerblossom, my mother had once told
me was probably related to willow. 1t was remarkably effective as afever reducing analgesic.

“May | suggest astrategic retreat?’ the pirate saluted us with his sword. “Half those boys are
hiding inside, but they might combine and rush out for some more sport.”

“Here.” Devli drew in acautious breath, touched hisarm, smiled. Then straightened up.



“Handstogether. | |eft atransfer token in a...aplace of safety. Brace yourselves.”
“Are you well enough to do amultiple transfer?’ his sister asked, concerned.

Devli’seyeswidened. “Oh yes. Better! Because that wasn't an antidote. There is no antidote
to pepper-poison. If you surviveit, you swest it out. That magic | don’t even know, but | recognise the
effect. Itsold Morvende magic, taught to Price Mathias Zhavaieshin.”

They dl stared at me, evidence of the previous generation’s problems.
| pressed my hands to my eyes, someone touched my shoulder...

...and wetransferred. But thistime it was quick causing no more than aninward jolt and a
twinge of queasiness. A short distance them.

Dim lighting—smell of damp stone—I knew | was underground before | even saw the cave
around me. The room was small and round with severd dark archways leading off who knowswhere. In
the center sat alow circular table on it aneat stack of pressed paper, an inkwell and aquill pen that Devli
had obvioudy set up in case of need. Thelight came from a glowglobe set in awooden holder. Next to
the paper lay Devli’ stransfer token, which had given him something to focus on in the absence of a
regular destination chamber.

Destination chamber more blasts from the past.

“We are safe.” Devli bowed to me. “ Devlaen Eban, journey mage, sworn to your father’s
svice”

“Elva Eban, navigator aboard the flipping squid. I...” Elva stopped, and shrugged. “I’m not a
mage, but | joined Devli to help.” She scowled at the pirate, who leaned in an archway. “ Devli’ sgroup
has been working to find your father, free him and restore him to the throne.”

Devlaen whisked himself away somewhere behind me, but | wastoo tired to look.
Father. Throne. Plots.

Not again.

“Sit down.” Elva peered worriedly into my face. “ Cushions over in thisacove.”

She carried the glowglobe through one of the archways, which opened into asmaler chamber.
On the rock floor someone had spread an old carpet worked in green-dyed wool and on the carpet had
scattered cushions. | dropped gratefully onto the nearest one, next to a short-legged table with ink, quills

and more paper waiting, thistime little message squares of various sizes. Elva set the glowglobe next to
theinkstand.

“Hipping Squid?’ | looked up at her, trying not to laugh.
Elvagave meatwisted grin. “Wdl | didn’t pick that name.”

The pirate lounged down onto the pillows with an easy swing that suggested courtyard fights
were nothing new. “ Ships tend to change hands rather often off our shores. It’ straditional.”

Elva muttered not quite under her breath, “ So saysapirate.”

“Privateer,” he corrected.



“But you have no letter of marquee,” Elvaretorted.

“Of course not,” he answered, amicably enough. “How can | get one from the real king when
he' smissing? And | don't think I" d like to gpply t the current king sinceit’ shis ships dong with carious
other enemieswho are my prey.”

Elvasniffed. “Tak about stupid names.” She turned to me with a dismissve backoff-hand
toward the privateer. “Ask hisname.”

“Zahdar isthe name of my flagship.” He amiled. “I1t works well enough for us both.”
Elvaglared. “ So why don’t you tell usyour red name?’

“Zathdar,” | repeated wanting out of that argument before it started. My head hurt too much. |
gave him amock frown. “There wouldn't be any gpostrophesin it would there?’

“Apostrophes?’ he pronounced the word in English. It hadn’t trandated out in Khani.

Seeing that Elva had stopped glaring and was curious | reached for the smalest Z’ath’d ar in
English.

“flyspecks.” The pirate turned the paper thisway and that. “ The letters seem clear, but the
purpose of the flyspecks?’

“Wdl in magic stories at home, heroes or villains have namesthat beginwith Z,” id aid. “And a
lot of apostrophes. Just checking you know if you're ahero—or avillain.”

Zathdar compressed hislipsinto afirm line, asif hewastrying hard not to laugh. “ Perhapsthe
absence of flyspeckswill serve asmy proof that | am neither. Just an ordinary fellow”

“Wearing ared vest with alime green sash,” | interjected and he laughed.
“Going about my ordinary business.”
Elva snorted so loudly her sinuses probably buzzed.

Before she could shoot an insult pirate-ward | grabbled on, “Dar | recall means spring in
Sartoran, a least asa suffix.” | paused, remembering my father’ s patient voice as he tutored mein tents
while rain poured down, on the deck of asmuggling ship in an old castle tower. His graceful hands as he
sketched out the Sartoran letters, which Khani had adopted. “ Zath is storm”

Elvacrossed her arms, sitting bolt upright on her cushion. “I1t means hurricane. Who but a
villain calshimsdf hurricane?’

“The spring sorms that come down on the other sde of the continent are the fall storm up
north” the privateer Zathdar said. “They come fast and are hard to fight out at sea. It sagreat namefor a
pirate ship. Privateer. So it worksfor metoo.

| turned to him. “Do you have another name?’

Blue eyes gazed back a me, their expression friendly but observant. “ Jervaesis my family
name.” Hisfeatureswere even. | couldn’'t see hishair, or even if he had any, because of the bandana.

“Jervaes. Sounds familiar. | think.” | turned to Elva “Anything wrong with it?’



She shrugged. “A common enough Sartoran name.”

Devli regppeared smiling with triumph as he held out a heavy ceramic mug to me. He dropped
down next to hissgter.

The smell was so refreshing it aone dmost banished my headache. It also awoke emotions
from my childhood, making my eyes ting. | durped teato hide my reaction, breathing in the aromaof a
fidd of rain-washed and sun-drenched herbs waving in agentle wind. The taste was fresh and herbal |
drank the teadown and immediately felt better.

Zathdar the hurricane privateer said, “Why don’t you tell us your end of things so we can put it
together with what we know?’

“Sounds reasonable...” | began, but Elvacut in.
“No,” she stated, chin up. “At least not until you finds your way back to your ship.”
Zathdar gave her aquick, chalenging grin. “Why don’t you find you way back to yours?’

Elvaflushed. “Because | know my brothersfriendsthey aredl trustworthy. | know they mean
to restore Prince Math to the throne, if Queen Ananda doesn’t want to rule on her won. If we can find
out where he' shidden. Y ou showed up knowing our plan, followed usto the World Gate castle without
any invitation...”

“Saved you butts,” | put in, trying to keep thingsfair.

“Oh | think the three of us could have gotten out without his sword waving around,” Elva
retorted with commendable bravado, but even she didn’t seem convinced.

Especialy when Devli shook his head dowly but emphaticaly. “Bad asthose fellows were we
were no help, and Sasharia couldn’t have fought them aone. Without him we' d bein Prince Jehan’sgrip
right now. Or far worse war commander Randart’s.”

Elva shuddered, then squared her shoulders. “1 don't trust this fellow. Too many unexplained
coincidences.”

“Therearen’'t any coincidences from my end.” Zathdar sat back on his cushion and clasped his
hands around one knee. “ One of my crew heard one of your friends asking questions al around lands
end harbour, hinting at plots that include mages, world gates, and the name Zhavalieshin. They reported it
to me. Some investigation led me to the mage students. They were quite easy to follow.” He nodded at
Devli, who blushed.

“It was our fault we kept our headquarters at cousin Nads house,” Devli admitted.

Zathdar continued. “King Canardan was not too stupid to investigate the houses of the former
stewards belonging to the old king, he was probably too arrogant. But obvioudy that changed. | believe
the attack on the old castle which everyone who knows anything about magic knows holds a destination
accessble to the world gate is proof enough that the kings men were right on your hegls.”

Elvasighed. “ Alright so we made some mistakes. But | still have questions.”

“Wel why not discuss them on the ride down to the river where I’ ve hidden my flagship?
Prince Jehan’ s men will be busy searching dl over and we cannot hole up in this cave forever.”



Elvalooked at her brother who spread his hands then at me.
| copied Devli’ s gesture.

“Let'sgo,” she muttered.

Chapter four

She said those words at the very same moment that, away in time and space through the
World Gate, sunshine dancing star Zhavdieshin (known since her thirty-fifth birthday as sun, which was
the best damage control she could do with that stupid name she’ d made legal back when she was
twenty-two, complete with lowercaseiinitia letters) picked up her cell phone.

At the hotel-room door, Roger stood patiently. “ Coming? We might not get acab intimeto
makethe curtain.”

Sun said, “ Sasha has never ignored my calls before. One more try.”
Roger murmured, “Maybe she didn’t pay her bill?’

Sun gave him anironic look. “1 may be an old hippie. And my daughter isachild of ahippie.
But Sasha stoo practica to skip paying bills. Y ou ought to know that by now.”

“I know you two are haf-crazy with al your talk of World Gates and what al.” He grinned
adding under his breeth, “But that’ s part of the fun of being around you.”

“Hello?’ sun stood gtrait, her brows arching in surprise. 1 takeit you' re not my daughter
Sasha”

At the other end of the phone Dougie quickly recovered his surprise at hearing afemae voice.
“Nah. | was hoping you' d know where she was.” How was he to know his dope connection wasn't
calling back? Stupid old bag having a blocked number. Everyone knows only drug dealers have blocked
numbers.

“I am MoiraMuller,” sun snapped. “Who isthis and why are you using my daughter’s
phone?’

At first Dougie had thought asking where Sasha had been a pretty cool answer likelob the ball
back at whoever was caling. He wouldn’'t have to explain why he had Sasha’ s phone. But.

Dougie said fat, “I’m trying to find Sasha. She like took off earlier. With some suit. | thought
they werein here dl afternoon.” He snickered at theidea of lawyers doing the horizontal Olympicsand
charging peoplefor their time. “But when | tapped at the door like it you know opened. Sheaint here. Or
the suit” he added.

The lawyer again, Sun though. Stick to the point. “What | am to understand isthat my
daughter was visited by, or isvidting, alawyer, but that does not explain who you are, and why you are
using her phone.”

“Well it wasjust layin’ around”
“Lying”

“] am not!"



Sun said with the quick sharp consonants that made it clear to Roger, at least, she was very
angry. “The phonewas lying there. Unlessit was laying baby phones? Use the language properly, and tell
me why you have my daughter’ s phone, and who you are.”

Dougie cursed the old bag Sasha the phone but only inside his head. He was about to ding her
some bull but he remembered a show on which the cops traced cell phones. Crap! Maybe it hadn’t been
such a hot ideato make his connection with someone e se' s phone like hel d first thought.

“I"'m Doug. Roommeate,” he muttered. And inawhine, “Likel told ya, shelike took off with
the bozo in the suit, and hasn’'t come back. Her car’ s out front and everything. | was hopin’ the phone
would find her” “What isthe address?’

Dougie stared at the phone, appalled. What if this old broad really was a cop? He closed the
phone and tossed it into Sasha s closet. “Hell.” He dammed the door behind him.

On the other side of the continent, Sun looked across the hotel room at roger. “1 haveto go
back,” she said.

“Back towhat?’ though he knew the answer.

“To LA right now.” Sun’s eyes were tense with worry. “ Sashawould never” she shook her
head. “| haveto find her. That strange message she left, and she won't take my calls? Someidiot using
her phone, obvioudy without her permisson? I’ m afraid | know where she' sgone.”

Roger flung the hotel key card on the nightstand. “Y ou’ re not going to say something easy to
hear or to believe are you.”

Sun spread her hands. “If she went out of the world, it means she was taken against her will.”
And when roger shook his head, she studied him, saying dowly, “Y ou don’'t believe me do you? In fact
you never did.”

Roger approached stopping hafway across the room. “What was | supposed to think? Oh |
never thought you outright lied. And | do know the difference between lieand lay.”

Thefeeble attempt at ajoke did not bring an answering smile, only atroubled stare. He half
held out a hand, but Sun stood there by the window of their suitein the Omni Hotel, below which the
traffic of 52™ street hissed and honked, voicesin at least three languages echoing up the buildings.

Hesaid, “I always though your story was one of your hippie metaphors. Like your names the
fact that the name you gave meis not the same on as on your passport, which isn't the one you pay your
taxes under. All your identities seemed your way of keeping your friends at a distance.”

Her brows snapped together. | was always upfront with you.”

“I know. | expressed it badly. I’ ve the time, the money, and I’ ve always enjoyed being your
cavalier sevente. No one el se like the same music the same art the same kinds of conversations. And it
was those things that convinced me; well you might change your mind one day. Y ou might want more
than acavdier sevente with time and money. And the sametaste in opera”

“You've been agood friend,” she said gently.

“So what’ s the bottom line here?” Roger asked. “What happensif you go to LA and get
swept off to some mystery place? Though | can't redly believeit. Eventheking iseasier to swallow.”



Sun rubbed her hands up her arms, which she’ d kept in fighting shape, though she’ d ceased to
let hersdf believe she' d see Math again. Nor had she quite believed he was dead. Her one steady
conviction over all these years was that she couldn’t bear to go back to search to discover therewas no
hope. She' d hoped he would find them. Like he’ d sworn on his honour, on his hear, before he pushed
them through the gate back to earth.

And left them there.

She wiped her eyes. “I can’'t answer that. Maybe I’ ve been weak. Chickenhearted. Trying to
outrun the past.” She drew in along steadying breath. “But onething | can promise you. I’'m going to find
whoever it was who grabbed Sashaand I’ m going to kick them from here to Pluto. Because eveniif |
don't rack many points as an ex-princess nobody, nobody messes with MOM.”

Chapter Five

“Tell me more about these flyspecks?” Zathdar asked presently. “In your world, the flyspecks
on awritten record signify someone chosen for agreat quest? Or signify someone who chooses to thwart
aseeker?’

“Chosen by the writer.” | laughed.
Hejust looked puzzled.

The two of uswere done. The sihlings had dashed off, Devli pausing only to grab the mug
from my fingers. Until he asked his question, we' d just sat quietly, mewith my eyes shut as| did my yoga
breathing in an effort to get rid of thelast of the headache.

| Sighed, not wanting to explain that | had actualy missed Sartorias-delesterribly, so much that
| had read every fantasy | could get from the library, and later, the bookstore. Most of those books were
delightful, making me wonder if the writers secretly saw another world and just hid it behind the guise of
fiction, for whatever reason. I’ d read for escape, and aso for answers hoping someone would have a
story set here, though | had never encountered one.

Totdl thetruth | badly wanted to come back, al my life. But | wanted to come back to dad,
and ahappy existence like my early childhood. | did not want to be taken back without my consent,
especidly to be thrown into what was beginning to sound like the same mess we' d escaped only worse.
Because dad was fill missing.

Zathdar regarded me with that puzzled look. | did not want to talk about my dad to a pirate.
So what was the previous subject? Oh yeah, apostrophes. “even when you love the stories, when you
read alot sometimes certain, oh what we call in English ‘tropes’ tend to show up over and over. | guess
some writers read them when young, and think they have to use the same ones. Like the flyspecksin
names.”

Zathdar nodded to my surprise. “The same can be said for ballads and certain types of music.
Y et we listen even S0, padt the familiar, for whatever it isthat drawsus.” Hetilted hishead. “ Soundslike
Devli and Elvaare dmost ready.” He got to hisfeet, and as| followed him into the bigger chamber, he
smiled back a me. “ The search perimeter won't have reached thisfar yet but that assurance will become
lesstrustworthy astime passes.”

“Ready.” Devlaen pounded in, lugging a knapsack full of jutting corners. Magic books,
obvioudy.



“Ready.” Elvaappeared from the other direction, abag over her shoulder. She held an
armload of clothing, which shethrust at me.

Sincethey were al standing there, | dipped the voluminous shirt over my t-shirt and pulled on
awide-wai sted coarse-woven riding skirt, hiding my jeans. The skirt promptly tried to fal off.

Zathdar’ s mouth quirked as he undid the day-glo green sash and handed it to me. The silk was
warm from histouch. “and this makes me less noticeabl€?”

All three nodded, Zathdar’ s smile broadening.
| sighed, then tied the skirt up asbest | could. “Ready.”

Devlaen led the way down ashort tunnel to what smelled like a stable annex the clean smell of
fresh hay mixed with horse. Again childhood memories hit meright in the heart.

Elvaglanced at my head, then shrugged. | didn’t have to look down to see that my braids
were fuzzier than ever. Apparently many braids were exotic but acceptable here too, even deruffy braids,
fo she did not speak only beckoned for meto follow.

The sun was just about to set when we rode out, Devlaen trying to arrange his bulky pack of
books on the back of a skittish young mare, Elvawatching in al directions. Zathdar seemed content to
glance around once but | remembered that comment about search perimeters. It surprised me that
pirates, or rather privateers, talked about search perimeters. | thought their action was confined to water,
which you didn’'t have to search since there were no convenient mountains, trees or castlesto hide
behind.

No | thought watching the fringes on his bandana swing gently with the even pace of his horse.
Don't get paranoid because the guy is competent. Competent is good when it saves your sorry tuckus.
Besides, privateers had to train somewhere, and maybe it was as easy on land as at sea. One thing for
sure, he was ready for action. He carried a cavalry sword across his back and the rapier in asaddle
shesth.

Elvawore her weapon, which whapped against her leg at every step of her mount. Deviaen
seemed to be entirely occupied with his bag of books, and while | had my gear bag clutched to me, it
didn’t contain any weaponry.

We emerged from the hillsde opening into light green leafing trees, sililar to beech, and i was
stunned by the purity of the colour. In LA you did not breathe such champagne air or see such colour,
unlessit hasrained for a couple of days something that happens rarely enough in southern California that
itsadways aheadline newsitem.

In the distance on the opposite Side of the river valley ahamlet was built in steps up the dises
of the rocky canyon. Some of the single-story houses were whitewashed some coloured awarm shade,
like honey-butter. No peoplein sight. Bad sgn? Good sgn?

“whereto?’ Zathdar asked Devlaen and Elva.
Devli opened his mouth, then looked confused. “I guess couin Nad'sis out.”
“away,” evasaid shortly, and pushed her mount ahead of usall, so that she wasin the lead.

“my flagship isanchored right here at the mouth of teh river.” Zathdar pointed downward in
one direction. We were as yet too high to seetheriver.



“we need to get away.” Elva sounded alittle dweperate. It was clear she had no idess, either,
except that shedidn’t like his.

We went single file asteh path was narrow, bendy and the shrubs and trees grew close. |
grimaced down a my mount’ s bony neck and busied my fingers with untangling the coarse mane hair.
Smélls, dghts, even sounds bombarded me, bringing up memoriesi thought i’ d forgotten. | didn’t know
which hurt worse the happy ones or the bad ones.

Zathdar had falen behind me, going last. When i turned in my saddlei found him studying me.
“so what can you tell usfrom your own perspective?’ he asked, voice lifted so the others could hear. “ A
summary will do. We know you were smal when you left thisworld”

Hisdightly tilted head, the faint sympathetic smile, made me awarethat i’ d tightened up from
neck to knees. “Right.” | tried for an easy tone. It was a perfectly legit question. “what i remember isking
Canary. Uh that’ s ajoke we came up with, my mother and i, though he hardly looks like any smdl yellow
bird. Do any of you know him by sght?’

“No,” elvasaid from the front. She frowned back at us frequently.
Devlaen grimaced. “from adistance in parades.”
Zathdar just gestured, his palm turned up, which i interpreted as an invitation to go on.

“well hestdl with redish hair. Eyesared bright blue. | remember his smile. My mother says
hes hadsome but al i remember isthat big smile, and how tall hewas. Things at the castle were fun. Then
the old king—my grandfather, thet is. Hefindly died. I don’'t remember him much a dl” i was decending
into the persona memoriesid wanted to avoid, and so i shook my head. “Hedied, asi said. Next thing i
knew we were traveling. Then we were on the run. The grownups didn’t tell me much, just that we had
to be very quiet and carefull. We hid in aforest, we hid on asmuggling ship. My father got usto that old
cadtle. | remembered some of it, though it was at night, during a heavy storm. He sent usthrough the
gate. Said hed comefor us. Never did.”

| paused when we reached aforked path. Elvascowled running her fingers aong her
scabbard. Shewas clearly tense with indecision.

Zathdar said. “keep to theright, ismy suggestion.”

“I agree. Left lookslikeit goes ack toward the old castle.” Davlaen turned around in his
saddle. “that dl?’ he asked me.

“thatswhat i remember. Heres the basics of what i know. My mother said canary began flirting
with her as soon as my father brought her over from earth. Dad was sent to earth to see other worlds and
gain perspective, since hewas a second child. Canary had urged him to do that. Mom and i think now
that he Canary i mean thought dad would never come back.”

“Magigter Glathan thought so too.” Devli nodded dowly.

WEe d reached another branch of thetrail. Elvacast aquick look back. Devli shruggedin
non-answer.

Zathdar said pleasantly, “left hand trail goes down to theriver. | fed obliged to remind you that
if War Commander Randart is anywhere behind us, his searcherswill find that cave retreat by morning. If
not sooner.”



Elvasent adarkling look at her brother, who said defensively, “how wasi to know our rescue
party would turninto awar party?’

Elvamuttered, “Hold my spot on ship defense, that i can do. Not againgt the king’ sentire
amy.”

“letsgo left Ss.” Devli gave an anxious|ook at the mountaintops.

| could have pointed out that Randart’ s searchers wouldn’t be stupid enough to make
slhouettesif they wereredly up there, but kept quiet, and Elvarduvtantly headed to the lft.

“would you continue?’ Zathdar asked me. “Y ou had gotten to king Canardan and your mother
and father.”

| shrugged. My story wasn't dl that exciting. Maybe he though my natter was better than
sullen sllence from up front. “dad didn’t die on earth. Nor did he carve out anew kingdom, or whatever
it was canary thought hed do. Along the way on hisjourney through Cdiforniahe met my mom et a
renaissance faire. Un never mind what arenaissanceis. Just think of it as people dressed up in costumes.
Mom didn’'t know he was a prince. She was a hippie activist in 1968, because it was romantic and
exciting and seemed destined to make the world better. Anyway, they became friends. Same sense of
humour. Then they fell in love, and he wanted to marry her. So he sprang the prince business on here and
sad that getting married over herein thisworld would make her being a princess more officid in the eyes
of the people of Khanerenth than amarriage back on earth.”

A distant shout rang through the woods. Zathdar’s hand smacked to his blade. Hetwisted in
his saddle aert as agreyhound, while Elvawas still looking around saying, “what was that? Where?’

A voice answered from much closer alittle kid. “we' re still berrying papal” and another even
younger voice added, “our baskets are dmost full!”

| stayed quiet until we' d rounded the bluff away from the unseen berry pickers, then looked
back uncertainly. Zathdar made a polite gesture to continue. “Mom didn’t know anything about being a
princess except what we get in stories but she loved him and the idea of adventure. So they came here.
Sheloved it here, and people seemed to like her. Canary made abig fuss over her, likei said. She
thought it was harmlessflirtation. Cracked jokes, hand kissing, never carried it beyond public gatherings.
And my aunt Ananda, my father’ s sster, didn’t seem to mind even though shed very recently married
Canary. Though mom said she was a couple of tacos short on her combination plate’ “what?’ three
voices asked right in arrow. At least they were listening, i thought laughing to myself.

“Oops. Uh aunt Anandawasn’'t very worldly which didn’t seem to bode well for afuture
gueen and dad and mom were redly popular even though dad want al that much more worldly for hed
been studying magic for years. To support hisolder sster when sheruled.”

Elvahesitated again.

Devli dewed around to give me an inquiring look as his sster scowled down into the river
valey.

Zathdars expression wasimpossible to interpret as he checked the horizon constantly. | don't
want to say hewasinscrutable he didn’t do sinister and mysterious but his smile was just a pleasant smile
with no clueto histhoughts.

Elvaclucked to her horse and we moved.



“Im amost done,” i said into the heavy silence. “everything seemed fineto Mom. But she says
what doesan LA hippie chick know about roya politics? Anyway. When the old king died, Canary
scced the army onto us, claiming my dad had somehow managed to commit high treason. Isn't thet the
usual charge usurper kingsthrow at the good guys?’

Devli spread hishands. “1 don’t know. Id just beem born.”

“My masaysitstraditiond,” elvacaled from the front. “don’t ask me,: Zathdar said when i
glanced hisway. “The chargei worry about is piracy, even though i am actualy a privateer.”

“okay. So war commander Randart was apparently Canary’ s old friendfrom hisyouth.” Three
nods confirmed that. “He' d suddenly been promoted to commander in chief of the military.” More nods.
“He sent what seemed like azillion soldiersto chase us”

Elvamade a spitting motion over her shoulder. | remembered that pretending to spit was alot
like cussing. Actud spitting was worse than any of the sexud cusswords you hear al around you on
earth.

“oh yeah. At some point someone told dad that Canary claimed my father had ruined my aunts
witswith his magery, so he could get the throne to himself. | do remember that, because it wasright
before he took usto the castle and put us through the world gate. | guess that was teh high treason. Until
recently there was no further contact. Nada.”

Devli’s mount stumbled on arock half buried in the dusty path causing Elva sto whicker and
sdle. She bent to soothe the animal and Zathdar said, what about the magic your gather taught you?’

“what about it?’ i asked.
The privateer lifted ahand. “ anything of use? By whichi mean to find your father?’
“No.”

“I don’t know much about magic, but it does seem that spell you used in the castle courtyard
was not parlor illuson.”

“itisastrong spell, that much i know. Papa wanted to teach me more, but we were always on
the run. Maybe he thought i could usethat one.” | waited for someoneto cal mealiar. Becausei was

lying at least partly.

It wastruei was not even remotely properly trained. It was not true that i knew only that spell.
| knew another powerful spell, one abeginner ought not to have been taught, but papa had been
desperate. And so though i had yet to discover if he evenlived i kept the promiseid made to him before
mom and i fell through the gate away from him. | would keep that secret.

Devlaen sighed. Zathdar returned his attention to the path, which switchbacked down the side
of agrassy dopeinto aforest-covered little vale. Elvawho seemed the least interested in questions of
magic was digging through her pack and emerged triumphantly holding aroundish shapewrappedina
length of clean linen.

“Bread. Anyone hungry?’

“Yes” i exclamed asmy guts growled ahallelujah courus.

Elva split the bread into four equal portions, passed it down the row and we ate aswe rode.



Chapter Six

Sun Zhavalieshin crossed the continent of North America, landing with the rest of teh red-eye
passengersin LAX on ahazy morning.

She' d had plenty of time to plan out her strategy, since she couldn’'t deep. Fist acab. Second
the smal mailbox place she and sasha had agreed on years before, a couple miles from the airport.
Nothing much changed in Westchester, along Sepulveda. The constant roar of planes overhead kept the
areafrom becoming too hip and thus redesigned every couple of years, unlike some of the other
communities so close to the beaches.

The mailbox place was till there. Sun asked the cabbie to wait, got out in her rumpled suit and
raninsde. Her fingers shook as she rattled the lock. She wrenched it open and sorted through the
accumulation of trash mail and ads. There behind her own postcard with the Omni hotel infowasa
postcard with Sasha slatest work and apartment addresses, dated two weeks before. They had faithfully
mailed their changes each time they moved. Just as promised, in casetheir cell phones broke, in case
email didn’t work... they knew it really meant that in case one of them vanished without atrace, there'd
always be agarting place for asearch.

She gave the cabbie Sasha’ s apartment address and sat back, eyes closed. The meter was
ticking up ridiculoudy, but shedidn’t care. Either she would soon go out of the country or out of the
world. Whichever it turned out to be, she had to use up these dollars.

The new gpartment was in Venice. With the meter till ticking she climbed out immediately
spotting Sasha' s old rattletrap of acar. Sun paused on the doorstep long enough to straighten her linen
suit and touch ahand to her hair, upswept as dways. She knocked.

No answer, but she could hear the thump-thump-thump of a stereo inside. So she rapped with
the metal clasp of her purse, and thistime the door was opened by atall, pretty-faced young maan with a
carefully tended three day stubble. Hisleer turned to confusion when he looked up from Sun’sBosom to
her raised eyebrows. “Yah?’

“l am Sasha s mother. |s she here?’

Dougie wavered. Hisfirgt instinct was to dam the door, but then he thought the woman might
cal the cops, and the place reeked of weed.

The woman cleared her throat. Dougi€ s single remaining brain cell fumbled itsway back to
the present. “Naw. But you can look around if you want.” He opened the door, pointed toward Sasha's
bedroom and cranked up his death metal so shewouldn’t grill him with stupid questions.

She marched inside the room and Dougie forgot her as helit up another joint.

Sun shut the door againgt the noise and marijuana smoke, and looked around. Absolutely
nothing recognizable except that silly water bed. Sun opened the closet, where afew clothes hung.

Below the clothes, two pairs of shoes sat Side by side. Otherwise the closet was empty—no
gear bag.

No gear bag.

Sasha never went anywhere without that bag.



Sun spotted Sasha's car keys lying on the bare desktop. She grabbed them up, drew ina
deep breath and opened the door. The nose aimost blasted her back inside but she hustled to the front
door, glad the lout seemed as determined to ignore her as she wanted to ignore hin/ there was no usein
asking him anything shewouldn't trust whatever he said.

She stepped out closed the door and breathed again.

After she paid off the waiting cabbie, she got into Sasha s car. First a search. No gear bag.
The car smelled so Sasha’ sfavourite herba shampoo, a scent that made Sun’ s eyestear, but she had to

keep moving.
All right. Wherever Sasha was she' d managed to take her gear bag with her.

So it wastimeto follow.

Sun drove the car to the long-term storage facility in west LA that she hadn’t opened in years.
She' d driven by once or twice aways meaning to get rid of the past and start over. But she' d never
medeit ingde.

Now it was different. Math was no longer the issue. Sashawas. Sun parked Sasha' s car inthe
last dot and walked inside, her heart thumping an anxious drum roll.

From the thin chain she wore around her neck, she took the key she’'d carried all these years
and found the storage locker. It wasn't very big.

Nobody elsewasin the place, not in the middle of aworking day. She crouched down, glad
of the years of stretches and opened the lock. Therelay the outfit she was wearing the day they blasted
through the Gate back to Los Angeles.

Shetook it out and buried her faceinit. The material was soft, hand woven cotton linen from
another world. It smelled alittle musty but faint oh so faint remained atrace of the queens blossom rinse
she' d awaysloved to use on her hair, and even fainter atrace of Math’s musky male swest, |eft from
that last desperate clinging hug and kiss.

A zap of pain tightened her jaw, but two deep breaths and she had control again. Sasha had
vanished, maybe againgt her will. Thelonger Sun messed around, the longer her search might be, for who
knew what time was doing between here and there?

Shelooked in either direction. No one. So she stripped out of her middle-aged lady suit and
pulled on the old clothes. Their softness and scent were nearly as powerful as magic in sending her
emotionaly back to her confused younger self, who stumbled through the world geteinto Los Angeles
with agrieving child at her Sde, no money, nowhere to go except home—aquarter century in earth time
after she'd left.

“Mom,” Sun whispered leaning her forehead against the cold metal of alocker.

Her mother had taken them in, though she was old. And trenchantly conservative. Y ou don't
change woman of eighty, you upset them. Sun though of her mother’ swhrenching hands, her angry tears,
during their last fight—over her giving Sashafencing and martia aret lessons. She needsto be alady not
aboy-girl, or she'll turn out like you! At least Sashahad known her grandmother for ayear, long enough
for Sun to get on her feet and find work, before Granma dipped away after amassive stroke, leaving
them on their own yet again.

Timeto go.



S0. A quick look down. The shirt was roomy and long, the riding trousers voluminous. An old
faded sash, belonging to Math, was next. After tying it around her middle she sat on the dusty floor and
pulled off her sensible pumps. And no one had ever seen nylon stockings.

Her old cotton-wool socksfit over her feet and then the soft greeweave mocs, cotton-lined
insde, nubbly outside where the waxy leddas strips were woven. She stood and bounced lightly on her
toes, loving the fed. The shoeswere flexible, yet gripped the ground. A person could fight in those shoes.
Or run. Or st comfortably through arainy night listening to ancient ballads—She shook way the memory,
bent down, her first ingtinct to bundle dl her American clothesinto the locker. That would not do. Who
knew when she’ d be back under what circumstances? Maybe tomorrow Maybe never. If soin
twenty-five years (for shewas paid up that long) whoever emptied it out would find thingstidy.

She pulled out the last item, ashort knife her husband had given her. She hadn’t brought her
sword. It would have gotten her arrested in seconds. But the knife she could tie on under her trouser leg.

When she was done she straitened up and opened her purse. Nothing in there was needed
except one item, which she did out and held tightly as she put the purse, with al her money and papers,
into the locker shut it. Locked it.

And without allowing herself time to worry she spoke the words she’ d never thought to spesk,
gtared down at the gleaming gold transfer talisman in her hand—magic ripped her apart and reassembled
her on the other Sde of the world gate with dl the sengitivity of agiant swatting agnat.

Shelanded painfully on her knees and bowed her swvimming head. Y oga breathing, in, hold,
out, hold. In hold out hold.... when her ssomach settled she performed some cautious yoga stretches.
Very dow sretches, for fifty-year old hips and ankles aren’t asforgiving about sudden jars as
twenty-year old ones.

Gradually sound and sense returned. She picked up the transfer talisman that had fallen from
her fingers and tucked it into the deep pocket in her trousers. Then looked around the tower Destination
chamber, apparently unchanged dl these years, except by wind and weether blowing through the narrow
arrow dits.

She steeped cautioudy out into the ancient dining room, and there were all those age darkened
tapestries hanging on the walls, as she had remembered. Lets see the old shortcut—hardly a secret
passage as everyone had used it—lay behind the middle tapestry. On the opposite Side of the room, the
big carved doorsled to the grand stairway and the great hall below.

Where there were voices.

She paused. The voices were male and at first echoed exasperatingly. The corners of the room
werefull of dust and spider webs, indicating no one had been around for years. Y et here and there the
dust had been disturbed. One of the old tableslay on its Side the other had been shoved ito a corner, its
top mostly dust free.

So who was here? Sasha? No femal e voi ces—as the speakers became more distinct she
realized two things. One they were coming up the grand stairway and two , Canary was speaking.

Weasit really Canardan Merindar? She shook her head. No she would not mistake that
charming baritone voice, the musica laughter. And they were coming Strait here.

She tiptoed to the middle tapestry and dipped behind it, poised to run.



Moments later the voices abruptly resolved into audible clarity meaning the speakers had
entered the room through the main door.

“...they had that door locked. Signsthey’d been in here. But by the time my men got the door
opened they were gone.”

“there’ s supposed to be another entrance,” Canary said. “ Probably behind one of these rotting
rugs. Leaveit for now. Whereisthe destination chamber? Ah.”

The voices diminished dightly as the two passed into the tower, but Sun heard Canary say,
“There still astrong sense of magic in hear. | don’t know enough about transfer magic to gauge how
long it would linger. Nothing ese. All right.”

“the voices got louder. “ Tell me again about the fight in the court. Samdan said it was two men
who'd joined those Eban brats.”

Eban breats! So steward Eban, or at least her children, areinvolved, Sun thought. She was
Math’'smost loyd—

Listen!
“... the pirate or the other?’
“the other, fool. Why do you hesitate?’

The second voice lowered into embarrassed formality. “pardon me, sire. But reports did
conflict. | report only what i heard. | did not witness the fight mysdlf. Samdan maintains he was a the
front, but he wasfirst down acut over his eye, then another in hisknee. So his glimpse was merdly that.
But he insisted that, beside the ebans and the pirate Zathdar, there was ayoung man in strange garb, a
white shirt with odd letters. Tal with ahawk nose, like the old king. Hair worn back in many braids.”

They had stopped. Sun turned her head, pinpointed them by sound: standing by the old
refectory table that had been shoved into the far corner.

“well?’

“it was Lankinar who inssted this person was actualy afemae. He said that the clotheswere
quite strange. Trousers much like deck trousers on ships, yet different, the shirt mad like body singlets,
but worn with nothing over it. So it wasreveding, ah...”

Amused despite hersalf, Sun wondered how Mr. Officia Voice was going to get around the
sorts of persona detailsthat no one ever seemsto like discussing in officia reportsto your superior,
whatever world you are on. Especidly when the personal bits bel onged to the likes of kings, queens and
soforth.

The man cleared histhroat and tried again in atone utterly devoid of human emotion. “ehat
Lankinar ingstsisthat there was no mae body in those clothes, and most of the others now agree. They
saw aman possibly because they expected to see aman, possibly because she wastal, possibly because
shefought aswell asthe pirate.”

“Hawk nose, you say?’ Canary let out along breath. “Damnation. There back. Or at least one
of them.”

“Who sre?”’



“Never mind. Now my last question. Whereis my son? All of you have been avoiding that
question,” he added grimly, with a hint of the old laughter Sun remembered. “whichiswhy i had to drop
my own work to oversee his. Is Jehan drunk in atavern somewhere? Or holed up with some pretty
mingrel girl who caught hiseye?’

“Uh, no. Sire. Prince Jehan did detail the extraridingsto us, you' Il remember.”
“don’t excuse hime. Tell mewhereheis.”

“he rode down to Sarendan. A sculptor. Famed, he said. Wanted to pose for him. Present
you with amarble bust asasurprise”

Canary gave a bitter laugh, and Sun remembered him long ago saying, my boy istoo much like
his mother. His hedls rang on the floor as he moved through the door. “ Finish the search, and send
someone to remind Jehan that art, though no doubt admirable, must wait on events...” their voices faded.

Sun leaned against the mossy wall. Tall, many braids, hawk nose. Sashawas here. She was
alive. Shewas aso free, and had escaped Canary’ s clutches, despite afight.

All right then. Food first. Sleep. Where to begin the search? The brief referenceto apirate
made no sense but “the Eban brats’ did. Obviously Sashawas on her way to Steward Eban. And so
thither go 1.

Chapter Seven

One of the many euphemisms for chamber pot is“Necessary”. | can introduce the necessary
topic once and then never again. It was ardief, oh what ardief to be able to use the Waste Spdll.\

When i wasten and new to Earth, i had to learn abouit toilets. Let me sumit all up in oneword:
Y uk. The waste spell did work—sometimes as magica influence ebbed and flowed through the gate. But
snce using the spdll involves saying the word &t the sametime you let go, well you can imagine how
trustworthy that spell turned out to be on earth.

We paused and drank from a stream, after which i used the spell, celebrating inwardly at the
notion of no more restroom hunts.

We rode on.

Conversation was tense and desultory, mostly between Elvaand her brother asthey brandgled
about whereto go. i was so tired i only wanted to deep sii was content to follow, listen and breath in the
fresh air. Zathdar seemed busy keeping watch.

When it was too dark to travel, we camped in asmall clearing under aclump of lowhanging
willow. When Elvwaand Devli began yet another argument about whether or not they could risk afire,
Zathdar said, “you have afire stick, right?” and on their twin nods. “No one will search for ths same
reason we're camping. They can’'t seeto travel at night any better than we can. As soon aswe get these
animas rubbed down, I'll pace a perimeter, make surethefireisn’t visble,

Elva pulled the packs off the horses before Devli and Zathdar led the animals afew yards
away to where astream trickled. Elvatook afire stick from her pack. She snapped it into flam and made
agesture that would keep the flame low.

Presently Devli returned and sank down with asigh. “horses arefine.”



Zathdar returned shortly after. “asi thought, these woods are dense. Fires sinvisible on al side but from
up thetrail. Whichever of usis on guard could probably hear any pursuit before they could seethe glow.”

Devli mouthe the word “ Guard?’ and Elvascowled again.

Zathdar hitched the rapier over his shoulder on abaldrick, checked the other blade, then chose agrassy
spot from which he could see the trail and us. While the siblings exchanged |ow-voiced talk about
bedralls, feedbags and stored food, i took out my plendid embroidered blanket to spread on the soft
green grass.

In the sudden silence foliage rustling in the summer breeze and the snap of the low firewere distinct. The
ruddy glow reveded three faces staring at the glinting firebirds embroidered in gold thread on the scarlet
background, surrounded by slver-edged white blossoms.

“if anyone wants proof of who you are,” Zathdar commented, “that banner isit.”

“Right now,” 1 said, fighting ayawn, “it'sabedroll. In the morning it goes back into my bag. And no, i
won't ditch it. My father gaveit tome.:

Devlaen stared at me, Elvastared at the firebird blanket and Zathdar glanced in the direction of my bag,
then wayainto the darkness.

Nobody spoke.
| fell adegp so fast i don't even remebmber stretching out.

Crackling twigs woke me, and the smell of fresh tea. The sky through the treeswaslow and gray, the air
cool and misty. | sat up, shivering and accepted gladly asomewhat battered travel cup from Devli
whose face looked as grimy as minefet. The teatasted like afine Gyokoro green teaat home, refreshing
and abovedl, warm. I’ d forgotten that summers on thisworld were usualy cooler than earth’s.
Khanerenth lay at the eastern end of the enormous continent that stretched a good way around the
southern hemisphere. Most people lived on this continent, I d learned in part because there was more
sun, but in part because some of the northern lands were weird and wild, not conducive to humans
building aties

Elva snapped the fire out, and picked up the fire stick to stow away in her pack.
“whereis Zathdar?’ i asked.

“he was gone before we woke.” Elvagrinned. *“hope that meansfor good.”

“No.” Devli cocked his head.

Wedl heard the thud and cruch of horse hooves on thetrail.

Elvaflushed, though we could dl seethat he was as yet to far away to have heard.

Zathdar appeared, leading his horse by the reins. “time to move briskly. Theking investigated the tower
himself last night. And he knows you are here.” A glance my way.

Elvaput her hands on her hips. “Y ou found this out how?’

“I dispatched watchers before i met up with you. | also set up a possible rendezvous, which i kept while
youwereal adeep.”



“Watchers.” Devli said only the oneword, but the look he gave his Sster madeit clear that once again
they’ d forgotten an important detail intheir own plans.

Elva scowled as we mounted up. The horses, refreshed after anight of rest, trotted with head-rocking
enthusiasm down the narrow trail.

We were low enough now to see the bread stream that al the mountain trickleswerefeeding into. The
constant rush of white water paralleled us asthe trail twisted between steep dopes, green with tough
grass, gnarly pine and moss-covered rocks. The mist increased to drifting streamers of fog; the forest
canopy was so thick we heard the constant splat splat splat of water on leaves.

| stayed out of their sporadic talk which was mostly about the trail and where the searchers might be.

| was awake and aert enough to consider my options. The day beforeall i could do wasfollow aong
and try to keep my eyes open. Now, though i was hungry, thirsty, till tired, a least i could think.

So...what should i do? No usein going back to the castle. Eveniif i knew any world gate transfer magic,
whichi didn't if the kings men were thereid walk straight into their clutches without them having to break
asweat. And while we' d managed to fight our way free of yesterdays guys, i wasn't going to count on
that twice. Especidly done.

That left me with my companions. Should | ditch them? Good thing: they had rescued me from capturein
the courtyard. Bad thing: at least two of them had been part of forcing me through the world gatein the
first place. Thereforei did not owe them anything.

We paused once on acliff, and i drew up beside Zathdar. He danted aquestioning look a me. | said, “I
assume the world gate tower is guarded.”

“You can't go back. There watching for you to do that.”

| laid the reins dong my horses neck. The animal obligingly swung round and stopped, blocking thetrall
50 the brother and sister drew to ahdlt. “before we go on i wish you would tell me why you forced me
through that gate.”

Devlaen sent apleading look at his sister, but she studied her saddiebag as though it held the onering.

“i told you.: Devlaen fiercely rubbed grit from hiseyes. “it was a promise made to your father. If he
vanished we were to wait ten years, then perform a specific spdll. It brought us aletter he' d written,
telling us where you and your mother were. But the letter disappeared, and we were afraid the king so
got that information. We thought it best to get you two safely back here, where we could guard you.” His
face reddened. “i know what that sounds like. But we were ging to bring you only for your own good!”

“| decided againgt a pithy opinion about what they could do with their notions of “my own good”. “ Go
on.”

“my mage tutor was certain they were ordered to offer you anything you wanted if you would go back
with them. They were not well prepared. | don’t think anyone was surprised when they came back
empty handed, but rumour hasit the king demanded tat they cross over to that world before we could.
So when they returned without you or your mother, they had the world gate transfer magic to build all
over agan.”

My father had told me that transfer magic took weeks and weeks to make. It was actualy a complicated
layer of spdlls put on those transfer tokens. “ The king’ s mages being two older guys? One gray haired?’ i
asked.



Devli grimaced. “Magisters Perran and Zhavic.”

“My mother mentioned them once or twice. It seemsweird that they knew my mother, yet came after me
first. And tried to trick me! Truth, honour, sinister castles, secrets—"

Devli shrugged. “All that isin the records. When your mother first came, she said she liked such things.
So the mages tried to lure you with them, the fools.

“yesbut at least they tried truth and justice. They didn’t pretend to be alawyer!”

“Heh.” Devli’ s shoulders now shrugged up around his ears, which were red as hisface. He said with the
ar of aguy picking hisway over aminefidd, “when your mother wouldn’t come with me, i had to find
you. It took sometime, because you' d just moved. And seem we' ve notes from your father. About what
he redly saw on that world. Soi had to find you, lay afdsetrail for perran and Zhavic, and put together
apan. And. Um.”

“lied and tricked me. Yesasi just said. What I’'m trying to get a iswhy.”
“i told you they’ re after you—"

Zathdar had been watching the sky the fog blurred treetops and the shadowy trail that vanished under the
forest canopy. | couldn’t see or hear anything amiss but gpparently he heard enough to cut in, “i think the
rest of the explanation should wait on more trustworthy surroundings.”

Without waiting for an answer he urged his hores down thetrail, and we followed, Elvawith many
backward glances. Beyond the next bend we found the white water of the river where our mountain
stream poured in. The bend after that revealed that the river had smoothed and widened. We rode along
itsbank. | clutched my gear bag to my side, whishing i had more answers. One thing seemed certain, on
land i had more freedom of movement. On aship, I’ d be stuck.

We rounded the last hill and there anchored fore and aft in the middle of the river was a pirate ship.

| had the haziest memory of shipsfrom childhood due to the nighttime smugglings on and off and being
hidden in holds. Since then, i hadn’t learned much more beyond what id read in the novels of patric

0’ brian, but when i saw that graceful, wickedly lean schooner with itstal, raked-back masts, thelong
gaff mainsails and the reefed topsail, the narrow hull with the half-deck forcastele and aftcastle, i knew
ingantly it could be nothing but apirate ship.

Andi longedtobeonit.
“like my Hurricane?’

Reuctantly i shifted my gaze to find Zathdar riding beside me smiling. | asked, “what chance would you
give for me sneaking back into the tower?’

“why?’ he countered, his smilefading his eyeswatchful.

“because at teh very least i need to send amessage to warn my mother. | vanished without leaving any
word. | know she' Il be after me, soon’ s she figuresit out.”

He stared down at his ship, brow furrowed. “1f you go back to that tower and transfer
between worlds, i’ d say your chances of leading the kings mages straight to her would be high.”

“oh.” | didn’t bother telling him i couldn’t even do atransfer.



He moved forward again, akind of nonverba coercion, andtotestiti said, “aren’t you in abit of ahurry
to get us aboard that ship? | mean, i don’t see any danger on the road back up the hill.”

Elva s head turned sharply her mist-washed face wary.

“just because you don't seeit doesn't mean it isn't there.” Zathdar lifted ahand, indicating the forest
covered mountain we' d just ridden out of. “the search will be going out in rings. With the king there
himsdlf ingtead of war commander randart, they will be even more determined to be the onesto nail you
down. Then there' sthe fact that they will have heard from the defested warriorsthat i wasthere”

“and?’ i winced, redlizing theimplicationsat last. “oh i didn’t think of that what a blockade?”

“I expect the king’s messengers areriding belly flat to the ground to al the signd points right this moment,
yes. And whilei don’'t mind running ablockade, i prefer to choose thetime, and the placeif i can.”

“so what your proposing,” i said, “isthat we all take ship, and you'll let us off somewhere out of teh
range of the search?’

“y&”
“soundsfair tome.” | wasrdieved a having made adecision. “lead on.”
Elvasghed in disgust. Devlaen did not hide hisrdlief.

We soon reached the pirate ship, which the crew had edged downstream while we were closing the
distance. Theleerail had been anchored fairly close to an outcropping. A gangplank had been extended
to abroad, mogtly flat granite rock. A young boy ran over experimentaly as Zathdar rode ahead of us.

Zathdar dismounted and handed hisreinsto the bow. He hefted histravel pack from the horse and dung
it over the opposite shoulder from his blades as he waited for usto dismount.

The boy, maybe twelve grinned as he collected my reins. The other two left their horses with him and
retrieved their packs. | tucked my gear bag tightly under my armpit.

Devli led the way over the gangway. One by one we jumped onto the deck, Zathdar last. Behind usthe
boy mounted a horse and led the other animals back up thetrail, where they were soon swallowed by the
woods.

“that kid going to be okay?’ i asked.
“okay?’ Zathdar repeated the English word.
“Safe. Fine. Good.”

“Ahyeshe' smy loca eyes. Hisuncle runsan inn, so the horses will be part of hislending stock before
we clear the estuary.”

As he spoke the sailors divided into work parties, some pulling in the gangplank others going to the sail
ropes. Zathdar indicated we should go aft, down afew steps with acarved handrail, and into a Cabin
that sporead across the back of the vessdl, the walls and stern windows danting in at agraceful angle. This
had to be the captain’s cabin.

Elvalooked around with the air of an experienced sailor. Devlaen seemed more anxiousto keep his
balance as he clasped his bulky pack to himsdlf. The sblings hdted just insde the door of the captain’s
cabin blocking theway.



So i turned my attention back to the smooth dightly doping deck. The crew seemed to be mostly made
up of young people, femaes aswell as maes. Here and there agray head was visible among the varying
shades of brown, black, red and blond. Some dressed gaudily like their captain, otherswore plain
homespun shirts and brown-dyes deck trousers. These were like hip-hugger bell-bottomsin L.A. amost
all of the crew were barefoot.

Onasdgnd the sallsloosed, placketing loudly until the wind caught and filled them so they belled inthe
dow-moving breeze. The ship surged on the river water chuckling down the sides.

“Goingde.” Zathdar's open-handed gesture was just atad ironic. “1 assure you, there are no trapdoors.”

Devli and Elva shuffled farther ingde the cabin, gazes flicking warily thisway and that. Zathdar’ s head
barely cleared the bulkheads, as did mine. A circular table had been built into the center of the cabin,
around which were set cushioned low chairs. | chose the empty one between the siblings. Zathdar |eft the
only vacant chair and moved to the stern windows. Through which he peered out at the trail we'd
descended.

No pursuit appeared before we rounded abend and a hill hid thetrail from view.

Zathdar faced us. “the short version of what i discovered at my rendezvousis that the king sent his son
with asizable force to take anyone found in the tower. Apparently the prince changed his mind when they
arrived just ahead of ou and found the place empty. He left the two ridings we met—all inexperienced
men—and took the better ones as an honour guard on an art quest southward. He seemsto have heard
about some famous scul ptor—”

Devli snickered in afamiliar teenage boy way.

“—or we' d dl be guests of the king right now.” Zathdar made an ironic gesture, putting hiswrists
together asif shackled.

“art quest,” Elvarepeated, laughing with her brother. “i’ ve heard al about those are quests of his. What
d'you want to wager that sculptor is pretty?’

Zathdar spread his hands obvioudy uninterested in sculptors, pretty or not.
“what now?’ Devlaen asked.
| said, “ Canary has ason? Why would he put aboy in charge of warriors?’

Elvawaved ahand. “he’ solder than al of us. Didn’t you know? Canardan Merindar was married to
someone el se before he married the queen. A Morvende. They had a son before the marriage ended.
The gossipis, he ended the marriage so he could marry Queen Ananda, and the prince’ s mother went
back to the Morvende.”

“well that would explain the prince sinterest in art. | mean, what i remember isthat the Morvende are the
deep-cave dwellerswho don't have governments, but do lots of singing and painting and archive
keeping. And magic.”

Devlaen’ swidtful expression madeit clear where hisown interestslay.
“I never met any son, though.” 1 shook my head. “i wouldn’t have forgotten that.”

“but he wasn't in the country for along time.” Elvajerked her thumb toward the west. “he got sent off to
those barbarians at the other end of the continent to some military school. When he was done with their



lessonsin marching, he got sent off somewhereelse, i don't know where, but that’ s not important. The
important thing isthat he' s about as sky-eyes as the queen. Won't set foot on ships. Gets sick. Hates
getting dirty, so hewon't drill with the castle guard, though he supposedly commands them. Theking tries
to get him to take charge of guard business, but if he passes by some house with agood mural, or some
fineweaving or hearsanew mdody, he' saslikdy to leave the army sitting there in the sun while he chats
with sone old bard or sculptor or weaver. Especidly if the artist isfemale.”

“im surprised Canary hasn't killed him,” i exclaimed.” unless he' s melowed since the days he wanted my
parents dead. Probably metoo,” i added.

“Ohno.” Elvawaved her hands. “hewanted you dive. To bring up and marry off to theidiot prince,
according to the gossip my mother was hearing from the castle people, before she was turned off. Then
nobody could complain about your father being ousted.”

“what?’ i jerked upright. “i never knew that!”
Zathdar said, “it’ strue. Thats why your father had to hide you before he could act.”

Devlaen smacked the table. “My mage tutor says the king probably would have killed off prince Jehan a
long time ago if there wasn't a severe shortage of heirs.”

“there’ saso the fact that though he’ san idiot, the prince managed somehow to make himsdlf popular.”
Elvamade adisgusted face. “ Even though he never gets anything done.”

“maybe because he never gets anything done. Our mother saysthat the government isamess,” Devlaen
put in. “Matold usthe king is now trying to arrange amarriage to any suitable princesswho will accept a
bumbling fool so he can get grandchildren and train them in hiswonderful ways.”

“ah, speaking of wonderful.” Zathdar indicated the cabin door. Three sailors entered, each carrying a
tray. Good smdllsfilled the cabin asthey set the trays on the table.

Zathdar dapped together a sizable sandwich between dices of very fresh bread and ducked out. A few
moments later his voice drifted back from the deck as heissued rapid orders. The tundering sails and the
groan of wood smothered most of hiswords. | caught afew: lookouts, signdls, line of sight. | suspected
that the rest of Zathdar’ s fleet was guarding the river mouth from the sea. As soon aswe joined them
they’ d be running for open water, spread as far as possible so asto spot any fleets on the horizon.

“so what do you want to do?’ Elvaasked, recaling my attention. “i mean after he puts us ashore again.”

| needed time to consider my words. | took abite of arice and cheese stuffed cabbagerall. It tasted like
apot sticker or spring roll.

When my father taught me that last bit of magic he d told me there were two plans. The best one was
that he' d come himsdlf to get us. The second best would be his old teacher, Magister Glathan, coming for
us. That would mean dad had had to hide in acertain place, but i had memorized the release spell. The
magister wouldn’t know it in case they caught him and tried to get it out of him.

The worst would be that no one came.
And the worst had happened.

Nobody had said if dad or Magister Glathan waslaive, but i knew where to go to find out about my
father. | also knew what to do. What i did not know was wheter or not i could trust these people. If dad
was dive but under protective enchantment, what good would it do to perform the spell, just to bring him



back srait into danger?*“1 wish i could contact my mother. Sheisgoing to be so worried.:
“if they find her, she'll be aprisoner,” Devlaen said soberly.
| Sghed.

Zathdar regppeared, the fringes on his bandana dancing in the greshening wind. “soon’syou're donei’ Il
show you your cabin.” He turned from meto Elva. “if you don’t want to bunk in the crew quartersyou
can share with her. There are two bunksin the forward cabin.

Elvalooked mutinous, but Devlaen haf raised ahand asif in supplication. Elvascowled at Zathdar. “i’ll
stay with the princess. Since you aready have anavigator.”

Princess. | laughed.
Everyoneturned my way.
| waved ahand. “never mind. Itsthe princessthing, took me by surprise. Not that i actually am one.”

“but people remember. Y our father was very popular. That's why we ve found so many peopleto help
us.” Devlaen pointed to hissister and himsdif.

Elvagrinned. “and so was Princess Atanid.”

“Atanial.” Sartoran for “shining sun”. I’ d forgotten that. My throat tightened, causing me to breathe
deeply the way mom had taught me. | didn’t know if i wanted her to find out i was here or not, and have
to ded with al the memories and the pain of the questions we could not answer.

Soi rose and Zathdar led us forward aong the gangway. We dodged around busy crew members. |
noticed that nobody stopped or saluted or any of that. Some of the sailors (and they looked to me more
like sailorsthan like my idea of pirates) snag asthey hauled on hadyards, others high on the maststalked
chesily.

Theforecastle cabin was narrow but pleasant with two bunks built into the sharply curving bow. There
was storage built below each bunk, scuttlesfor air and two little fold down tables on either side of the
door. Someone had set negtly piled clothing on one of the bunks, both of which had soft cotton-wool
blankets on them.

Zathdar stood on the deck immediately outside the door, for there wasn't much space inside. He ducked
his head under the low carved lintel and indicated the pile of clothing with an open hand. “ Donations.
Hope something fits.”

Elvathrew her knapsack on the other bunk.

“Ther€ sacleaning frame down in the crew’ s quarters. We dl shareit.” Zathdar nodded a my bag. “if
you want that stowed below, i can takeit.”

“no thank you.” | kept the bag gripped inmy arms.
They looked at me, and Elvasaid diffidently, “ what do you havein that thing anyway?’
“Just alot of boring paperwork of the sort you need on earth. And afew childhood keepsakes.”

“oh.” Elvaturned away and busied hersdlf with unpacking her knapsack—all three things.



Zathdar leaned there still arms over his head and braced againgt thelintel, one hand dangling beside his
fringed bandana. He didn’t look the least bit threatening, but Elva set aside the knapsack and scowled at
him, her shoulderstight, arms crossed and held close.

“ill send over the remains of the med in case you get hungry.” Heturned away, letting sunlight stream into
the cabin, and ran up onto the deck to oversee our emergence from the river into the sea.

Chapter eight

Sun remembered the ancient castle. It had belonged to the crown (whatever family was
currently wearing it) for centuries, with the occasiond zigzagsinto the hands of rebellious dukes and
princes, and once it was amage school, established by a princess whose older sister wasthe heir.

Onthelr very first arrival through the world gate Math had conducted her all over the castle,
relating its colourful history and pointing out with boyish delight various Stes of magicd trapsand illusons.
Ever since the old mage school was closed the mages keep ingsting they got them all, but then people
discover new ones. In fact, magister Glathan—he' smy tutor, i hope you will cometo love him asi
do—made me go through until i discovered one, as my own master’ stest.

The one Prince Mathias had discovered was afa se section of wall the false wall was located
in the corridor behind the tapestry. That entire wall was dark, mossy stone, looking as unpleasant asit
felt. But close to the corner where it adjoined the outside wall just afew stepsfrom the stairsthere was a
narrow rectangle of illusion: it looked like wall but was actually a doorway/

Beyond that illusory section of wall someone had built a cozy little room.

They spent thelr first night there, and their last night. Thefirst in afire of young and ardent love,
thelast in close hugging sorrow at theimminence of parting, their tired, bewildered ten year old daughter
pressed between them for comfort. That they gave. They aso kept her between them for safety, which
they could only try to give.

Sun turned away from the dining hall, and lifted the tapestry. The passage beyond was moldy,
the glowglobe weak, but nothing had been disturbed. Shetrod to the end, but instead of passing down
the narrow circular sairs, she turned to the left and cautioudly put out her hand.

Cold damp air chilled her fingers. Y estheilluson wasintact. She held her bresth and plunged
through. Safely inside, she clgpped once. The glowglobelit, though it too was very dim.

Thick rotting cloth hung on an old rod over theinvisible door. She pushed the curtain dong the
rod, which would block light bresking theillusion and turned around.

The windowless little room appeared to be untouched. There was the narrow cot on which
Sashahad lain her last night here, after Math had taught her some spells. Difficult spells—far too
complicated, one would think for achild. But Math and Glathan had been desperate, and Sasha brave
and determined. Finaly she could stay awake no longer and so shefell adegp on the bed and the mage
|eft to give them privacy.

Math and Sun had sat shoulder to shoulder, guarding their daughter’ s dumber while they
talked and talked, making promises and contingency plans. All invain.

Sun turned in adow circle. There wasthe old carved chest, its pattern of running horses so
heartbreakingly familiar. Shelifted thelid, sniffing in the scent of cedarwood, and pulled out one of the



soft yeath blankets, and a sturdy tunic of Math' sthat she hersdlf had packed away. It was brown livery,
the dlver and crimson firebird of the Zhavaieshins stitched on the front.

No more sorrow. Y ou’ ve wept enough. So you are back at last. Find Sasha. And then find
out what happened to Math instead of wasting the rest of your life wondering.

She lay on the cot under the blanket clapped the globe out and fell adeep, waking suddenly
when men’ s voices brought her sitting up. She pressed her hands over her mouth then remembered the
illusory wall. She could hear anyonein the passage outside but if she made noisethey’ d hear her.

“not much of asecret, if you ask me,” came an unfamiliar tenor voice.

“More of ashortcut.” That deep, dightly husky voice was familiar, avoice from nightmares. It
bel onged to Dannath Randart, Canary’ s right-hand dimebag. “but the king said add it to the patral. It and
the main stairway through that old refectory are the only way to the destination chamber, and he seemsto
think someoneis using magic to come or go.”

“dl right. But what are we watching for?’

Two sets of footsteps started down the narrow tower stairs, and Sun knew the voices would
soon fade. She hesitated only amoment then eased the curtain back and plunged through the icy illusory
wall. Shetiptoed barefoot to the stairs grimacing at the fell of cold dimy moss.

“anyone. Anyone at al. But the king mentioned females.”

“Commander? We were al shifted from badly needed coastal patrol to watch a castle
for..women?’

Sun followed down two, three more steps. Come on Randart you know you want to tellhim,
she urged mentaly.

“Yes,” war commander Randart said shortly as he reached the arched tower door. “ And if
any appear, bring them straight to the king. To no one else. No matter who they are. No matter what

they say.”

The creak of the heavy door caused Sun to crouch on her step and peer around the angled
dairs. A shaft of early morning sunlight outlined Randart’ stal broad shouldered form. Except for looking
older and even tougher, he hadn’t changed much. His shaggy dark hair was graying, his hard face lined.
The other man was dso tall and broad, as you’ d expect from the king’s own men at arms. Y ounger,

though.

He thrust the door open and morning light lanced halfway up the stairs just stopping short of
her toes. They thumped the door shut behind them and the poised bar thocked into place.

Sun dipped back upstairs to the secret room. Sheripped the tarnished silver stitching from the
brown tunic, and the bits of rotted red slk. Mentally she heard Math' slaughing voice. Livery was
supposed to be bold. Silver and gold. But for along time they couldn’t get the dyes to match and so the
runners and warriors were gdloping around in pumpkin orange, rust, even pink and ydlow, if the sun
changed the dye. Not exactly impressive! Finally they settled on brown.

They were gtill wearing brown she’ d seen. But with the Merindar cup over the heart and not
thefirebird of the Zhavdieshins

She packed her things together, dug underneath the folded clothes and brought up the rapier



she/'dlaid inthe chest thet last night.

Her hands were calm as she pulled the badric over her shoulder and shifted the sword to her
hip. She undid the knife from under her trousers and strapped it on the outside. Thelittle knife came next,
tucked sdeways into her sash the way Math had tought her so long ago.

She knew who the enemy was now, and where to go. But first she had to get out of the castle
without being seen.

After aquick listen at the false door, back she trod down to the tower door that led to the
courtyard adjacent to the stable. From the courtyard outside came the muted clatter of horsehooves. Ah
that would be Randart’ s departure. The watch had changed and the patrols were just beginning. Now
wasthetimeto dip out, before the newcomers were redly familiar with the castle and had vocered dl
their blind spots.

And hopefully before theyd had their morning coffee and were awake.

As she eased the door open, she smiled, remembering her discovery so long ago that this
world had coffee. Proof that the humans here were indeed from earth—coffee and chocolate. Her smile
was alittle sad. She could remember thinking what can go wrong, if aworld is beautiful and has magic,
coffee and chocolate?

Answer: it dso has humans, with dl the familiar greed, ambition and intent. Ah well.

Courtyard. Open. There was no better route out of the castle, so she eased adong the inner
wall watching the sentry walk opposite so far no onewasin view aong those crendllations. They were
probably concentrating the guards around the detination tower on the other side of the courtyard, inside
aswdl asout.

She dunk farther long thewall, ne hand on her sword to keep it from scraping the stone. A
flicker in her peripheral vison made her duck behind a hay cart tucked in the corner next to the stable
door.

She crouched down and peered between the hay mound and the cart’s seat up at the opposite
wall, along which walked two guards carrying spears, one of the men wolfing down abread and cheese
sandwich, his spear tucked in the crook of hisarm. From their shuffling gait and their desultory
conversation, she figured they’ d just been woken up. The real go-getters were probably searching more
methodicdly indde.

Good. Her job now was to keep it that way.

As soon as they passed beyond the lower tower she dipped around the cart and into the
gtable. The animas paid little attention. Stable hands were busy n the loose boxes rubbing down the

mounts that had galloped in that morning. She ghost footed past. Some of the horses twitched ears at her
and one snorted but the stable hands were too occupied to pay attention.

She found another door adjacent to atack room and sneaked out. The long early morning
shadows stretched westward, with two silhouetted guards standing at either end of thewall. The road
leading up to the stable entrance was a broad grassy expanse, no cover whatsoever.

So she hugged the wall until she reached the north sde. The terrain there was rough,
overgrown with weeds and brush. None of it had been cleared away for decades.

Picking her way with care—the ground was rocky and rough, and she did not want to rustle



the shrubs—she moled away from the castle until she reached the shelter of astand of young mapleson a
ridge. Now hidden from the castle’ swalls by their thick canopy she dipped onto a narrow animal path
and hurried downhill to the stream that fed the castle' swater supply, and thence along the stream until the
castlewas out of sight.

The stream zigzagged steadily downhill. Se paused to drink from the cold clear water from
timeto time. She clambered dong pardléd to the stream, toiling uphill when the ground rose.

Her ssomach was roiling with hunger by the time she reached flat ground. But no convenient
fruit trees grew in the middle of that young forest, which was mostly cedar maple with chestnut trees here
and there, the trees blossoming. The season was summer, from the ook of the bright green growth and
the heady sweet smell of bloom. Birds twittered cheeped and warbled everywhere hidden by the green
canopy overhead. No nuts would fal for months.

At least she'd stumbled upon an old road shaded by massive oak an maples. Here the air was
considerably cooler and shewas no longer being scratched by shrubs al of which seemed to grow
prickly leaves. She stretched out her legsforcing hersalf up to arapid march. Now the plain brown tunic
would mark her asarunner. If she came upon any of Canary’s men, shewould lielike arug about being
asmessenger, and hope that old names and castles matched up with present owners.

It was about midday when her ears registered a sound that didn’'t belong in therustle of a
deepy forest landscape. Math had told her, Dont try to identify every sound and sight only those that
don't belong.

Instinct got the message fist. When her mind caught up with the danger flag she discovered
both sword and knifein hand. She hefted them, regretting the two years since her last fncing lesson, and
faced the three scruffy highwaymen.

Two feints from ether sde and she knew they were used to working together, though they
were dow and out of practice. She' d ingtinctively turned her back to an enormous Thornberry tree,so
the three could not surround her. They stayed well out of one another’ srange asthey tried to closein
form ether Sde.

She used her old backup tricks: kicked dirt up into the face of thefirst lunged at the second
and while he was shifting hisweight to block and the third side stepped to back him up she whirled and
cut low. Her point stabbed the knee of the third guy who' d shifted to back up hispal.

Helet out ahowl as his partner dashed down at her. She flourished her blade into a
downward block turning the strike toward the ground.

By then dirtface had recovered, switched his sword from one hand to the otherl something
about that movement caught at her. Sheflicked alook at hisface. About her own age, heavy chin, big jug
handle ears—

“i know you,” she exclaimed backing up her paint bovering midway between the two on their
feet.

The pair dso hated, dirtface squinting.
“you were one of Math’s men.” She waved her sword for emphasis. “robbing people?’

Dirtface gaped. “your—your highness?” he turned to the others. “that accent. Its her highness
princess atanid!”



Atania the name Sun hadn’t heard for fifteen years. The last one who had spoken it had been
Math, just before kissing her goodbye. Atan-bright sun—my darling. And he' d pushed her through the
world gate.

“hoo.” The second one looked away guiltily.

“dill in... practice’ the third one whispered, voice tight with pain. He sat in the dirt hands
pressed to his knee as blood seeped nagtily between hisfingers.

She flung down her sword, heedless of the others holding their wegpons. “Let melook at that
knee. It fdt like my point went in to far.”

“oh yes. Ohyes,” the man muttered teeth clenched.

“Wel what are you idiots doing holding people up? Math must be dead or he’ d die of shame.”
Three variations of upset and dismay faced her.

Dirtface he of the ears said, “We never heard he was dead. But heisn't here either.”

The second man the leanes one with athin ferret face, had been slent awhile. Hejerked his
thimb at histaller companion. “Y e recognized them earsdidn’t ya?’

Sun laughed. “Yes. | don't suppose you fellows have anything to eat?’

Dirtface had pulled alength of mostly clean cloth from the pouch at his sash, which he handed
down to her. She helped the man she’ d wounded to shove up histrouser leg, and she bound his knee

swugly.
Dirtface nodded approva when shewas done. “if we did, we' d be eatin’ and not robbin’.”

Sun laughed again winning rueful smilesfrom the others. “ So here we are. Four middle aged
folks starving in the middle of the forest. Three running stream. | badly need information.” She added
wryly. “and to rest my bones.:

The two helped their companion up, and they made their way off the roadto the river, which
ran more or less parallel. They washed faces and hands and the wounded man soaked hisleg in the
water, then rebound the bandage. They sat on the grass, sun with shoes and scks off. She hadn’t walked
so far in ages. Her feet hurt. It felt wonderfull to soak them in the cold stream.

She kicked her toesin and out of the sparkling water, sensing that the armsmen former
armsmen were uneasy. “| arrived in Khanerenth last night. My daughter is here, apparently in the
company of some pirate.”

Dirtface pursed hislips. “If it's Zathdar she'll be held for ransom from the king. If someone
ese noteling what’ sgoing on.”

“What can you tell me about this Zathdar?’

Dirtface shrugged. The second man said, “rumor from the coast has it he attacks the king's
fleet. Kegpsem in agtir. Messing up trade. Randart has a prince’ s fortune on his head as bounty. But no
one can catch him. They can't find hislair.”

“1 mean to find my daughter, lair or no lair.” Sun smacked her hands on her knew. “First i
need to know afew things. Like what year isit? What isthe last you heard about Math? And forgive me



but why are you robbing people?’

Dirtface looked at the otherswho al deferred to him. “the year is’54. No word of the prince
for ten years now. And we took to the road because there is no other way to fill out bellies.”

“s0ive been gone twenty years by your time,” she murmured. “its been fifteen for us. But
whats this about no way to earn aliving?’

“King"—dirtface made a spitting motion to the side “threw us out of the castle guard said lay
down arms and disperse or he' d hang us all, meaning prince Math’ s guard, man and woman. Some
found work, others found closed doors and threats. We got the doors and threats. Not even astable
would take us”

“Itsthem ears, see,” put in the second man, with athumb toward dirtface. “ everyone knows
the Slivag family. Persond guardsto Zhavaienshinsfor time out of mind. Big earsevery one.”

“true.” The third man winced. “and we don't know anything but sword and horse.”

“what about teaching at that war school 7 Sun asked. “Though i remember it was smotly
maitimedill”

“Closadin’34.” Silvag lifted a shoulder.

“opened again after the SamisWar,” the second one said. “But commander randart made
certain none of us can poke anose near the place.”

Siamis War? Who or what or where was that? Obvioudy she had some history to catch up
on. But that could come later. “ All right, then answer methis. Do you know where seward Eban lives?’

“everyone knows that everyone from the old days.” Silvag scrupuloudy amended. “But they
waich her place day and night. Especially since spring.”

“well good to know.” Sun forced hersdlf to be cheerful. “then we' Il have sometime on the
walk to figureaway in won't we?’

“We?" Slvag said and sun saw the wary hopein hisface, heard it in his gruff voice.

“Unlessyou’ d rather stay around here and rob people. | want to find my daughter and then
find Math. 1t lookslike he’ s needed.”

Chapter Nine

When i saw Zathdar the next morning , i actualy stopped right in my tracks. Poor Elva
thumped into me from behind.

She peered around my arm, then snorted “talk about swagger.”

Zathdar flicked his crimson silk shirt, turning thisway and that. That shirt was so gaudy it was
barbaric with its black and gold embroidery in highly stylized patterns of ragptors on the wing. “handsome
iSTtit?’ Hepreened, grinning at Elva. “bought it in an old pirate cove on the other sde of the world.
Couldn't ress.”

“but ... couldn’t you have found a bandanato match?’ i pointed at the glorious green and gold
slk tied round his head. This one had even longer fringes than hislast. Histrousers were sturdy black



cotton- wool, but he made up for that lapse into sobriety with a purple sash. “and... purple with crimson?
Wait, I’m asking that of aguy who wore orange and green together yesterday with a crimson vest. Never
Mind.”

He spread his hands. “My captains on the other ships have to be ableto see me.”
| turned to Elva. “That does kind of make sense.”
“dggnad flags make more sense.” She eyed the grinning privateer.

“Not in the middle of battle when everyoneistoo busy to hoist flags. Speaking of which, since
the winds are contrary, we' re about to conduct morning drill. If you'd like to watch, fed free, but i must
warn you that the gangways here will be busy.” He indicated the deck running along therail on either sde
of the madts, curving in toward the bow.

| pointed at an elegant rowboat on two hoigts. “ Shall we watch from there?’
He extended a hand and we clambered up into it.

Someone rang the ships bell in afast pattern ting-ting, ting-ting, ting-ting—and the crew
stampeded to battle stations, some with smoking firepots, others carrying arrows dipped in oil, and
bows, and the youngsters with buckets of sand, presumably to put out any fires the enemy started.

There were no cannons, of course. | remembered that from childhood. My mother had
explained that gunpowder did not work on thisworld, whether because of the cooler, wetter climate or
because of some magicd influence, shewasn't clear. But no cannon meant longer, lighter, faster shipstan
those of the earth age of sail and completdly different fighting tactics.

The crew hauled expertly on the sted edged booms like long knives on poles to be siwung out
to cut enemy rigging and sweep adong therail of the enemy to letha effect. Archery partiesin the tops
went through the motions of shooting arrows and the sail crews practiced snapping the sails out, up
around asthe captain caled orders. The people at the helm caused the ship to veer and yaw.

“not bad,” Zathdar called out when at last the ship rocked in the water, sails reefed, crew
watching him expectantly.

Heflicked up hiseyeglasstrained it on the closest of the consorts, the jumping bug. There
crew was gtill running about the deck.

“But not good either. Again.”

The first mate drowned mutters and groans with ahigh, tweeting whistle. Once again they ran
to their sations.

Next he had the other two of his ships attack. Thistime the bow crews shot blunted arrows
with what looked like paper twists of jelly or some red sticky substance at the tips, which scored hitson
crew and ship alike. The ships yawed and danted even faster, each trying to board the others, to be
vigoroudly beaten back with wooden practice weapons. By noon they were al red faced and swesty, but
their motions were tighter and faster. They had shifted from thinking about whét to do to automatic
reaction. That' sthe point of drills, I'd learned during my years at the dojo and on the fencing floor.

The bellsrang adower pattern and everyone relaxed, talking asthey put away their practice
weapons and lined up for water. The captains of the two other ships rowed over and climbed up,
vanishing into zathdar’ s cabin for aconference. Zathdar kept the door shut, and the helmsman made



certain no one walked about on the little half-deck where his scuttles opened to the air.

We climbed out of the lifeboat asthe crew returned to their regular duties, the night crew going
below to their rest.

Elva scowled and prowled the deck. When the sounds from bel ow the open shuttles indicated
the crew had al gotten their midday medl, i asked Elvato join mein the cramped wardroom. | was
garving.

The cook, awoman my own age, cheerfully provided us with two lipped wooden platesand a
helping of what the crew had had. Theway Elvadug in, i suspected that these biscuits stuffed with
cabbage savoury beans and cheese were common fare on ships, along with the orange wedges. We ate
with our fingers.

“we need to get you safely to land,” Elvamurmured, after the cook vanished back into her
odley.

The mates wardroom was empty. Everyone was either on deck or elsein their hammocks.
But i was aware of the canvas doors running down the sdes, dividing off the mates' cubbies. (the rest of
the crew dept forward and some below.)

“you don’t think were safe now>"

“Ohiam. | think. | hope.” Shelowered her voice, glancing at those canvas doors. “But what’s
to stiop him from ransoming you for a smacking sum from the king? Or for a pardon and other
concessons?’

Ransom! | hadn’t thought of that. Uneasily i considered it. Then i said low voiced, hoping the
dap thump of water againgt the hull, the creak of mast and deck would cover our conversation, “He has
apriceon hishead right?’

“That’ strue’

“So herisked hislifeto comeinland to help you out, ahead of the king's men and he’ sagainst
Canary. Those are two pointsin hisfavour.”

She knuckled the sides of her forehead. “ That’ swhat my brother saystoo. But i think
something’smissing. | fed likeohi don’'t know we re on the coast with a strange chart. The big
landmarks are dl there, but what about the little ones?’

| looked at her puckered brow, her unhappy posture and wondered if Elvawas a math mind.
The navigation image sure pointed that way.

“Ligteniif you find any reason to distrust Captain Hurricane, I'll listen. But i do fedl obliged to
tell you that I’'m going to make my own plans as soon as we reach land. That doesn’t include your
brothers mages or magisters, or whoever sent him.”

Elvaflushed “thatsfair.”

We finished our meal and dipped our dishesin the bucket set aside for them. | watched the
brief flare of magic cleaning my plate asit hit the water, and i remembered the cleaning buckets from my
childhood. It had actually been such homely little magics and no grand and spectacular spellsthat had
caused meto ask my father to teach me. On this world no one had to wash and rinse dishes—or clothes,
if you had a cleaning bucket or frame. And the cleaning frame not only cleaned your clothes but your



body aswell, right to your teeth, when you stepped through. It felt like the snap of eectricity al over you
leaving you feding asif you' d scrubbed with aloofaand rubbed al over with athick towd.

| stacked my dish nthe waiting pile. There was a step behind me, and ayoung woman astdll
as me appeared from one of thelittle cabins. | realized i blocked the access way and moved aside,
murmuring aword of pardon.

She ducked her head, giving me aquick almost furtive look without meeting my eyes and
climbed with practiced speed up the ladder to the deck. | followed more dowly, trying to get the fed of
climbing aladder when the ship swings you out, back and bucks suddenly from sideto side. On deck i
discovered yet more drills going on among those not on duty. Thistimeit was personal combat.

The weeather had changed dramatically while Elvaand i were below. A heavy mist grayed th
masts and the sails overhead, turning the blue seato gray-green. It made the deck dippery but that did
not stop the practice on the forecastle, directly outside of our cabin where most of the crew gathered
round a clear space.

Devli sat on therail dong with severa other young men. He' d accepted abunk below in the
crew’ s quarters and these were his mess mates. That isthe fellows he shared atable with. The pirates
seemed like sallorsto me. Nobody was cursing and spitting, or teaching parrots naughty songs. Infact, i
wasn't sureif thisworld even had parrots, though i knew that many earth animals, birds and other fauna
aswdl asflorahad come or been brought through.

Devli beckoned to his sster, who walked to the rail where he sat, her arms crossed. Next to
the sailors, her uneasiness made her seem out of place.

A short girl with bright red hair tapped her siword point on Elva s shoulder. “want to joinin?’
Elvajumped and shook her head warily.

Her attitude seemed to puzzle the redhead, and i wondered if her fedingswere hurt by Elva's
attitude. But she turned my way and said more tentatively, “Would you like to get is some practice?’

After years of dojosfull of strangers, i was used to this Stuation. Thinking that rest, food and a
workout were the three thingsi needed most and I’ d gotten thefirst two i said, “ sure thanks.”

A big grinwas my reward. “1’m Robin, second mate. Why don’t you grab yourself aweapon.
You'll get aturn anon.”

Sheindicated the weapons locker. It was an admirably neat arrangement that rolled back
againg one side of the half-deck wall and lashed into place. Thelocker held three rows of negtly stored
stedl weapons, ranging from light rapiersto very heavy flat swords of the sort infantry carry. Therewas
one curve-tipped cavary sword marked off with ared tie.

| picked out aduelling sabre, buttoned on the end and began warm-ups asi watched the two
in the center.

It wasimmediately apparent that they were more enthusiastic than trained. The bout only
lasting afew seconds. One dropped his sword, the watchers crowed and catcalled with good nature,
then they recommenced. This bout lasted longer only because they circled two or three times, watching
one another but not well enough to actualy spot openings.

Thewinner of that bout turned around. His eyes briefly met mine, and the fellow flushed. |
wondered if i’d managed to come unbuttoned or unzipped anywhere. No the sturdy shirt id borrowed



was laced up to my collarbones sashed with a plain berry brown-dye sash. The deck trousers were
drawstring, securdly tied, so i wasn't flashing underwear. My feet were bare, asi’d kicked off my sandds
amod firgt thing on coming on board.

An older gray-haired man said, “Y ou keep pickin’ the easy ones. Come on let’ s see you work
up abit of asweat.” And he stepped up, swinging his sword from hand to hand.

More cat cdls and the gray-haired fellow promptly and gleefully trounced the younger, taler
fellow. Then it was histurn to pick a partner, and he pointed straight at me. “let’ s see what your father
taught you.”

“WEell he sarted teaching me, anyways.” | stepped into the ring of watchers. “maost of my
training was gotten esewhere.” | felt salf-conscious, but no more than one did during a sparring match for
abelt test.

What i didn’'t say, becausei thought it would sound arrogant, was that I’ d seen his own
weaknesses when he fought the tall, young fellow from Devli’ smess, and so i knew whereto get insgde
his guard as soon as helunged a mein afent.

| tapped the button against his chest, and he looked down blue eyes widein surprise. “Wdll
tryi itagan?’

| swept my sword up in salute. The second bout was longer. He swas stronger than i but i had
the edge on footwork, speed, and far better training. Once again i tapped him, thistime just above the
collarbones, and awhoop went up from the watchers.

“Pick me! Pick me!”
“Hoo, how would you liketo die?’

Laughter and more catcalls surrounded me as Zathdar and his two captains on the half-deck
aft watched. A short wiry man with waving dark red hair legped over someone and confronted me, his
danty eyes ditted with laughter and his grin wicked. Like Zathdar, he wore a golden hoop in one ear. “try
me, prin—ah”

I’ d forgotten the pricess business. Was that why some of them stared at me so much?*“ Sasha
will do.”

“owl first mate.” | saw asort of family resemblance to Robin, and later found out they were
cousins, though amost ageneration gpart in age.

“dl right owl bring it on!”
“Bring?’ Helooked around. “1t? On?’
“Sang for haveat it!”

Aswe sguared up whispers of bring it on went through the watchers. Owl attacked me and i
closed out everything else.

| won that fist one, only because i whipped ahook kick up and nailed hiswrist after i dodged
alunge. The crew sent up an gppreciative cheer, Owl flashed agrin and we were at it again, thistime
much faster and harder. | was soon drenched with sweet, several times nearly losing, recovering a
heartbest ahead of defeat, and then returning an attack which he parried sometimes almost too late.



But finally helaunched acomplicated strike that i couldn’t deflect without straining my trist. |
was just enough off-baance to take the brunt of the hit in my hand and arm. | dropped my blade,

wringing my stinging fingers. “YilYilYi!”
“we'll cal that adraw.” Owl lowered his point to the deck. “ Do you usudly fight with gloves?’

“Yes” | gasped. “And that’ s something i’ll have to seeto right away. But that wasawin. It
was asfar asmy hook kick, right? All’ sfair in war, but not in duelling? Isthet true here?’

A slencefdl, a firgt i thought because of my question, but i saw that Zathdar had joined the
circle. “Moreor less. Dependswhereyou are.” Zathdar swung his sword experimentaly.

Zathdar and Owl squared up and began along bout that was sheer pleasure to watch.

Asthey traded feints, Elvadid up next to me. “I think you should thump him.” Shejerked her
chin toward Zathdar. “do him some good.”

“Nope,” i said, after aflurry sofasti nearly couldn't follow it. Zathdar staggerd back, Owl’s
sword flew and herolled on the deck. The sword was caught in midair by thetall, blond young woman
I’d seen below. She had astrong face, with aKirk Douglas chin. She returned Owl’ s blade as she said
to Zathdar in an oddly shy manner, “ That trick. How do you do it?’

“On your feet, Owl. Move through it dowly.”

Owl scrambled to hisfeet and took hissword in hand. 1 pressed insde like this.” He made a
do-mo lunge.

“and i blocked here, used my shoulder to bind him.” Zathdar whipped his sword in atight
circle, shifting hisweight as he came out of the turn with hisblade low.

“| saw it dmost too late, blocked”

The two re-enacted the exchange, their method recalling good bouts from my dojo days. Most
of the crew intently watched each pass.

When they were done there was generd movement, and again Elvasaid, “Go on.”
| shook my head. “He' s better.”
Elvamade anoise of disgust.

Zathdar said in aquiet voice with considerable amusement, “ She' sright, you know. Not by
much, though. It' s those upward blocks.”

So hel d heard. Whilei shut out everything when i engage in about, he was aware of everything
around him. Thisisthe difference between alifetime of just dojo-floor practice and alifetime of usng
what you learned, i thought. But doud i only said to Elva sflushed face, “we don’t hit above the
collarbones in competition fencing, which iswhy I’m unused to blocking upward.”

“Nor do you defend against amounted attacker, ismy guess,” Zathdar observed.

“True enough. Plus he’ satad taller and bigger though the upper body than i, so he'sgot a
longer reach. That makes a difference even when the training isthe same, but hisis better i think.”

“Practical experience.” He gestured with amocking air of apology and flashed agrin.



“However. Asthisis supposed to be learning, want to show them some tricks of the trade from the other
world?’

“dl right.” | scrambled to my feet. “But i saw those hits you scored on Owl. Anyone have a
pair of glovesi can borrow?’

Severa women offered by their hands were al smaller than mine. Only the blonde did not
offer though shewas my size. A gangly fellow passed me his, and they fit perfectly.

So Zathdar and i squared off and the entire crew fell sillent, even those in the tops who leaned
out to watch.

We began by making afew passesto test reflexes and strength. On the former we were
roughly equa but he had the edge on the latter. Also hisdrill hadn’t been confined to the rules, and while
I’ d seen opportunities to use street-fighting techniques with dower fighters, he wastoo well practiced
high, low, back, in al the places sport fencing forbade. He seemed to be holding back—he was
demondtrating. Gradually we sped up, until my arm felt like string and my eyes burned with swest, and
then came the inevitable tap of the point lightly in the hollow of my collarbones.

The crew burst into cheers. “that wasfantastic,” i exclaimed and flourished asdute.
“want another?’ he offered.

“Nopei can dready tell i’ m going to be sore and stiff by nightfal. | haven't had aworkout that
good in much too long.”

Heturned away to select another volunteer asi returned the glovesto their owner, apologizing
for their dampness. At least there was a cleaning frame below, i thought, sitting gratefully.

We observed two more sessions before the watch bell rang. In the generd movement Zathdar
appeared at my sde. “cometo the cabin?’

“dl right.” 1 swung to my feet. “1 have some questions.”

“| thought you might.” He gave me an ironic eyebrow lift before leading theway. | followed
that silk, no less eye-blinding for being sodden from the increasing mist, as around us the day watches
changed, peopletalking and laughing, the armourer keeping up arunning stream of insultsif wegpons
were not wiped down and put back in the racks to his exact specifications.

The other two captains had long since rowed back to their own shipsto oversee their own
combat sessions. Zathdar waved me into the cabin, and i ducked my head absently asi passed insde.
Thistimei noticed thingsi hadn’t before: the neatly made bunk, the coverlet dyed various shades of green
from pale silver to deep forest. Green was green, but somehow the thing radiated masculine vibes.

Above the bunk at the head end, someone had built shelves which were crammed with
handmade books. Next to the shelves asilverwork crane taking flight rested on its own little shelf jury
rigged between a bulkhead and the hull. Next to that, in eye-pleasing array were a series of
maps—K hanerenth, Sartor, Colend, Chwashirdand. Some of the western landsthat i did not recognize.

Abovethefoot of the bunk ashelf held atiny carving of atreeit was exquidte, the bark
indicated by the grain of the wood, each branch curving up into impossibly tiny and intricate twigs
attached to which weretiny five point leaves mad of green silk.

“I didn't gedl that,” Zathdar said from right behind me.



| jumped and whirled around fedling unsettled asif I’ d been caught prying through someone’ s
persond things.

Zathdar did not glance my way. Shifted around me, the crimson silk of his shirt shimmering in
the diffuse light from the stern windows. The fabric shaped smoothly over the contours of shoulder and
arm as he reached up and carefully took the carved tree from its shelf. “there sa spell that goeswithiit.
You say it and the leavesrustle. Y ou can listen to them. Very pleasant, i assure you, if you happen to be
caught windless out in the deeps, the ship wallowing and no bresth of air.”

He faced me, holding out the tree in both handsi shook my head. “itstoo delicate. I'm afraid
I"ll bresk it.”

He turned away again and i whooshed out my bresath, trying to find the cause of my absurd
reaction. Thiswas acaptain’s cabin and little asi knew of ship matters, i did know it hardly constituted
persond space, not unless the door was shut(it was not) and the scuttles al closed(they weren't).

He leaned aknee on the bunk and settled the tree just right the fringes of his bandana swinging
againg his cheekbone. The books, the green coverlet, the precise dant of the handwriting on those maps,
thetree and the silver bird. I’ d seen dl these the day previous but then they’ d been just things, scarcely
noticeable. Now they were persondl.

Rain began hissing on the deck overhead which somehow made the space fedl even more
cramped. Though the rain made a steady thrum, i could hear the sound of his breathing. “Did you Stedl
the ship?’ | blushed uncomfortably. | hadn’'t meant to say that at dll.

He grinned. “It’ stradition, how pirate ships change hands. But pause and think. Where would
you go if you wanted to purchase one? To a kingdom shipyard, asking the yardmaster if he happensto
have any pirate shipsfor sail—very fast preferably with at least one false hold? No, when naviestake
pirates, they tend to work the shipsinto their fleet, captains squabbling over who gets command. Then er
they tend to be spotted and cut out again by people like me.”

“Y ou can have one built.”
“But it can take years. If one has enough money. Easier to catch I’ m afraid.”

“you sad pirate ships but you claim to be aprivateer. How do privateers get their ships?’ i
asked.

“Stedl em from pirates.” He tapped the earring glinting againgt hisjawline. A ruby stone
glittered oniit. “Y ou wear a hoop after you' ve survived a battle, and rubies when you' ve defested ared
pirate. While that won'’t scare off other pirates—Iittle does—the ruby tends to ward off the would-bes.
Saveseffort.”

Hetwiddled hisfingers giving meawry glance. | laughed asi was meant to. The moment
made mefed dightly lessunsettled.

“So.” He thumped his e bows on the table, hands flicking open. “Beforei get to my suggestion
what do you wish to do?’

“I’d like to be set on land as soon as possible, thank you.”
“Even though by now thereis a price on your head?’

“Thereis?But i didn't do anything!”



“It’snot what you’ ve done it’ swho you are.” He gave me an gpologetic smile. “I guesswhat
followsiswhet they'reafraid you'll do.”

Annoyance flushed through me. “arrested for a crime someone el se premeditated on my
behaf? That’ s got to be anew one even for thelocal dark lord.”

“Dark Lord?King Canardan isaKing, not alord. He aso hasred hair. Or would the ‘ dark’
refer to his clothing? Except that heis reputed to dresswell, and the mode, everyonetelsmeislight
colours”

Onceagain he made me laugh and my annoyance vanished. Why bother getting mad, ranting
about unfairness? Zathdar already knew it was unfair, and of course he had a price on his head too.

“Soi sad, “There sareward offered for laying me by the heelswhether I’'m on land or at sea,
isn't there?’

He spread his hands.

“Wdll on land I'm my own person, so to speak. I’ d rather call the shots—" the words came
out in English. “I"d rather be on my own.”

“to find your gather?’ he asked gently.
I lifted my gaze—and met hisblue eyes straight on .

What isit about the mirroring of gazes? Eyes arejust eyes, circleswithin circles. Y ou mest
peopl€ sgazes dl your life. Then, one moment you look across the table out of surprise or question or
maybe even alittle chalenge and there are these eyes. Y our nerves zing and prickle leaving you intensdy
aware of your heartbeet, your breathing, your toes crunched in your shoes, your damp pams. Distanceis
so relative. Whether the other person isafoot away or across a crowded room you havefalen into
intimate space.

| flicked my gaze up to the glittering gold embroidery on his headband. No itimate space here,
NOOOO.

| said to thefringes, “i have no ideaif my father’ seven dive. No onewill tell me.”

“he vanished. That'sal anyone can tell you.” Zathdar snapped his fingers. “ The Ebans seem to
think you know where heis”

“I can't help that.” | shrugged and studied the map of Sartor just beyond his shoulder asif a
professor was about to dap afina exam before me.

“there’ s another matter. Something many of my crew arein favour of, by the way as nearly al
of them are exilesfor one reason or another. Far too many are new, as the unrest spreads. Sooner or
later someone’ sgoing to ask your intentions, so it might aswell be now, and by me.”

“I'mligtening.” | moved away from the table and confronted the map, pouring over it.

“i thank you for that.” | could hear hissmilein hisvoice. “But i was hoping you' d teke that as
aninvitationto talk.”

Now even his voice sent prickles through me. Thiswasthe last thing i needed. Second to last,
i amended, backpedaling mentally. Worgt thing? Capture by Canary’ s goons. But the second to the last



thing i needed was any kind of chemistry with a pirate. Especialy one who had the worst taste in colours
I’d ever known even in the mega geek world of graduate school. That’ s right, Sasha, make yoursdlf
laugh. If you laughit' sjust aslly chemica thing, her today gone tomorrow. Abso-freskin’-lutely.

“Rumours have to be crossing the country now however garbled. If you were to raise your
family’ s banner many people would flock to it.”

That surprised me enough to flick asideways glance but i stopped at the bandana. “1 don’t
have a banner.”

“you do too.”
“it’'sjust ablanket. And anyway i have no lega standing.”

“You have, let uscal it asymbolic standing in the eyes of many people who want the
Zhavalieshins back on thethrone.”

“soinplaceof my dadi serve asafigurehead for civil war? No i hatethat I'm sorry. | don't
mean to sound like I’'m casting any aspersions here blood and guts after all was your career choice but if
you're hinting you' d like me to Join your fleet here under the Zhavaieshin banner, well inaword, no. |
won't stand by and let my family name be an excuse for someone wanting power to draw brothers and
ssters and mothers and gathers and kids even to go marching to their desths. Or sailing to their deaths.
Because that’ swhat civil war is, when you strip out the rhetoric about who' s right and who' swrong.” |
winced, suddenly redlizing that i was giving adouble attitude to a pirate captain on his own ship. One
who could toss mein the brig and who would stop him?

But he did not sound angry. “fair enough. Then you must set down on land as soon as we can.
Firg, though, there' salittle matter of ablockadeto run.”

“That’ s because the blockade will be raised guarding the main harbours, on the other side of
the kingdom. And if the king issued the order, ou can be sure the orders were sent by magic.”

| remembered those magical message boxed. Like email, only with rea paper. “Right.”

“So we' Il make speed soon as we get afavourable wind, but we do need to be ready for
anything. Thoughi haveanidea”

“| suppose you can't land me on the coast somewhere?’
“Far too dangerous.”

| had avague memory of my father being told the same thing, back in our smuggling boad
days: lee shore winds, rocks, cliffs... Khanerenth’ s coastline outs de the harbours was terrible on ships.

“Thank you.” | turned toward the cabin door. He did not stop me.
Outsidei found that tall young woman with the blonde hair.

“I'm Gliss,” shesaid beforei could spesk. “Captain of the tops starboard. The matesinvited
the sall captainsto mess. And you. If you'll come.” she sounded gruff, amogt asif shedidn’t want meto
but her eyes were more brooding than angry.

“Thank you,” | said. “Lead on.”



Chapter Ten

“Crap. Crap. Crap. Crap,” Sun muttered with each painful step.
“Shhh.” The admonitory hiss blended in with the patter of the rain.

Lightning flared, reveding reproach in Silvag’ swet face. Sun redized she' d been speaking
ingtead of thinking. But oh her feet hurt so much so very much—

Another flare, farther off; slvag held ahand flat toward the ground. Sit.

She sat right where she was mud squel ching under her butt. She didn’t care it meant her feet
could rest.

The next flare brought along rumbling judder of thunder across the sky and the patter
becoame a roaring downpour. Folgothan splashed down next to her, hisbad leg held straight ut. Leaning
close she muttered, “ sorry.”

He shook his head, drops flying off hisgray hair. She' d gpologised at least fifty times by now,
but the sght of his pain filled her with fresh remorse.

Haxin the ferrety one had been looking around carefully during the flashes. Now he leaned
close. “He' sgone ahead. If it’sclear, we' |l have acart back.”

He didn’'t mean clear of enemies, though that wasimplied. Silvag had dready explained that
hiswife had expected him to come home with some money. She had said shedidn’t care how. Hedidn't
know how serious she' d been.

Wincing and grimacing, she pedled off her socks and set her feet out inthewarmrain. The
sting dowly diminished, and she dmost nodded off into deep when she heard Haxin splash upright hand
on hissword.

“It'sus,” came Sivag’'slow voice.

Moments later hands hel ped Sun to rise. She picked up her shoes and sock, walking barefoot
through the mud. Little sonesjabbed into her feet, internd lightning flares of agony, but she thought of
Folgothan and kept silent. Presently they reached an old cart, pulled by a patient horse. She sat on the
lowered ramp her feet hanging over. Folgothan sat next to her, swinging his bad leg up. Hazin clambered
up behind them ditting by silvag on the buckboard.

Sun leaned her cheek against the rough wood of the cart and thistime she did fall into an
uneasy dumber, waking stickily when the cart rolled to astop. The rain had ended.

She hobbled behind Folgothan, whose breathing was a constat painful hissin and out. They
entered alow cottage built in ajagged sort of rectangle, obviousy each room added at different time
szed according to what materias were at hand.

The small rooms were scrupuloudly tidy. They passed through two or three. At last shewas
pointed to arough and ready loveseat cushioned by mismatched homemade pillows. She sank down
gratefully but stood right up again. “I'm wet,” she said in dismay.

A woman her own age came forward. Her face was square thin from worry and under eating,
the bones prominent. Her expression was forbidding, but after Sun’s exclamation she said politely



enough, “Never mind that. Those pillows dry out nice.”
Sun sank down with asigh. “Here.” Shetwisted off her opa ring and handed it to the woman.
“For?’

Sun watched the woman' s brow clear, and relief pooled inside her. She' d remembered right.
Peoplein this country had different attitudes toward work, toward charity, toward alot of thingsthan in
LA. Silvag swife might have resented it if Sun had expected her to use the ring to barter for princess
things, but a donation to the house was acceptable.

“I'm Plir,” the woman said with cautious approval.

“Atanid.” The old king had declared that “ Sun” was not an appropriate name for a princess.
At home when she’ d changed her name, it meant paperwork, fees, and standing in long lines at city hall.
Here aking could change names on awhim. He' d decided that she' d be Atanid, a Sartoran name.

“my daughter isfixing you abath, your highness. We |l have those clothes through the fram
while you soak, and then planning. But first here. Lark bringitin”

A teenage girl stood in the doorway. Lark was short and strongly built like her mother, with
her father’ sjug ears. Sun noticed she wore her braids firmly back behind them, with no attempt to hide
the ears. If anything the braids framed them. That one Sun over at once. Lark had spirit.

She camein Carrying amug of listerblossom tea, which Sun took with aword of thanks.

Before long she felt human again. She was clean. The ache of her feet receded to twinges
whenever sheflexed her toes. Her clothes were still wet, but the evening was quite warm.

The men joined Sun and Plir in another room with abig table. Haxin was busy repairing what
looked like apiece of harness gear. Folgothan sat back, eyes closed, hands loosdly clasped around a
mug of listerblossom tea. Thisteawasapain reiever.

AsLak dlently set out bowl and spoons, the othersal faced Sun. “Y our highness,” Silvag
began after alook sdeways at his silent companions. “what isit you wish to do?’

“get to steward eban.”

Silvag and Plir exchanged a glance each obvioudy reading the other for clues then Flir said,
“WI,H]?’

“Whenever its safe.” Sun hoped tiredly that would bein aweek. Except these people would
be scrounging extrafood for aweek.

“they’re watched dl thetime,” Silvag muttered.
Lark eyed the grown-ups. “im the only one who goes through. No one heeds me.”
Sun regarded her, hesitating.

“question?’ Plir prompted. This off-worlder princess might have abandoned them for twenty
years, or she might not have been able to get back. She was withholding judgment.

Sun said, “If the king's people don’t heed you, it means they see you. Or are you able to get
by them unseen?’



Lark grinned. “It wasthefirst early on. Nobody looked twice at agirl coming round to sdll
eggsin abasket. Our onething isour hens see. They're all good layers. But we can't live on eggs. So |
sl em. Or trade, morelike. Anywaysnow i think i know where the spies might be.”

“tonight,” Lark said promptly. “Itsnot far.”
Sunwinced down at her feet.
“I have some salve, and we could wrap em tight,” Flir offered.

Sun heard that as a hint that while visitors were fine for a short time, they would age asfast as
old fish. Sheforced hersdf to nod, and to rise. “ Thanks. sooner done sooner no one worries.”

Nobody argued with that.

*k*

Afterward, sun—atanial—insisted the less said about hat trip the better. Y es her feet were
wrapped and the salve was on her blisters, but the blisters hurt and her bones ached.

But for all that the walk wasindeed not far. She learned that Silvag had settled outside of the
city of Vadnais because his duty rotation back in the old days had him spending five daysin the
guardhouse, with two days off. And after helost hisjob, the house was the only thing they had, so the
family perforce stayed there. Steward Eban had moved to the outskirts of the city when shewas
dismissed from the roya paace. She' d expected to live relatively cheaply and in obscurity and indeed it
was that way for atime, but over the past few years she’ d become the centra repository for messages,
reports and complaints about the outrages of Canardan’ s ahreaents.

Lark led them by acircuitous route, keeping up arunning stream of assurances that this hill
was easy that stream shallow, and it wasn't much farther.

The two middle-aged folks reflected on what a strong energetic young teen regarded as easy
asthey shuffled onward the rain sometimes heav, sometimes light but always making adoggy messfor
their feet.

But at last Lark said, “ Thereitis.”

Silvag looked around decided it was safe and vanished into the darkness. Lark led the way
over agentle hill between carefully tended fruit trees and down through fragrant border shrubs to another
long low built house much like Sivag's.

She and Sun crossed the kitchen garden past the grape vines and stepped onto a proch
entrance where the boots and coats were kept during winter.

“Oh, oh, oh! Princess Atanid.” A short woman with silver flyaway hair bustled up. “Isit truly
you, highness?’

“Kreki.” Sun—no Atania. She would have to get used to her name as Math’ swife again and
al the assumptions (and the respongbility ) the name implied. “oh its good to see you.”

She threw her arms around the smaller woman and hugged her then they stepped back and
studied one another. Kreki, blushing at being hugged by a princess, turned her head to cal, “ Dinner!
Anything that can be warmed and some berries and cream?”’



“Sounds wonderful,” Atania vowed with passionate sincerity her somach growling.

In the background two servants began taking down dishes and grapped food, the third servant
vanishing through the opposite door.

Atania turned back to Kreki whose round face had aged. Her dark eyes were wide and aert,
her blond hair now slver. She was stouter, but sill moved like aguided missile.

Kreki found Atanial as beautiful as ever, her hair the same whest colour, the fine skin of her
face softened by time over spectacularly handsome bones. “twenty years.” Her brow puckered.

Atanial spread her hands. “Mathias made me promise to stay. But he never came back for us’

Kreki Eban touched her lips and glanced toward Lark, who stood in the corner, smiling with
the peculiar mix of smugness and uncertainty that characterizes teenswho thing they did something clever,
something adult—but the adults might still turn on them.

When Kreki nodded dightly Atanial redlized that their coming this night had some specia
sgnificance

Kreki said, “Would you honour us by stepping into the pantry? I’ m afraid that’ s where we
have our meetings.”

Sheled atanid through a kitchen with its centra stove, fuelled my magica Fire Sticks. A door
opened into an aromatic pantry. Ceramic pots and jars held dried spices and nuts. Below those arow of
barrels contained wheat, cornmeal and other foodstuffs.

They walked single file between the goods to the back wall, which swung silently aside and led
steeply down into acdllar lit by aglowglobe. The dirt wallswere stacked with barrels of ale and carefully
angled rows of square bottles of wine.

In the middle of the cellar, two men and two women sat at arough table. Only one face was
familiar, an older woman with gray hair, round of body, who stared at Atania with angry eyes.

Atania’smind caught up its a meeting of the resistance council and they think i abandoned
them.

“mathias sent me and my daughter back to my world because we couldn’t stay ahead of the
pursuit. After several very close escapes we discovered that Randart had far too good a hold over the
army. Wetried to escgpe on amuggling boat and nearly got caught. It was only Magister Glathan's
magery that saved us. And that barely.”

The woman, another servant during the blissful palace days nodded once. She remembered
that.

Atania went on, “And we couldn’t go west for there were mage traps as well asteh entire
army camped dl aong the coast, and dong the border mountains, sodensbly to train.”

Now one of the two men nodded. They seemed to be father and son, for they looked alike:
brown hair and skin and eyes, big jaws, eyeswith adownward turn at the corners.

“s0 Math sent usto my world. Promised he'd comefor us. He never did. After fifteen yearsin
that world' stime, i believe Perran and Canardan’ s other pet mage what was his name? Zha-something?’



“Zhavic,” someone murmured.

“Thank you. They showed up and tried to trap my daughter. She got brought over here by
someone. | came after her assoon asi figured it out.”

They dl made little gestures of acceptance. Five daysin another world could have passed in
twenty here as easily asfive hundred years. Or even “Backward” in the sense of someone from father
back in history on the one world being propelled into the future of the other.

“I think it was your son who brought her, Kreki.” Atania turned to Mistress Eban, who
looked down at her tightly gripped hands. “ Canardan himself was at the castle with the world gate. |
heard him mention your son. | also heard that my daughter was apparently in the hands of some pirate?’

Eyes and mouths rounded in surprise. Atania remembered her husband saying al those years
ago, they aren't trained warriors or spies. They are ordinary people trying to invent waysto stay safe
from an enemy who does't look different talk different who might even bein the same family.

For in the early days Canardan had built his aliance one by one, courting at least one personin
every influentid family.

Shesaid, “ Look. You don’'t want to talk in front of me. Why don't i step outside while you
decide what you can tdl me? My planisto find my daughter. After thet, i will find out if my husband
lives” Her lipstrembled. “1 have existed fifteen years without knowing. | can wait abit longer.”

Kreki said in aquick breathless voice, “we do not know anything about prince Mathias,
except that he disappeared then years ago. But Magister Glathan is dead. Word is, commander Randart
had him shot in the back. Crosshow. After atruce.”

Atanid covered her face with her hands for amoment when heaved asigh. “dl right. I'll wit
outsde”

She pushed therough the back of the pantry. Nobody stopped her. She nearly ran into one of
the servants, apretty young girl with along red braid who was busy scooping dried peasinto a cup.
Atania excused hersdlf, then went through the empty kitchen to the door.

Outside, the rain had stopped. A fresh cool breeze soughed through the line of pines planted
on the ridge at the edge of the property, just beyond the fruit trees.

Atania stepped out breathing deeply. Her feet were a constant ache now, but the pain had
dulled.

A faint glow worried at the extreme edge of her vision. She looked up. In one of the recessed
attic windows flickered the warm, golden flames of two candles. Cozy. She wished she wereinthe
bedroom behind that window, whether guest or servants room, large or small. All shewanted wasanice,
soft bed...

“Y our highness,” Kreki whispered from the kitchen door. “ They want to talk. Our passwords,
sgnas, what we'redoing.”

Passwords and signals. Why did this seem wrong? Atanial frowned. The vague sense of
disquiet was too quick, undefined. Her mind was too tired and scattered. Her aching feet Math Magister
Glathan' s death and riding over it dl, Sashaand this mysterious pirate...

“hereweare.” Kreki opened the pantry again. “Y ou might remember Fereli Kinn, the royal



wardrobe mistress.”
The gray-haired woman rose. “ Forgive me highness,” She said gruffly.

“Y ou thought i abandoned you.” Atania summoned asmile. “Andinasensei did. | beg your
pardon. | take it the queen couldn’t protect you either?’

“The rumour isshe’ smad.” Mistress Kinn Flushed, curtseyed sat. “ So the king turned us all
off, except for her three personal maids. No one’ s seen her since, except one year standing by the king
on oath day.

“i don’'t think you knew Arlan Sharveshin.” Kreki indicated the older man. “Hewasa
hearald-scribe in our day. Hisson Tamisin the king’'s guard now, asour ears.”

Atanial noted Tam'’s brown tunic.
“We meet here when we dare,” Kreki said. “And exchange news.”
“Like? | mean, what isthe most important thing facing you now?’

An exchange of looks. Kreki leaned forward. “the mustering of the army. We don’t know if
the king intends some terrible purge here, or to invade e sawhere.”

The man spoke up, alow rumble. “My son hears rumours of apossible invasion of Locan
Hora. Take our lands back.” The boy inclined his head.

“but we haven't any word for sure. We cannot get close enough to Randart. He keeps only his
own picked men around him. Theking is guarded by Randart, by roya mages and findy by the roya
vaet, Chas”

Atania breathed out dowly. “I remember Chas. | caught him in our rooms at least a couple of
times going through Math’ sthings. He seemed to have plausible excuses.”

“He savery tricky spy. So anyeay we keep trying to find out the plans. We fear, from the
mustering of supplies and the way training has been going, thet thisis not avague future plan. It hasa
date. Probably next spring, judging from the cloth stockpiled in the border castles.”

When no one had anything to add, Atania turned to her own issues. “Tam, you'rein the
guard. What can you tell me of this pirate holding my daughter?”

“Nothing.” Tam spread big callused hands. “Nobody can figure out where Zathdar came from.
He was suddenly there some years back, attacking the king' sfleet. Breaking trade holds.”

Kreki said to Atanid, “what i was just reporting to the othersisthis. | received two notes from
my son. One two nights ago. Hagtily written and sent by magebox it was only two lines, to tell methat
their particular group had been discovered long ago by the king, but they had |eft the tower after afight.
Y our daughter and the pirate defeated the guards.”

Atania gripped her fingers together. “that sounds like Sasha.”

“I received another note even shorter, last night. Again just two sentences. The king apparently
knows about the resistance group run by my nephew Nadathan, who is adso a mage student. The other
dated that the pirate—he callshimsdlf a privateer—declares that hisfamily nameis Jervaes.”

“Common name deriving from Sartoran origin,” Arlaen rumbled. “Variousversonsdl over the



southern continent here.”

“At least that sounds somewhat civilized i mean he offered afamily nameright? Didn't call
himself Subbertegullion Squid-guts or Bloody-skull Liver-squisher right?’ at the others' puzzled looks,
Atanid sighed. “So no one knows his motive, beyond piracy?’

No one spoke.
“Another thing to find out.” Atanid’s ssomach growled. When would that dinner arrive?
“we thought we ought to tell you the passwords and signals,” Kreki began.

“oh! Likethe onein the attic window>?\atania pointed upward. That was what had tweaked
a her.

The others gazed in dismay.

If only she wasn't so hungry! It was hard to think. “ Two candles? Window?’
Arlaen rubbed hisjaw. “We did not post any candles.”

Tam lunged to hisfeet, hisface blanced. “Not our sgnd.”
Arlaen’seyeswidened in horror. “We have aspy here.”

Kreki glared at the others. “Who isthe traitor?’

They stared back, their faces shocked, angry, puzzled.

Arlaen whispered, “tam, he hasto get out.” He gripped hold of his son and suscled him,
protesting (“let mefight! Let mefight!) toward the door. Then he stopped short, tam stumbling with a
subdued “Ow!”

Arlaen said, “what if the spy isout there? How can i get tam out?’

“It could be abyone. Even the servants,” Atania added, remembering the young woman just
outside the cellar door when she left previoudy. But no one pays attention to servants, Math' s voice
came with gentleirony, out of the past, the timethey dl disguised as cooks when randart had driven them
into atrap... “the girl with the red curls. Servant. Pouring pess. She didn't act surprised when she saw
me. Did you tell her anyting?’

Kreki breathed out. “No. But Marka has been with usfor at leat five years.”

“So how much does she know? Y ou say your nephew was betrayed. And i overheard that
Canardan was hot on your boy’ s hedlswhen he came to earth. Well your son told me so himsdlf. Though
i didn't believe him at thetime.”

Arlaen gazed at hissonin dismay. “they’ Il put tam her up againgt the wall.” Hisvoice lowered,
rough and husky. “they’ |l haveto.”

His agony was the agony of any parent. What happensto your child happensto my child,
atania though but her mind moved rapidly to memory, and then to action. “tie up that red-haired girl and
take her clothes. Tam your about to turn into agirl fast” the order was out before she could stop herself.

Thistime everyone sprang to action, the men vanishing through the doorway.



Kreki thrust awad of papersinto Freli’s hands “we need to burn these.” She scratched alight
dropped the flame onto a ceramic bowl, and they began ripping.

Aching feet forgotten (well not forgotten but ignored) Atanial dammed through into the pantry,
then stopped short at the barrels. She' d eft her sword in the wagon back at Lark’ s house, and had
forgotten about it. Now she had no weapon but the knife, and that she was reluctant to use unless her life
was definitdy threatend.

Math had said once, I'll keep training Sasha, but no stedl in her hands until she knowsthe
cost. Flour and pepper yes. We' Il teach her to blind them and run.

Blind them and run. Atania was beginning to sort through the bags when Kreki banged out of
the pantry, bearing along wicked knife, and marched into the kitchen.

Her nervesfiring with warning atanial followed her through another narrow storage room this
onefull of bed and bath linens, and up a creaky old stairway. Kreki’ s speed increased until shewas
amost running when she reached a narrow doeerway, she burst into Marka' stiny bedroom, saw the two
candlesin thewindow till burning and raised her knife.

Thered haired girl lay on the woven rag rug floor with her hands bound and her mouth
gagged. Kreki brought the knife down. Atania froze in the doorway, a squawk of protest forming in her
throat. Then kriki’ s hand came up brandishing the reed of along curling braid.

Atanid leaned against the wall, and even the Sharveshins, in the middle of ransacking the girl’s
clothestrunk reacted with relief. Tam sank onto the bed, and arlaen pressed back againgt the danting
attic so he would not make a shadow on the window.

Kreki squatted down next to the terrified girl. “ Give me one good reason why i shouldn’t kill
you now, you despicabletraitor,” she uttered in atrembling voice.

Atania looked at tam who uncertainly clutched a gown. Her mind was moving again more
rapidly than before. Kreki was clearly too angry to think. Tam’s gaze averted from the girl on the floor. If
shewas a spy and he was aspy, had there been some quiet time between two attractive young people,
both willing to hear and receive information, perhaps while exchanging kisses?

Atania watched Marka s tear-filled eyes flicking between Kreki’ s knife and the boy on the
bed, and knew she had it.

She cleared her dry throat, whishing they’ d actually gotten to eat that dinner. Or at least
sample some de. “Markamust have had areason.” She amiled ruefully down at the girl. “ Of course she
had areason. Il bet it was agood one too. She doesn't look like she did it for evil reasons.”

Now Ataniad had dl their attention.

Atanid knelt next to Marka, who studied her with the tense forehead and squinted eyes of
pain, anger, fear. Confusion.

“Let’shavethat gag off,” Atania murmured. “Y ou won't yell will you?Y ou don’t want to die,
and no onewantsto kill you.”

A tiny nod.

Atania took out her own knife as Kreki gripped hers upraised in silent warning. The girl
gasped working her lips and tongue as atanid said, “Y our reasons might have to wait. But here' sthe



important thing. Do you really want to see Tam dead?’
“N-No.” Marka gulped on a sob.
Tam opened his mouth, but hisfather gripped his shoulder in warning.

Atanid said, “ They probably have us surrounded by now don’t they? Y ou comforted yourself
with the fact that they have ordersto capture us. But think about it.”

“they wouldn't they promised...”

“my dear, you've been living alie. Surely you can understand that they might lie to you? Just
like they asked you to lie to the Ebans and the others?’ Atania glanced Tam’sway.

Markalicked her lips, fresh tears coursing down her cheeks. “Y ou think they have ordersto
kil me?’ her chest heaved with sobs.

“if the orders came through the war commander” Kreki said decisively. “Y es he hates spies,
though he usesthem.”

“Theking?’ Atanid asked softly wondering how much Canardan had changed.

Kreki shook her head. “He hates actually doing away with people. Which is the only hope we
have,” she added with irony.

Atanid turned back to Marka. “But tam they would execute right away becaue he’ sin the
guard. Do you want that to happen?’

“ NO_”

“All we need are the passwords to get tam through the line,” Atanial said, and Kreki gasped.
She hadn’t thought of passwords, but she had not spent as much time around Randart as Atania had,
back in the old days. He' d dways used codes and passwords.

Fresh tearswelled in Marka' s eyes dripping into her ears.

Atanid brushed the tears away. “we re going to leave you here but hidden so they won't find
you. After we leave you can get yourself free and away. And do whatever you need to do. But at least
get tam through that line, or he will be dead by morning.”

“Hackleberry,” Markawhispered her anguished eyeslifting toward tam. “ The password is
hackleberry.”

Atania looked up at tam. “take Lark with you.” She nipped the braid from Kreki, shook it so
it unravelled, pulled a sash from the haf spilled contents of the trunk. “that around you head tying on the
hair, abonnet over your head. The skirt on your waist. Get through the lines now. With Lark. She' sgot
to get home and warn her family.”

Tam and hisfather fixed on the sash and hair in amatter of heartbeats, and then Tam dashed
out, wrestling the skirt into place.

Atanial used another sash to bind Marka s mouth but far more gently.

“All right, the rest of us have to cause as much confusion aswe can so Tam and Lark can get
through.”



They left Marka on the floor, her candles ill burning in the window. She promptly wriggled
under her bed to hide.

Atanial did not seetam or Lark as she made her way through the house to the front door. The
front parlour was dark, which gave her eyestime to adjust. She eased the door open a crack and peered
out. At fist the night looked peaceful, but as her night vision got better she saw movement among the
pines, heard a sudden rustle in the orchard.

The king's men were advancing ito position.

She shut the door as Kreki joined her. “what did you see?”’
“WEe re surrounded.”

Kreki breathed out a shuddering sigh.

“what arewe facing here?’ Atanid asked “ Thiswas a meeting in a private home, no weapons
present.”

“what i fear isthat he' [l have us handy to blamefor al the current problems;” kreki said.
“economy isin ruinstrade by seaimpossible.”

“dueto this Zathdar no doubt, who had my daughter. Well, onething a atime. Here' swhat i
think. You tel meif it makes sense. If Canardan can make me vanish without anyone knowing, whether
by death, magic or throwing meinto a deep dungeon, hislifeismuch easier.”

“Just what i wasthinking.” Kreki determinedly kept her voice cam.

“So everyone out there needs to know who i am. Warriors gossip same as anyone €l se.
Gosspison my sde. Second thing, we must buy that boy time to get through the line and well avay
before they discover theruse. So... why not playact apair of stupid old women too dumb to seethe
danger?’

“No playing on my part. | should have been more careful. | should have suspected something
likethis. It sbeentoo easy.” Kreki’ sfingers trembled as she brushed her hands sown her gpron. “Let’s

oet busy.”
She clapped and asmall glowglobe lit the parlour.

Atania opened the front door wide, making sure she stood directly in the center so her entire
body was silhouetted. Shelifted a hand and made a business of peering outward.

Kreki came up next to her, polishing a candlestick on her gpron. “What isit your highness?’
sheasked inacarrying voice.

“I thought i saw something. A light.”

“impossible. Everyoneis here. Must be a gleam from the stars, reflecting on the leaves of the
peach trees. Do you have peachesin the other world?’

“Oh yes. But not as good as the ones here! My husband Mathias once told me peaches were
brought through the world gate.”

“but which way your highness?” Kreki shrilled. “from your world?’



“Now that i do not remember.” Atanid laughed as she leaned out, looking around dramatically
under her hand, though the light glowing directly above them made it nearly impossible to see anything.

But she heard the rustles. One by the barn another out by the pines. The crack of atwig.

“rainisgone.” Kreki lifted her hand and began peering upward with theatrica earnesteness.
“Will bealovely wak if you decide to move on tonight.”

“But my feet hurt,” Atania fog-horned, lifting her bandaged foot. A flutter behind her ribs had
to be squelched, she must not laugh. But thiswas dmost fun.

“Oh Princess Atanial,” Kreki exclaimed, loud enough to be heard from the pine ridge.

“thatswhat i get for marching for days after years of no walking at al. But i met so very many
nice people on the way, who seemed glad i have returned. If only I’d thought of it years ago.”

“Oh! How many did you meet? | know al the valey families.”
“too many to count! Oh, but i am so very hungry...”

“dinner,” came awry voice from out of the darkness, “can be ordered day or night at the roya
castle. That'sthe good thing about royal castles. Welcome back, Sun.”

Both women whipped around. Atania bit her lips against acurse, even aretort. Theking
himself! She was supposed to be surprised. Were those kids through the lines yet?

“Whoisthat?’ she caled uncertainly doing the peering business again. “ Canardan? My
goodnessisit redly you?

“i’m hereto personally convey aroyd invitation, Sun.” Canardan Merindar strolled toward teh
house, stopping just inddethe circle of light.

Hewastdler than atanial remembered, hishair adark auburn, the waves ruddy in thelight. He
hed certainly not goneto fat.

Shelifted her voice. “1 am hereto get my daughter if you try to siop me, well...” she spread
her hands.

“But we can find your daughter together.” Canardan lounged a step closer. “Come dong, Sun.
Y ou really don't want trouble anymore than | do.”

He used the name “ Sun” with ahumorousintimate tone that atanid didike just alittle more
each time she heard it. “no” she responded cordially. “1 do not. Thereforeif you let these people go on
their merry way, theni won't make any trouble. It'snot their fault i seem to have come at the wrong time
and headed straight for the wrong place. No one here knew i was coming, i promise you that.”

Canardan sighed. “take em.” He waved alazy hand toward the house.

A gaggle of old folkshad a snail’ s chance in the salt mines againgt a determined band of
trained warriors, especialy astheironic eye of their king was on them. But at least it was the king, and
not war commander Randart, which meant they had a better chance of staying dive. And so they gave
the escgping young pair their very best effort to prolong things by running around, yelling and ramming
into wals, furniture, warriors and each other.

Fereli retrested to the kitchen and threw pots of preserves at the ducking heads of the young



fellowstrying to corner her. Despite the danger, bubbles of humour fizzed inside her chest when she saw
how those big brawny youngsters hunched and covered their heads each time she took aim.

Arlaen got into the act by groaning and clutching his bad hip as he yanked furniture inthe way
of the dashing warriors, sometimes tripping them up. He d apologize, reach to help them and then knock
jugs and plates and baskets onto them. They scrambled about amid showers of crockery, beans, nuts,
and once asatisftyingly effective dusting with ground pepper.

Kreki shrieked at the warriorsto spare her curtains and rugs, disconcerting them mightily, and
Atania ran around the outside of the house twice bobbing and waving until she sumbled over an unseen
cabbage in the garden and measured her length on the carrot tops.

Strong hands picked her up with respectful care. Swords rang, and she spelled healthy young
male swesat many times over as she was closdly ringed.

Fairly soon the others were brought out.
“thisal of em?’ Canardan asked.
“All wefound sire,” responded the captain.

Atanid counted swiftly then compressed her lipsfirmly to hide the balloon of relief inade. The
prisoners were the old folk and three servants.

No Tam or Lark.

Chapter eleven

Sore does not begin to describe how i felt the next day.

In the past the only thing to do waswork out harder. Over the next couple of weeks—it was
easy to lose track of the flow of days on the sea—Owl and | led the personal weapons practicesin the
mornings, and he conducted drillsin the afternoon. Zathdar was there for some of the sessions, and on
other days he took his captain’s launch away to inspect hisfleet, and to scout ahead.

After thefirst few days, i nerved mysdlf to climb the shrouds—the ropes connecting each mast
to the hull on either sde—to the platform on which the crew stowed sails for the higher reaches, and
crouched with bows during defence practice. This vantage was splendid, the movement of the ship more
dynamic, the view further, the graceful geometry of the sails quite spectacular.

The magts had three levels—mainsail s topsails and topgallants—with a smaler platform at that
third section of mast. | climbed up there the morning Zathdar returned from hisingpection and scouting
foray, clinging to the mast asi accustomed mysdlf to that breathtaking swoop and loop. The wood was
rough under my cheek, weather beaten for countless years, the nails al handmade, each therefore
distinctive. On the platform and the Sde of the mast unknown hands had carved initids and short words,
most of them in unfamiliar aphabets.

Finaly i dared to lift my head and look outward. Exhilaration rushed through me at the sight of
the vast ocean sparkling in the sun. The deck looked so small below!

“Boat ho,” called the lookout on the other mast. “ Captains returning.”

| shifted. Therewasthe narrow launch itssingle sail along pure curve asit scudded lightly asa



gull, water foaming up in an arch down either Sde.

Gliss swarmed up with the ease of aflitting bird and scowled at me. “Y ou shouldn’t be up
rHe_”

“Why not?’
“becauseyou'realand rat. If you fal we get the blame.”

Sheturned away before i could speak and did down a backstay to the deck. That was atrick
i was not about to emulate.

My exhilaration was gone, doused by avague sense of guilt. | climbed laborioudy to the deck,
clinging with iron desperation asthe pitch of the ship swung me out over the water.

When i reached the deck, Zathdar had already closed himsdlf in his cabin with Owl and Robin.
The crew in the middle of changing watch nodded and smiled a me, most of them familiar now after days
of the practice sessons. They were dl fairly friendly. With one exception Gliss.

Elvawas degp in conversation with the navigator at the helm. Having seen almost nothing of
Devlaen over the past few days, i explored the lower levels of the ship and discovered him shut into atiny
cubby in the hold, busy with hisbooks under the light of asingle swinging lantern. The cabin was hot and

duffy.
“why areyou stuck in thisrat hole?’| asked.

Heblinked a me. “ Studying.” He placed hisfinger on a page covered with tiny hadwriting.
“Trying to design us some transfer-note boxes its more advanced magic than ive learned yet,: he
admitted.

“For Zathdar?’ i asked.

Devli flushed and i suspected his sister had accused him of throwing in with the ...if not the
enemy than the not quitedlies.

He said defensively, “well if he wants to communicate with us, i don’t see why he shouldn'’t.
Andif i designthem, i can make sure there aren’t any suspicious wards or tracers on them. So the king
cannot intercept our messages.”

| shrugged “sounds reasonable.”

Herelaxed alittle. “Why do you want to be on land?’
“Find out if anyone knowsif my father isdive.”

“And then?’

“i don’t know. Depends on what i hear.”

“So you won't search out your father yourself?” Devlaen asked, his expresson intent. The
lamplight threw hisfaceinto relief, making himlook older.

“1 wasten years old when we |eft. That was twenty years ago your time.” And when he stared
to speak, i deflected: “1 would like to sit down somewhere and catch up on history before making any
pIaIS”



Devli leaned forward, his expression eager. “But i could tell you that. We study history when
we learn magic. | could show you just why we need...” he reached a hand toward me.

Maybe he reached just to gesture, but i backpedalled fast. HE samage, clueless! A dedicated
one. What' sto stop him from grabbing you right now?*“i gpologise for interrupting your studies.” |
backed out to find Gliss coming down the hatch.

“Captain wantsyou,” she said shortly.

When she turned to climb back up, i put an arm across the ladder to prevent her. “Glissi am
not your enemy.”

She looked down, scowling. Her broad cheekbones glowed with dusky colour.
“thereis something i am missing here” | Sghed. “Pleasetdl me.”

“you are blind.” Her scowl turned into a glare before she dropped her gaze to her hands. “ Or
you' re making game of me.”

“No. Think of me as new to thisworld. | don’t remember awholelot beforei left.”

She shrugged one shoulder sharply and mumbled something which the words, the way he
looks an you, could be made out.

“he?” but i knew whom she meant. I’ d sensed that my zings were not just my own attraction.
I’d felt those looks from Zathdar. Through he had done absol utely nothing about it, the vibe had been
there just the same.

“Zahdar’ s bright blue eyes.” If i expected her to be honest, o had to be honest back. “1 can’t
help hislooking. | promiseyoui didn’t try to get him to look. | don’t know if that helps.” | fingered one
of my braids, which were beginning to grazzle in the seaair, despite being rebraided just that morning. “i
don’t even know how relationships work, on theworld. | wasten wheni left. And my mother only talked
about how rotten Canary—that is, King Canardan—was.”

Gliss crossed her arms and leaned against the bulkhead as the ship gave alurch. “that’ s pretty
much what Zorda says. | was seeing a princess coming on board. Showing usal up. Crooking her roya
finger a the captain.”

Zorala, one of the cooks, was older, weathered and seemed to find the crew’ sinteractions as
good asthestre.

“I’'mnot aprincess.” | tried not to sound sharp. “Y ou can blame my parents for being good at
sdf-defence. My father started that wheni wasthishigh.” | held my palm down. “ And my mother kept it
going. Asfor finger crooking, seemsto me that neither royal nor street-sveeper fingerswill be any more
successful than the other if the captain doesn’t want to be crooked.”

She hitched her shoulders under her ears, up and down.

“look gliss. Here' show my female code works. | should say that there are many femae codes
on my sorry panet filled with dysfunction”—the closest work to distortion in conduct—" but here show i
seeit. If there' sashe and he twosome then i find myself attracted to the he, then i wait for her to let me
know if there’ sany hope. Otherwise, hands off. She hasto tell me, not him. But if they’re not acouple,
well, fair' sfair. Not that i mean to go after your captain. I’'m not surei like anything but hislooks.
Definitdy not histaste in clothes, and i’ m not sure about this pirate busness. But for my information only,



are you two a couple?’

She looked down at the deck. “No.” She faced me squardly. “said on hireing there would be
no dalliances with the crew. But sometimesthey say that, and later...” she shrugged.

“yeah i know that men change their minds. So do women. Look i want to get off this ship onto
land, and live my own life. Whatever that might be. Fair enough?’

Shedidn’t smile but at least she didn’t look asangry. “Fair enough.” She climbed up so fast i
don’t think her feet touched the rungs but twice.

| followed more dowly. Just aswell i would soon be gone. Politica enemies were bad enough.
| didn’t want to make a persond one, just because Mr. Pirate might turn out to have aroving eye.

Soi did my own arm crossing and cold manner when i entered the captain’ s cabin. It captain
hurricane noticed he gave no sign. Hewas in the middle of studying achart, bardly glanced up his manner
absent ashe said, “my messenger findly caught up with us. The king sent the navy out to blockade the
main harbour, as|’d predicted. We re maybe a day from their outer perimeter. Here' sthe news. He
knows you'’ re here on my ship. The navy is ordered to be on the watch fo us.”

“How are you going to break through the blockade?’

“by joining abig fishing fleet. We' ve been running parale of one these past few days. By
morning we will be adifferent ship. | must request you to spend the rest of today and all of tomorrow in
your cabin. | cannot risk you being seen on deck. Y ou are too recognizable.”

“Who on the fishing boats would know me from anyone else?” i asked not hiding my
scepticiam.

“we re going to run aquick...errand before we land.” He looked out the stern windows, as if
something important was happening on the choppy seas.

“dl right.” 1 knew he wasn't going to tell mewhat his*“errand” was, not after I'd refused
point-blank to become part of hisplans. “if you have something to read, i would like to try to reacquaint
mysdlf with Sartoran writing. Preferably something that might catch me up onlocd history.”

Hefrowned at the chart table, fingerstoying with aquill pen, then shook his head. “Nothing on
board.” When my glance strayed to those bound books over his bunk he said with aquick smile, “Not
histories but if you like when we land i could scout you out one.”

Thus obliquely asking my plans. Right. Asif I'd discussthem! “wdll let’s get to sefety firdt.
Andtoland,” | said with hearty cheer, my gaze drawn irresistibly...And when his eyes met mine the
inward jolt made me shift my own attention to the open scuttle, then to the statue.

Y et the afterimage remained of his open-necked night sky blue shirt with the gold and crimson
embroidery of legping dolphins round the hem, the green-and-white-striped deck trousers, and a sash
riding loose on his narrow hips. The sash a |east matched his headband, though both were purple with
ydlow fringe. More specificdly i was more aware of him insde those clothes, the contours of muscle
shaping the shirt, thelong lines of hislegslooking very good in those deck trousers. | wondered if he had
bunsof stedl...

And stalked out, utterly disgusted with myself.



Chapter twelve

Elvawasn’'t there when i woke the next morning. | eased one of the vapour blurred scuttles
open acrack bringing in astrong whiff of fish. | was surprised to discover the surrounding waters full of
boats and ships, tall masts surging dowly on the seg, sails belling in the same direction.

When i peered out at the foredeck, fine rain misted my face. Under alow, steel gray sky, the
crew laboured at dismantling what seemed to be another ship. The Zathdar with its clean lines had
transformed into aclutter of barrels, nets, old sailcloth and the topgal lants mastslaid along a gangway.
The mastslooked stumpy now, and the rigging had been dtered completely to the triangles of
fore-and-aft, which made sense for fishing cruising, where you stay closer to shore and want to
manoeuvre better. These sailswere old, some of them splotched with mold, patched in other places.

What gtartled me most though was not the crew. They looked pretty much like always, except
the piratica splashes of colour were gone. The big surprise wasthe captain. | dmost missed him, but the
angle of shoulder and neck, the distinctive stance snapped my attention back to the man tending the
whedl.

If those buns of stedl existed, there was certainly no sign of em now. Hewore agrubby pair of
canvas trousers bunched up round hiswaist and tied with arope, some kind of knitted stockings
(complete with gaping holes) and aged deck shoes. His shirt was a sun faded brown, with along vest
over it containing alot of pockets. As usua he' d tied a bandana around his head, but thiswas a narrow
length of brown cloth, below which at least he'd let hishair hang down. | could see why he bound it up.
His hair was an ugly hank of tangled, matted brown, coarse as horsehair, congtantly flapping in hisface/

My hottie radar till blegped, even with the nightmare hair.

Elva appeared from belowdecks, brow tense with worry. Behind her, Devli looked excited
and happy.

“what isit?’ i asked.
“let’ sgo insde where wewon't be yelled at or knocked out of the way,” Elva grumped.
“we were locked below,” Devli said to me.

“how should i know he was serious about that? He' s never been serious about anything,” Elva
protested.

“I love the idea we might be famous. Like our faces drawn onto wanted posters and spread
around thefleet.” Devlaen grinned like akid.

“what’ sgoing on now? | take it we re not staying with this fishing flegt?’
“Arad,” they said together, Elvawith eyesrolled skyward and Devli bouncing on histoes.
“What?’

“wejoined the fishersjust long enough to get inside the blockade. Now he'sjust going to run a
raid. On anavy ship back out on the perimeter.” Devli hopped again. “Hiding behind one of thelittle
idands”

“Zathdar isanidiot,” Elvaadded.



Her disgust was a candle to the sun of my anger.

Despite the captain’ srequest that i stay in my cabin, i marched out into the fine, cool rain, but
not before i saw the triumphant look Elva shot at her brother.

It took me alittle time to thread my way between the crew members busy dismantling the
mess S0 artigtically arranged on deck, and forming long lines of rope haulers dong the gangway asthe
topgdlant masts were being raised again.

The seas had gone gray, and the mist was thickening fast, obscuring the other fishing boats.
The nearest was a blur maybe two hundred yards away.

By pausing, ducking, swerving, side hopping and squirming i managed to makeit adl the way
aft, where Zathdar stood at the helm, rain dripping of his matted clumps of hair, his eyes narrowed as he
peered into the gray gloom that smeared the line between sky and sea.

| stood for along moment, struggling to get afirm control of my temper. Bitchiness never
helped anything, i knew that. Osfar, being mellow at least got me some answers.

So when i knew my voice would be neutral, i asked, “how can you see anything?’
“He' sout there,” Zathdar said.
“yesand i was hoping you' d explain about that.”

He regarded me with faint surprise. “| told you we had an errand to run. Y ou have an
objection to my running araid on one you war commander Randart’s most poi sonous snakes?’

“I thought your errand meant changing the sails or something. Do you” i tried to maintain a
semblance of cordidity, “have an objection to keeping your word? Y ou did say when we broke the
blockade we' d land. | see no land, and your errand seemsto be taking us farther out to sea.”

“We'reinthebay.” He gestured with one hand, awide sweep. “And i saw the perfect
opportunity. After my raid, we'll land. | promisethat.”

If we' re successful, i thought, but i knew how that would sound, so i retraced my steps.

Devli and Elvawaited insde the cabin, she sitting on her bunk, he asthetiny fold-down table.
“Wel?" sheasked, asi sank onto my bunk.

“we land after thisraid.” | raised my fingersin air quotes, to which they reacted with mute
question. “He sayy”
Elvaturned on him. “What?’

“Perhapsi could cast anilluson or two.” Devli rubbed his hands. “ Anyway i’ m going. When
elsewill i ever get to be on an actud pirate raid?’

“wear an eye patch,” | suggested aware of my heartbeat accelerating. My brain was catching
up on redity. Me, awaitress, whose most accustomed battles were against LA traffic, was on board a
pirate ship heading straight for araid on anava ship.

“Eye patch?’ Devli broke into my dark thoughts.

“pirates have to wear eye patches. And peg legs’ | got up and sat again. “1 suspect it has
something to do with cannon balls, and no I'm not explaining that.”



The watch bell changed, and Devli vanished on some other errand.

Elva hunched on the other bunk, obvioudy brooding. We left the door open, watching the
swift ateration of the ship back into deek piracy, asthelast of the fishers vanished into the gray haze
behind us. The crew got the topgal lant mastsfitted, the sheets rattled down and the sails set, after which
out speed increased with bucking surges afine spray arcing on the low lee side of the ship.

The wind had increased with the rain and we tacked at a dramatic dant. An idand emerged
out of the gloom, amere shadow at first, one at which we appeared to be amed. My nerves twisted
dowly into knot-gutted tension as the wind and current brought us closer to it with what was rapid speed
for gps.

Chasing another ship isnot like amovie car chase. It'sakind of hurry up and wait affair. Y ou
run around on deck getting ready, while the ships dowly inexorably sail toward one another.

The firgt danger was weathering that idand, as we skirted much too closeto itsrocky cliffson
thein running tide. | could seetheindividua twigs making up nests on which birds sat; other birds cawed,
dived and flapped about. Zathdar stayed at the whedl, speaking to his crew in short sharp sentences
while we tacked at that rooftop dant close to theidand, and about the same time my tension racked up
to high anxiety at the sight of those breakersrolling away toward the rocky shore, the last cliff did by and
we werein open ocean again reveding our prey. It was athree masted clipper, easly twice the length of
Zathdar’ shurricane.

Eveni who knew little about ships, could sense the navy ship’ s anticipation of an easy kill in
the way some sailsjerked up and others came down, and the ship hauled itswind in every bit astight a
curve as our own. They were coming on the attack.

So imagine their dismay when, vagudly on the till gray horizon (it was | ate afternoon, not that
you could tell where the sun was, but the light was steadily more diffuse) two nicks appeared.

The other two pirate consorts.

Zathdar had sent them the easy way, to form the other half of the pincer. Only we'd also been
the bait.

We began to close with the clipper. Devli regppeared looking ridiculousin ablond wig an old
dust mop and ill fitting striped trousers (yellow and green) with an outsized shirt of ataxing shade of
orange. “He has enough disguises to equip the city theatre down there.” Devli exclaimed.

“you look likeanidiot,” Elvaretorted.

“sure, but i don’t look like me. In case they have wanted postersissued. Oh how i’d loveto
seeoneg, if it'sredly true,” he added longingly. “and how much of aprice on my head.”

“probably two copper trinkets. Three more than you' reworth,” elva said with Ssterly
disrespect.

Devli grinned, flipping hiscurlsat her. “Y ou’ re sour because you don't get to go. If you acted
friendly I'll wager he' d haveyou dongin atrice”

Elvawavered, which surprised me. Then she shrugged. “and have Sasharia counting her toes
here? Seems fair enough that somebody staysto keep her company.”

Devli turned to me. “1 wish he'd let you come,” he said shyly.



“thanks. | think.” | gripped my hands behind my back. “But no thanks.”
Brother and sister widened their eyesin surprise. “But you' re good,” Devli observed.

“Good at practice. I’ ve spent years and years at it. That does not mean i want to let
somebody try to ventilate my chitins. It only meansthat maybei’m ready for it if it happens.” | was
desperate to keep my voice even. Ow could i be the only one scared spit-less but from dl i could seei
was.

Devli’ s brow puckered. “Y ou were so good in the fight at the transfer tower.”

I thought back, remembering only a blur of tiredness that jolted suddenly into a
super-powered adrenaline rush...powered not only by inept guards trying to capture us, but by the
intesnse awareness of that derisive pirate whose first word about me had been useless.

| wasn't going to say that my main motivation had been to show him how wrong he was.
Nope, nope, nope.

“Accident,” i sated. “1 was half-adeep, running on ingtinct. | am supposed to stay out of sight.
Remember” and in athoroughly cowardly absolutely desperate attempt to change the blasted subject,
“Elvawould you give me arundown on what' s happened in the past twenty years?’

“If you like.” Shelooked perplexed. “In agenera way at least.”

To keep my hands busy so they wouldn’t shake i began to unbraid my hair and comb it out.
One braid a atime, wincing and cursing under my breath at the snags. Back in LA I'd be doing thisjob
after agood treatment with awholelot of conditioner, bet there wasn't any here.

“How far back shal i go?’ Elvaasked, and then her eyesrounding, “if you' Il pardon my saying
you havealot of hair.”

“oh yeah. My dad was a frizz-ball too. Mede Eingtein look bald—never mind who Einstein
was. Let'ssay that wherei come from, big hair istotally uncool.” The word came out in English. There
was't anything close. “i made the mistake of cutting it when i got mad a my mom, not long after we got
though the world gate and for a couple of yearsi looked like awaking mushroom. Growing it long at
least weighsit down, and i can braid it.”

She grinned asi yanked out another braid, which sprang into determined curls adding to the
mass hanging down my back to my butt. When i pulled it sraight, i could St onit.

“dl right. Well in’ 36 two years after you left, there was astrange incident we call the Diamis
War, but it wasn't awar it was more of an enchantment and extended over theworld.”

“oh yes someone mentioned that. | wondered if Samis was a place or aperson.”

“someone from Norsunder. An original Old Sartoran, i mean from four thousand years ago.:
she hunched her shoulders. “He was young-looking and handsome and charming, and he enchandted
people by just thinking at them.”

“That sounds nasty.” | watched the archery teams climb to the tops.

“I1t was. Though nobody remembered much afterward. It waslikewe dl lost ayear. | wasa
toddler, so i didn’t redlly notice anything, but the adults ftill talk about it, and they’ re worried because
Norsunder is on the move, they say.”



“that sounds even worse.” The clatter of arrows and weapons from outside brought usto the
cabin door asthe archery teamstook their places on the mastheads and readied themselves.

“yes Devli saysthe mages’ Elvadtiffened , her face blanching.

| leaped up and joined her, my hair half combed in a curling massthe other hdf in ratty braids
asthe deck crew lined up dong therails, weapons at hand.

Things had changed far faster than i had expected.

Our pirate schooner lurched toward the navy ship which looked enormous as it loomed
steadily closer. The fading light in the west was augmented by lanterns hung. Zathdar’ s crew waited
motionless except for nervous hands on weapons, quick head turnings. Ah. So they were scared too. |
could seeit in the tightened shouldersin giff fingers, shuffling and restless checking and rechecking of

weapons,

For some reason the sight of their tension actualy eased some of mine. So i was not the only
scared person on board. The proximity of violence ddliberately chosen jetted amingling of emotions
through me most negative, but somewhere in there was anticipation. Even readiness, i could fed it inthe
way my muscles tightened aong my spine and through my back, afedling akin to the moments before a
match a abig competition, but at afuel injected hyper level.

Zathdar spun the whedl. Sall parties brailed up two sailswith lighting speed and teh ships
thumped together yards and rigging entangling masts cresking. We dl staggered, then shadowy figures
crouched below therail jumped up and swung over to the navy ship from ropes. More ran across
entangled yards to the other ship, rearing and howling.

“Ingde! Shut the door!” Owl bawled at me as he ducked under a swinging lantern sword
raised. He and two otherstook up station in front of Elva’sand my cabin, obvioudy on defence duty.
Either that or to keep Elvaand me from running to the navy guys.

The mass of surging figures shouted fought leaped to and fro. Annoyed asi was with Zathdar,
the name Randart had scared me. | had no intention whatsoever of legping from Hurricane sfrying pan
into thefire of Canardan’s Sinister war commander.

But Zathdar didn’'t know that. Where was he, anyway?

the lanterns shone through the ropesin wild spider-web patterns creating intersecting
geometric light patches and shadows, making it impossible to tell the surging figures gpart. At least the
darkness has to be hiding blood and guts...sure don't see any, don’t want to see any...

| peered around the cabin door.

The tweet of awhistle—aroar of triumph—and twenty or thirty armed silhouettes jumped
down from the navy ship’s higher deck. A surprise squad of marines held back as reinforcements legped
over therail onto out ship and fought their way down the deck outnumbering the defending pirates.

“they know you're here,” Elvasaid flatly, and i threw open the door. Owl twisted around.
“you know Randart does not mean safety for you.”

My jaw was locked, teeth gritted. “im out here so i can defend myself. 1. Do. Not. Want. To
be. Anyon€e's. Prisoner.”

From overhead a colourful figure swung and Zathdar landed on the yard directly above us.



A quick exchange of glances between him and Owl, then “herel”

Zathdar flung a cavary sword through the air toward me.

One sharp thud of heart against ribs and years of kata training took over. | knew sword forms.
| knew how to throw and catch a spinning sword. Y ou don't take it standing still, but match movement
and s0i flowed into kata mode and dipped the sword out of the air, bringing it down with a swoosh
before thefirst nava worrior reached us.

He legped back joining his companions, who were al in brown uniforms. For amoment they
al sared a me, eyes so wide twin lantern flames reflected in them, their heads turning dightly asi swung
the saber back and forth, back and forth, trying to get the fed for its unfamiliar weight and shape.

“that’ sthe one,” the lead man said. “take her.”
My heartbeat shifted into overdrive, drumming in my ears.

Owl two of hissailors, and Elva (who' d ducked into the cabin returned with aknife) formed a
linein front of me, al of uskeeping clear of the others' reach.

“nokill,” Owl ordered hoarsdly.

Elvasent him adistracted glance. “i thought that was all hot air.”

“Noture,” he snapped. “Why do you think the bow teams are waiting?’

| remembered them crouched there overhead. | realized no arrows had been loosed.
Y et.

| swung my cavalry sabre, which was much heavier than i was used to. | noted the red tassel
on it. Thiswasthe one from the wegpons locker that on one had touched. Zathdar’ s fighting blade! But
he was nowherein sight.

A short, barked word and the navy guys rushed us. Then time stopped. The univers narrowed
to my trembling fingers, my chi breething, and the cut and thrust of swinging stedl.

No kill? No chance to ask. It made me faster, surer becausei fought asi dwayshadin
practice, only one step harder. | did not careif i hurt anyone, i didn’t want to kill anyone...

... and they were not trying to kill me. Disarm yes. Wound even. But not to kill.

And soi parried, blocked, deflected, kicked, punched, nicked, thumped (and used my knee
onceto unfair but effective advantage—sorry guy) but i never stabbed.

The endless moment stretched into aroaring blur as sweat sung my eyes and my throat
rasped raw. Abruptly i swayed there on the deck whooping for bresth, peering thisway and that for the
next target, but there were no more targets. There were only four people lying on the deck, either
unconscious or wounded. The rest retreated fast, vanishing over therail asamass of gathered pirates,
fresh from the supporting ships, chased them aft.

Asthe navy guys swarmed back to their own ship, the battle shifted to the other deck. |
rushed to the side, Owl next to me, in time to witness the end of a sabre dua between Zathdar and the



their captain. Thelatter’ s sword clanged to the deck, Zathdar held his point at the man’ sthroat and
shouted something that was echoed by awoman at the other end of the navy ship. She was one of
Zathdar’ s other captains.

The result was weapons clanking and whanging to the deck, handsraised in the universa “i
surrender don't hit me!” the king’ s sailors were obvioudy not going to test the pirates’ willingnessto stick
totherulesat price of their captain’slife, and i wondered if that was out of loyalty or fear.

Zathdar flicked alook our way.

Owl moved with the speed of someone who had received orders. Asi leaned on therail, il
breathless, the pirates dragged the unconscious navy guysto therail and attached them to ropesto be
boomed over to their own deck. Meanwhile Zathdar prodded the captain and they vanished into the
clipper’ sbroad cabin.

The pirates herded the navy below the clipper’ s decks, then closed and barred the hatches.
After that they moved about some purposeful, most just talking pointing demonstrating with their
wespons, the restlessrattling about of people shedding adrendine.

Devli emerged from the hatch, papers clutched to his orange shirt, his unlikely blond mop
bouncing as he bounded toward the place where the two rails ground together on the pitching waves.

On asharp whistle pirates swarmed aloft to free rigging and spars others got busy hacking
chopping tearing cutting ropes. They were doing enough sabotage to ensure no chase would be made
without alot of repairsfirst. Some returned to the Hurricane, carrying pretty much anything the navy guys
hadn’t nailed down. There wasn't much to loot on anavy scout, but they’ d done their best.

Elvajoined me. “Ow,” she said reflectively binding alength of cloth round one forearm. “i
hope that’ sthe last pirate battle we rein. No matter what my brother says.”

“tell me about thisno kill order.” My brain had gone oddly numb, and my hoarse vice sounded
far away like someone ese.

“Oh. That. It'sjust thefool that is Prince Jehan, who is supposedly in charge or the guard, the
navy and i forget what else hisfather wantsto duck the blame for, supposedly issued this command to
their forcesthat in askirmish they can't kill anyone until our sde that isthe resstance does. He
supposedly does't want our countrymen killing one another if it can be avoided. It seemsto be the same
for the piratestoo. Anyway, i dwaysthought it lies. Canardan’ s people trying to whitewash their rotten
reputation. But i guessitstrue. For the navy and army, i emphasize,” she added, her brow furrowed.
“Not for War Commander Randarts private guard.”

The two shipsjolted, staggering everyone on both decks, then parted with agroan of timbers.
| wondered if Zathdar had made it back just as a colourful figure emerged from the navy captain’s cabin.
The climbed up the shrouds, caught aropei hadn’t seen in the wavering light from the lanterns (it was
quite dark by now) and swung over lightly, landing on the topsail yard just as two arrows hissed through
the air from the other ship.

He caught one of the backstays, did to the deck near us. A last arrow thunked into the
coaming round the fore hatch directly behind him, then someone on the other ship shouted an order and
there were no more arrows.

Zathdar gave us dl one coprehesive glance. “dl right?’ he addressed everyone, but his glance
rested last on me.



“dive” i said and Elvaechoed me. Theni drew in adeep bresth. Keep it neutra. Y ou il
haveto land.

But i had to ask. “Wasit really necessary thisraid? Or just you know your typical pirateidea
of fun?’

“oh letsjust say that thisfellow has been doing abit of piracy on hisown.” Zathdar tipped his
head toward the ship. “Under orders from the war commander.”

His manner wastoo airy, acontrast with that tight gesture. Plainly i was not the only one
keeping crucia info behind buttoned lip.

Hegrinned a me. “and you think i look strange.” He took the cavalry sword from my
unresigting fingers, stepped back and flicked teh ping through the air ayard from my head anironic
sute.

| clutched a my hair, felt the one side ratty braids dangling down, the other atangled mass of
fizzy curls, emphasis on the tangles. Total big hair crigs! | had to laugh the sheer squeaky laugh of a
sudden rush of knee whacking relief. It wasredly over. My musclesturned to Smucker’ sfinest.

“Well done.” Heflourished the sword as he smiled at usall. But againi had the distinct sense
hewastaking to me.

Then heturned away, lifting hisvoice “captain’s punch for every hand!”

The sailors responded with aloud hearty cheer as Zathdar bend to yank the last arrow out of
the coaming. He straightened up flushed with triumph. “come down in the wardroom to celebrate?”’

Again hedid not quite address me, but the air in my genera direction. Owl overseeing the last
sweep of the deck, raised ahand in agreement. Thiswas agenera invitation, not a private one. He' d said
it would take place in the wardroom. No harm in that.

Then Zathdar turned my way “join us Sasharia?’

“Sure.” And to Owl who was rubbing his hands and laughing under his bresth, “ Captain’s
punch?’

“ohitsgood.” Owl chuckled. “But it’ Il knock you back if you're not careful.”

The crew divided up into two parties, with off-duty crew members carrying food up to those
on duty. The watch captains crowded around with us at the battered table in the wardroom, roaring again
asteh grinning cook muscled in a huge tureen of something that smelled like citrus, with hard liquor
undertones.

A variety of cups, mugs and glasses passed from hand to hand, everyone dipping into the
tureen. Next came the sounds of durping and sighing. The punch was ablend of berry, citrus, wineand a
raisny liquor that was very smooth going down, with adelicious bite. Warmth rushed through me,
smoothing away the aches.

“good en?” Owl dug hiselbow in my side.

“Mighty good.” | dipped again, then redlized they were all more or lesswatching me. Soii
lifted my glassto thetable. “ Great job pegps!”



The peeps came out in English, but no one seemed to care. They gave another cheer. In such
asmall space, their enthusiasm hurt the ears. | gulped down more punch, feding hot and alittle dizzy as
everyone started talking, the adrenaline-comedown sort of chatter i remembered from my competition
days. “didyasee...?” “...and then i took my sword and...” “hewasgoin’ for Sage, soi grabbed up a stool
and...” everyone wanted to air their own bit, to praise the others and be praised, and as the punch
loosened tongues more of the compliments came my way.

| smiled and saluted and returned compliments about skirmishesi couldn’t possibly have seen
because the flushed smiling faces and bright eyes surrounding me so plainly expected it. And deserved it
too. They’d won, we were safe.

But asthe talk got wilder, the compliments sent my was took on a certain familiarity of
expression. “thought you' d findly take action,” the cook said, giving me afriendly nudge with apowerful
am. | nearly fel facefirg into the tureen.

“knew you’ d come out fer yer dad,” the forecastle captain boomed from the other side of the
table. “ he never forgot usthat haven't any titlesno he did not.”

And after agenera (if less energetic) “Hear him, hear him!” one of the top hands thumped her
mug onto the table.

Then red haired Robin declared, “When you raise your banner, Princesswe' |l be right behind
you.”

| tried to force a smile and shot a suspicious look at Zathdar. He had been watching me. He
gave his head the smdlest shake, turning his thumbs outward and i knew he hadn’t said anything to the
crew.

They didn’t act like people ordered to drop hints about my princessly obligations, and
anyway, it was al coming back to me, how people thought here. When you were born to atitle, you had
aresponshility aong with your title. Y our job was palitics.

| left assoon asi could, aware of Elva s unhappy face over at the side table, where she sat
with Zathdar’ s navigator and bosun. She followed mein slence.

| tramped wearily to my cabin, Elva behind me, winching as she flexed her fingers. Titles
expectations obligations politics chased round in my heed like dizzy mice,

A long drink of water then i lay dawn, shut my eyes and firmly told myself that answerswere
my dad’sjob. | just had to find him.

Chapter thirteen

While Atania was on her way with her royal escort to the royal castle at Vadnais, back at the
Ebans home Marka at last free of her bonds, crept downstairs. She' d gotten safely under her bed by the
time she heard the smashing and banging of searchersin the lower rooms. She hadn’t known who was
searching the house, but those words the tall beautiful woman with the accent had said echoed over and
over inher mind, Living alie.

Then the tromping feet came upstairs. Two pairs appeared in her doorway, and one pair
kicked roughly at her trunk. A young man said in abored voice, “Here sthe room with the sgnd. But the
girl isgone”



“aswell,” someone else said.
Aswee. She knew what that meant. They’d had ordersto kill her.

Tromp, tromp, tromp. The heavy boots clattered down the stairs. The crashes and bangs
below ended. The door dammed and the house was silent.

Markawas aone. Wondering if shewould ever stop crying, she went back to working
steadily at the knots.

Dawn painted the world in dreary blue streaks as she passed through the ruined rooms. She
paused in the kitchen to grab some of the spilled food, drink from the water barrdl, then eased out into
the vegetable garden, where cold air promised rain. Her newly bare neck was chilled, and fresh tears
rolled down her cheeks at the thought of her shorn hair—and Tam bearing it away. Maybe flinging it with
disgust into afire. Stop it. Get home, warn Mamaand the others.

Shethought of Mistress Eban’ s absent kindness. She thought of Tam, hisgrin, his hands. His
kisses. Her beautiful hair that he used to run hisfingersthrough caling it ribbon-silk...

Her chest ached with the sobs that boiled up, but she couldn’t let them escape. At least she
had never told the king’s Tam’ s name, or anything about him. She could be glad of that. She would have
to be glad of that.

She crossed the boot-trampled vegetable garden and scurried up thetrail through the orchard,
leaving barely arudtle.

Atania dept through the next few days, only rising to drink some hedler’ stea she found
waiting (the smell had woken her up), eat the meals she found on atray and go right back to deep. She
wasin aroom, not acell. The bed was clean and comfortable. Everything el se could wait.

She let another week go by while she avoided the king's messengers, either pretending to be
adeep or claming she ill was unwell, as she recovered her strength and wondered what to do.

Then came the morning that Commander Randart entered the king’ s outer chamber, pushed
past the scribes and runners, and scowled at the crowd around the king.

Canardan bustled his bureaucrats through the immediate business, and dismissed the rest with
alaugh and ajoke.

When the last had departed, the king motioned for Randart to shut the door. He sighed
inwardly & hisold friends scowl. “What now?’

“Currier from Ellir.” Randart sank into one of the cushioned interview chairs. “ Zathdar seems
to have dipped insde the blockade.”

Canardan dammed a hand down on hisdesk. “Damm! How does apirate ship ‘dip’ insdea
blockade?

“My scouts think he might have mingled with the fishing fleet coming back from northern
waters. Though no one reported any vessels stlanding out or otherwise drawing attention.””



Canardan sat back, his breath hissing. “What else?’

“Zathdar reappeared on the other side of MaisIdand.”

Canardan pressed his handsto hiseyes. “No don't tell me.”
Randart waited, smiling grimly while the silence lengthened.

“All right,” Canardan sghed, flinging his hands outward. “tell me.”

“the report is sketchy. Just arrived by transfer note.” Only small pieces of paper fit into the
magical notecases, which made for very short reports. “ But he seemsto have cut out the skate. Took it
just long enough for hisrabbleto srip it of supplieswhile hetried to pr details of the mission from

Bragail”

Canardan laughed somewheat bitterly. “I wish him joy for hisefforts. Bragail has too many
secrets buried to hand any pirate ashove.”

“Except if i read thisaright” Randart held up afolded bit of paper “ Zathdar began by flinging at
least acouple of those secretsin histeeth.”

Canardan leaned forward, hand out. “L et me seethat.” He growned down at the paper... the
pirate said 2 words, “Chwahir’ & “Glathan”, so the cptn. Endorsed Z' s order to leave them donein
t/cabin. We went below, under swords of pirates. “ Glathan. | suspect we will never ceaseto regret that.”

Randart shrugged. “ Only way to dedl with mages.”

Canardan rubbed his eyes, trying to press back the pangs of aburgeoning headache. The
kingdom was unravelling under hisfingers. It would take a grand gesture of kingly proportion to wrest
triumph out of disaster. One possible gesture was upstairs, having been left until her blistered feet had
hedled enough for her to walk.

Giving Canardan time to consider what to say when they did meet again. He d been reflecting
on those blistered feet from a cross country run that everyone in the castle the kingdom apparently knew
about before he did. He had begun to suspect she was aboiding him, but that was dl right. He was il
considering what to be done.

Bringing him to the present. “What about my son? No message from him?’ Canardan flicked
his solid-gold notecase.

“yesthe courier had word about him aswell. He sent one f his runners straight to Ellir,
promising that the prince would be back by the beginning of the midsummer games.” Randart added
wryly, “You haven't heard from him directly because he seemsto have been caught napping by some
highway robbers aong his path in the south, and he was robbed of everything including his notecase.”

Canardan groaned the headache was worsened with every word he heard.

“WEell he did send his guard to the world gate tower, so he cannot be blamed for a shortage of
persond protection,” Randart offered, inwardly despising that absurd order about not killing the enemy
until they killed first. For Randart, there was no consideration for fellow countrymen, much less pirates or
brigands. If you stood againgt him, you were an enemy. Enemies deserve death. Clear and smple.

Canardan snorted. “No, he can be blamed for being an idiot who cannot defend himself
against acouple of bush skulkers. But he will beamarried idiot as soon aswe lay hands on that girl.



WEe Il makeit agrand festival, with public pardons handed out like roses.”
Randart did not hide his surprise, or his displeasure.

“Carefully chosen ones,” Canardan said swiftly mistaking the direction of randart’sire.
“Anyway as soon as Jehan shows up in Ellir, we'll know where heis. Send amessage to him to stay put
for the midsummer games. He can wine and dine the winning cadets, he can hold musicd parties, he can
visit every poet and painter in the city, but heisto stay put.”

“I’ll send the dispatch as soon as we' re done.”

“We re done. Go yoursdf. Hunt down that pirate. | don’t careif you usethe entire fleet. The
Chwahir plan isadisaster, blockading doesn’t work and we can’'t even get our trade protected, so you
my friend are going pirate hunting, and when you do find them, kill them al. Make certain not oneis |left
aliveto come back here and blab al over about out villainy. Against Pirates.”

Each considered how unfair that was.

“the only onei want left diveisthegirl, and you bring her directly to me,” the king ordered.
“Congder it done.” Randart got up and left.

That night, Atanial awoke abruptly aware someone was in her room.

If that’s Canary, i will scream so loud they’ll hear mein Sartor. She sat bolt upright in bed and
yanked the coversto her neck.

A shape passed before the faint starlight glowing in her window, afemale shap. Stout with an
ill confined cloud of frizzy hair.

“Ananda?’ she whispered astonished.

“Yes” camethe queen’'s soft voice. “No, do not light acandle. | am believed to be
deepwalking. It' s part of my madness.

Atania gave her eyes avigorous rub, then she patted the bed, which was large enough to
deep afamily comfortably. “ Cometak to me. I'm glad you're ill dive.”

“Oh hewould never daretouch me,” Queen Anandasaid dryly. “After dl it's my name that
brought him the crown, even if he put hisMerindar chdice on dl the shidds and carriages. HE sno
Zhavdieshin. Neither ishisboy. Though i wouldn’t mind if Jehan were,” she added in areflective voice.

“Jehan?’ Atanid prompted as the bed shifted and the queen settled, hands clasped around her
knew. “Tel meabout him.”

The two women regarded one another in the pale starlight. The queen knew she was
unprepossessing, but then she' d alway's be unprepossessing: short, plump, her hands broad, her nose a
hawk beak, her hair an uncontrollable frizzy mat of yellow. Her brother Mathiaswasthetdl, well made
verson of frizz and nose who'd gone away and come back with this stunning beauty from another world.

“i know him little. What i do know, i shdl tell you anon.”

Atania heard the hesitation in her voice and misconstrued the reason. She exclaimed
impulsively. “Firsti want to say this. | never saw you after your father’smemorid. Thisistwenty years of
your timetoo late, but i apologizeif i ever made you suffer.”



“no,” the queen murmured. “Y ou didn’t. | knew what Canardan was after when he flirted with
you. | only fooled mysdf once, when i believed his blandishments during our courtship. But i didn’t know
what red love was until i saw you with Math.”

Atania bowed her head until her brow rested on her knew, which she’ d brought up under the
covers. Her voice was muffled. “then my flirtation with Canary must have looked doubly bad to you.”

“1 could see you keeping it light and merry.”

“Yes. And no. Heisamazingly attractive, or at leat was.” Atanid sighed. “ So flirting with him
was fun. Dancing closeto thefire. | thought you didn't care, i thought you didn’t notice, i thought i could
in someway help Math. And oh, i haveto admit i liked the danger. But he burned me good, right dong
with Math.”

The queen nodded. “i know that, and i have my own confession to make. | believeitismy
fault that you and Math had to run. Y ou see, i told Canardan the night my father died that i was going to
renounce the crown in favour of Math.”

“Y ou did? We never heard that!”

“of course not. Y ou only suffered the results. | thought i could deflect Canarda from taking
power, but i had migudged everything. Including his reasons for marrying me.”

“oh Ananda. I’'m so sorry. So that’ s behind the mad-queen story?’

“when he said i went mad with grief over my father’ s death and my brotherstreachery, for five
years he made surei saw no onein order to deny it. | did not have the wit or ability to resist. So life went
on, passing me by. | became a nonentity.” The queen shrugged, her voice briefly ironic, reminding Atanid
momentarily of Math. “Maybei deserved it alittle, though i never asked to bebornto atitle. But i finaly
realized that the guise of madness was a convenience for us both. He gets the power he wanted, and i
have my freedom within these walls. However taking power had not proved easy for Canardan. Things
have gone wrong for him, especialy in thelast few years. Ever snce Jehan came back. Canardan’s
become very determined asaresult.”

Atania said abruptly, “Bringing us back to Canardan’s boy. Is he good to you at least?’

“Jehan’ s not redly aboy. Though everyone thinks of him asone. It’ sthat white morvende hair,
the dreamy manner. He does have atendency to veer off and follow bardsif they sing well enough, i hear
or artigtsif they’re pretty and paint well, but yes, he'saways been kind to me.”

“Theniwon't hate him, but if i can find away to defeat Canary i will.”

The queen paused, staring ahead for along moment. “ Canardan’ s got the castle on double
watches. Everyone EVERY ONE, knows you are back. And that you are here. So you have become a
royd guest whichiswhy you arein the roya guest wing here, though no one degpsin any of the rooms
either sde of you, and the tower isguarded at dl the stairways. It' salso warded, i believe.”

“thank you for thewarning.”

The queen rose. Her voice was soft and dreamy. “He sgoing to offer you everything.
Including my life. He would keep that promise.”

She drifted to the door.

“Anandawait,” atania whispered, not daring to raise her voice.



But the queen had had her say. She vanished, and by the time Atania had wrestled out of the
covers, run to teh door and cautioudly eased it open, no onewas insight.

Atania wandered back to teh bed. That wasweird, that was definitely weird. She sensed teh
woman had more to say but if so why not say it?

Because shethinksi might buy Carary’sline. Even at the price of her life.

It wasjolting uncomfortable and if looked at a certain way, kind of insulting but atanial would
not let herself go there. She herself had migudged the queen in the past, so she had to accept without
rancor that that was atwo way street.

Atanial threw herself on the bed, knowing she should arm hersdlf with deep, but that seemed
impossible. Shewiggled her toes. Her feet did fed alot better, thanksto the salve they’ d given her after
that first marvellous bath.

She could get up and look now, except if shelit alamp in order to check Queen Ananda's
wordswho might be watching?

Remember you are a prisoner.

She dozed eventudlly but that thought was till with her when she woke. Pearly blue early
morning light pooled on the spectacular rug in severa shades of green and gold with highly stylized
flowersinterwoven.

Atania threw back the coverlet and padded to the wardrobe. Her feet no longer hurt. The
wardrobe was amost as large as the bedroom, into which someone had brought quite a number of
trunks.

Canary had had an entire day to set up this pretty prison before he’ d closed histrap on the
Ebans. She needed to remember that too.

But, she thought happily when she threw back thefirst trunk and saw the gorgeous silk inside,
there was no reason she needn’t take any armaments offered her.

It was astylishly gowned Atania, her hair pinned up with pearls, who received the runner
cometo invite her to breakfast with the king, as he had very day.

It was time to face the enemy guns.

“Pleasetell himi;d be delighted. Or better, why don’t you escort me? Through i remember the
cadtlefairly wel, i don’t know which room he uses”

The young man blushed as he bowed.

Atanid placed her hand confidingly on hisarm and tripped dong the hal. She mentdly counted
up al the armsmen she saw, sure there were some out of sight.

Prisoner, she thought, at the same moment Canary glimpsed her floating down the big marble
stairway to the terrace where he had the servants set up breakfast. Nothing private. Not that there was
any privacy when every single pair of ears was cocked in thisdirection, and every pair of eyesjostling to
catch aglimpse of the famed princess. Let them see akingly welcome.

With covert gppreciation he noted that only her face had aged, but its lines were those of



intelligence, of laughter, of hard won experience. Her hair wasthe sam sun lit yellow asthe old days, and
her body under that blue silken stuff formed the same strong enticing curves that had caught his eye two
decades ago.

Heforced his gaze away and smiled and she smiled, and he indicated teh table, beautifully laid
out with the best gold edged porcelain the best golden utensils a crystdl vase with fresh picked rose buds.

She sat arranging her skirts.

Hewaited for the sllent servitorsto set out the platters of hot food. Then he waved them
away.

“feeling better?’ he asked.

“Lovey! So catch me up on the news.” Shetipped her head and charmed him by plopping her
elbowson thetable.

“Local news?’ he asked with someirony.
“Oh, no world news. What havei missed?’

“Y ou missed a couple of brushes with Norsunder.” He pour out perfectly steeped Sartoran
teafor her himsdlf. “al the mages are yammering about area strike one of these days. But they’ ve been
yammering for th past decade, and nothing has happened yet.”

“That sounds nasty.” She cradled the fine porcelain cup in her fingers, sipped, smiled over the
gold rim of the cup. “ Tell me something nice. What isthe newsin Sartor?’

“From what i’ ve heard, Shontanade Lirendi is busy courting Y ustnesveas Landis.”

“If i knew that Carlagl of Colend had ason, i had forgotten. | hope hi isnot asmasashis
fether,” Atania said.

“No. Not intheleast. Heis a so athrowback to Matthaias the Magnificent.” Canardan added
sardonicdly, “Even my cloud brained son noticed when i sent him west to Alsaisto get some diplomatic
experience. Sad every femade within riding rangeisin love with him, and haf the men aswell. Certainly
every princess of digible age seemsto bewaiting for him to throw the rose which leavestherest, like my
boy, out in the cold.”

“If he' sthat beautiful, what are the chances with Y ustnesveas of Sartor?”’

“well no one knows. But there’ s been some diplomatic fluttering about the fact that she'd
never leave Sartor, and he’ d never leave Colend, so the only solution is those two combining kingdoms
into one of the biggest empiresthisworld has ever known, even in the old empire days.”

Atania whistled as she set down the cup and lavishly piled crispy edged oatcakes onto her
plate.

“But there are those who don't think anything will come of it.” He helped himsdlf, and for a
short time there was no sound but the distant chatter of birds asthey ate. Then helifted hisfork, watching
gppreciatively as she got a second helping. “you still have a splendid appetite, | see”

“of course,” she said equably. “When the food is as good as this. And when I’ ve gone without
asmany medsasi have.” She gave him amocking saute with her teacup.



He grinned. “ Tell me about your girl. She agood eater aswell?’
“Yes.” Atania added honey butter to her oatcakes.

“that’ s not exactly informative.”

“No,” she helped hersdlf to some diced peaches.

“Will you listen to my suggestion?’

“tak away. It'syour Palace, and your invitation.” She made awry gesture indicating hersalf
there on the chair in her splendid gown, and gave him alovdy smile. “wé ll cal it an invitation, Snce
you' ve been nice enough to include a scented walk in bath and trunks of clothes and afine room in you
durancevile”

“now, Atanid,” he chided. “I’d rather have you asan dly. Much rather.”
“Inwhat plans?’

“recover Khanerenth’s past glories.” Helifted his hand, talking in the paace. “that’ s it without
embroidery. We re asinking ship. Trade disrupted neighboring kingdoms call the prices, and they don’t
cut us any dedls. Threat of war with Norsunder. Chwahirdand has Shnit Sonscarna back on the throne,
which has been no good newsto anyone.”

“i hadn’t known he was gone.”
“Oh for awhile. But he came back.”

She remembered the horrible reports of Shit of the Chwahir. Now that was atruly evil king,
no ifsands or buts.

But he wasn't the issue. Khanerenth was. “ Recovering lost glories sounds nice but what does
that mean? Past artistic achievements? Past trade agreements? Surely not lands that have been settled by

treaty.

“Negotiating with bad governments trouble” he held up ahand. “1 know you' re about to come
at me with some remark about my governing but you don’t actualy know anything except gossip from
the Ebans. Y ou can St in on my interviews, talk to my treasury steward, make up your own mind. At
least I’ ve held on. Locan Jora, the others northwards, they keep changing kings like foot warriors change
their socks.”

“That can't begood.” Sheran her fingertip round the gold edging on her cup. “so what do you
want from me?’

“An introduction to your daughter. Just an introduction. Let her meet my boy. Seeif they suit.
Good diplomacy, join the families, promote peace. Hed the problems here.”

Atanid laughed. “How cani arrange that when i am in your castle, surrounded by haf awing
of good looking young men and women brandishing spears?’

“But you are free to go anytime.” He opened his hands. “Go and find her, with my good will.”



Chapter fourteen

| woke up fedling sticky and hot. The ship wallowed like an old tub. Therewasnowind. Yet i
heard a curious scraping sound, to rhythmic to be wesather.

| got up grumpily whishing what they hadn’t seen fit to give methisfancy cabin with a
(sweltering) bunk, when ahommock would have been so much arier. Second i wished I'd warmed up
before the swashbuckling of the day before. And how did i get that many bruises? | didn’t even
remember taking any of those hits, but they sure ached now.

| peered out of the scuttle. Sun dazzle splashed off the water with eye watering brightness.
Therewas no hint of abreeze.

A party of tired looking sailors sat on the deck under the shade of adack sail, honing the
wegpons. Therewere two of three kinds about twelve or thirteen aboard. They had been hidden below
during the fighting on Zathdar’ s orders, so they too seemed grumpy asthey carried polished sharpened
wegpons to the wegpons locker and then brought another to each crew member holding awhetting
stone. When i remembered how much drinking had gone on the night before, i suspected headaches
were aso part of the generd mdaise.

With atotal lack of energy i straightened the bunk. | couldn’t complain about a generous
gediure.

My thoughts fled like frightened birds when i opened the bupboard below my bunk to get out
achange of clothes and saw my gear bag had been moved.

Could that have been the ship? No it couldn’t. I'd tucked it just so. And it hadn’t moved
during that sorm early in our journey.

Whilei was down in the wardroom, someone had come in and searched my stuff.

Elvawas aready gone from the cabin. | was alone. | yanked out the bag ripped it open and
unfolded the exquisite embroidered coverlet. There were my things: my earth clothes and sandds; a
carved wooden box containing the jewels mother and i had carried through the gate; achild’ssmpleflute
(called arecorder on earth) that my father had given me, but hadn’t had time to teach meto play; and
plainest, but by far the most important, a seashell wrapped in homespun cloth. Just the sort of memento a
child would carry, magister Glathan and my father had decided when they prepared this magical token,
and taught me the spells...

It wasthere. It was safe. | wrapped it back up and replaced the things, then replaced the bag.

Nothing was gone, but there remained the fact that someone on board this ship had nosed
through my Suff.

| felt the cabin, grimacing asthe glare and heat hit me. The heavy summer air was thick with
teh scents of brine and wet wood, half-dried canvas and sweaty people. | dodged around the work party
and wandered to the shrouds, the heavy ropes attaching the foremast to the hull. These thick ropes
smdled of seaand hemp ails. The rounded wooden deadeyes showed the effect of wind and weether,
but benesth the stroke of adze remained.

| held onto two of the shrouds, staring down at the water splashing gently against the side of
the hell asi mentaly reviewed the night before. Who had been at the wardroom table with me? 1 could



pretty much remember them al mostly by images of flushed faces asthey deprogrammed, like after any
kind of sudden big even, whether an earthquake or abig competition. Zathdar had been in the wardroom
al thetimei wasthere. Same with Owl and Robin. Okay so...now what i had to consider waswhy |
suspected Zathdar first.

Movement at my side broke my concentration. Elva held out some toasted bread with melted
cheese. “Hungry?’ she asked.

| took it with aword of thanks and she put her hands through the squares made by the
shrounds and the horizonta ratlines, leaning her forehead againgt teh twisted ropes. “i know better than to
down that punch. | should have drunk the crews de,” she said sourly. *He gave them the best. Ellir
Gold”

“well if they’re going to raid, why not the best?| take it hten you didn’t notice who came and
went during the party?’

She gave me aglance of quick concern. “What'swrong?’
“someone went through my belonging last night.”

Shedidn’t ask how i knew. Shelooked away, her shoulderstight, and i said in blank surprise,
“Devieen?’

She shrugged, her face pink with embarrassment and guilt. “he was gone for awhile and he
seemed oh like a scolded pup when he came back.”

| let my breath out. So that’ swhy Elva had looked so miserable last night. “1 didn’t think it of
him”

“| suspect his magisters ordered him to. He saysthey think you have some kind of magical
knowledge that you aren’t telling anyone.” Her tone expressed disbelief and disinterest. Shewasa
navigator, knew nothing of magic and cared less. *Y ou suspected Zathdar,” she added with faint triumph.

“not because he' sdone anything i condiser particularly untrustworthy. Opposite.”
Shefingered the taut shroud. “| don’t understand.”

“Because my distrust makes no sense. | don't trust him because i like him more than not. | um
grew up, let us say hearing about handsome and untrustworthy men.”

“Y ou think him handsome? | don’'t. Anyway you mean kings.” She made athumbsdown
gesture.

“wdl yes. Not only Canary, either. For thefirst time when i was about thirteen my mother was
angry with my father for not returning. She got past that, but i guessit had its effect.” | whooshed out my
breath. “I really haveto get over it aswell. | mean Zathdar wasthereal night. | saw him.”

“He could have had someone search your things,” she said.

“Yes, but isthat redly characteristic? From what little we ve seen, if he wanted to, he would
have searched it himsdlf. Right in front of me.”

“Yesthat’smore hisstyle” Her tone madeit clear she did not think the better of him for it.

| wiped my sweaty forehead against my deeve. At homei would have jJumped in the shower.



Now i turned away, my braids swinging against my back, and finished the bread and cheese asi made
my way below to the cleaning frame shared by the entire crew. It was made of wood, fitted into the door
to the crew quarters, but laden with magic spells. | stepped through, enjoying the snap and tingle of magic
whisking away dirt and grime and i guess bacteria.

Thear was hat and stuffy down there the night crew swinging in their hammocks their deep
breathing audible. | paused in the companionway listening to the thump of feet overhead asi consdered
Elva swords. I'd completely forgotten those two older men who' d first knocked on my door at my
previous apartment, before dvli appeared at the new one and tricked me.

Except those couldn’t be histutors. They had to be Canardan’ s mages.
Again |’d overlooked the magical side of thisstruggle. | had to consider it now.

Devli had magica communication, and he' d been stting in that hold doing magica stuff. He
might not have been making acommunications device for Zathdar at al, whatever he' d told the privateer.
What if he' d been secretly making atransfer toke, like to get two of us off the ship and to his magisters?

Also I" d been seen by the navy guys. Did they have magica communications? What i had to
consider now was the fact that not only did Canardan know about my presence, but these magicians did
aswdl. Magiciansfor and againgt Canardan, busy with their own purposes. And i did not redlly know
what their goa was, once they’ d brought me to thisworld.

“Problem?’

I lifted my head. Zathdar lunged on the ladder above, one arm lazily blocking the hatch so that
no one else could come down. He was back to his scarlet shirt. A shaft of sunlight shimmered with ruby
glow down that extended arm, highlighting itslatent strength.

| said, “ Devli seemsto have received ordersto search my stuff.”
Zathdar made adight grimace. “I didn’t think of that.”

“Here s another thing to consider. He could, say receive atransfer token in anote box. If he
cannot perform adouble transfer himsdlf. HE sanicekid, but i don’t want him anywhere near me
anymore.”

Zahdar looked up at the bright blue sky beyond the sagging mainsail, the light stippling the
dark sweep of hislashes until he blinked. “I can keep him busy down below, if you stay on deck. We
only have afew more days travel as soon asthewind picks up.”

“will thewind pick up?’

“it’ saready beginning.” Hetipped his chin behind me. “We |l haveto tack and tack eastward,
but north should be a swift run.”

“Eadt?’ i exclaimed. “I thought we were going west. Alocabay lieswest, i know that much.”
“But the king has Aloca guarded by too large aforceto dip by.”

“so where are we going?’

“Ellir.”

“What? Isn't that one of the kings strongholds?’



“Wadl itis. Inasense. But have you ever heard the old saying *hidein plain sight’ 7’
“I think our verson is ‘the safest place for athief isunder the sheriff’ s bed.”

Hegrinned. “That’sit. | obtained the latest merchant codes from our friends aboard the skate
yesterday and so it will be a sober trading vessel that makes landfall at dlir, nice and law abiding. The
musclein Alocawill be searching every vessdl. Weland in Ellir and do nothing to draw attention.

He hoisted himsdlf up and i followed after. A faint coolness feathered my cheek. A breeze, just
ashe d sad. Thewater in the distance ruffled in little wavel ets, whitecaps frothing, colour more greenish
than the deep and placid blue below us.

“what about the blockade?’ i watched one of the dack sails stir, then bell dightly.

“here comes,” someone called from above. Owl bawled out an order, and the sail party
scrambled to make the most of the rising breeze.

“the blockade isbroken.” He gave me aquick grin, along dimple flashing beside his mouth
down to hisjaw, and a corresponding flash of warmth kindled my innards. “they’re on their way to
reinforce Aloca”

| took a deep breath. Pirate or privateer, there was no future here. Move along, i told mysdlf,
and i climbed past him. He did not try to stop me, but launched in the opposite direction, gazing upward
and caling acommand to the team shaking out the topsailsto catch the rising wind.

Chapter fifteen

By the watch change, the wind was blowing hard straight along the coast, and so we tacked in
dramétic zigzag back and forth, using the westward bend to propel us gradualy northward. Thewhistle
tweeted, feet thumped. Soon came the agreeable roar of voicesfrom below as the day watch ate their
meal and the next watch scrambled from the hatches, looking around and sniffing the air.

Devli was nowherein sight, neither he nor hissister. | stayed at therail, out of the way,
enjoying the wind. When ahand struck my bicepsin afriendly thump, i was artled to discover Gliss
there, teh wind combing through her blond hair.

“Thanksfor not blabbing,” she said gruffly.
“No one' s business.”
She brought one shoulder up her smile surprisingly shy. “you off & Ellir?’

I nodded expecting her to expressrelief even if covertly but she said even more gruffly, “If you
change your mind. Till you' rewd | until. Y ou could join our watch. Women are good in the tops because
we' refast.”

“Thank you.” | was gratified and surprised. Not even the reminder of my assumed princessly
dutiesimplied in that “until” could upset me. | wasjust going to have to accept that everyone else had
expectations of me. That didn’'t mean i had to raise abanner and lead an army.

| shoved that subject to the back of my brain. Knowing it would sit there and leer a me. “may
i ask you aquestion?’ on her cautious nod of assent “ Didyou set out to become apirate...a privateer or
did it sort of happen?’



“you didn’t know?" Shelooked surprised. “everyones heard of Zathdar’ s fleet. People want
to sgn on. But its not easy firgt to get an interview, then to passther tests.”

“noi hadn’t any idea. Our invitation wasthe kind you don't refuse.” She gave the weak joke a
perfunctory smile. She was a very serious person, i redlized. “so why does he have such asmal fleet?’

“he trains people and then sends them out. Other ships re glad to take uson. It sthetraining,
see. And he doesn’t keep people on long. On account of the price on his head. Except for Owl and his
captains and watch commanders.”

Odd. Why would a privateer train people and send them away? Training costs money, at least
on earth. You don’t train people to be as fast and tough as these and then just send them off, unless...

“we've got dliesif we need em. They know acouple of signals, see. Like when we broke the
navy’ sthrestened dliance with the Chwahir last winter. He says threeis more manoeuvrable.” She
shrugged. “but if he needs afleet well they’ re out there.”

How do you build afleet when you haven't akings budget? Y ou train them, send them out
with acouple of Sgnds...

| forced my thoughts back to Gliss. “ So you started with life on the sea?’

She shook her head once. “born in the hills between what they call Locan Joraand
Khanerenth. Fighting al thetime. Too much of it. Got tired of al the family aliances bickering, worse, the
landholders versus the plains people who have dwaysignored borders, ignore them now, and will dways
ignore them. So. Ran away to sea. Fishing boat, then years. Then got voted in here, ayear ago.”

| whistled, “Now that i know what your invitation isworth, i thank you.:

She squinted upward, frowned a something going on with one of the upper sails and pushed
away without another word, sivarming up the shrouds like shewasflying.

By nightfall we were skimming northward at exhilarating speed. The sky was clear, the air
balmy. Three of the day crew brought out instruments, sat on the railing of the forecastle half deck and
began to play. Some of the crew sang songsin round, inwhich i could hear the difficult but distinctive
Sartoran triplicate chord changes and besats. The teenaged crew members started dancing in twos and
threes on the forecastle, one boy aone on the capstan, blithely ignoring jeers and even a couple of metal
ae cans potted a him, which he dodged without missing a step.

Owl stumped up beside me. “c’mon, princess give us a dance.”

“not much of adancer.” | grinned. “I’'m afraid if i get up there and swing my hipsaround like
people my age do a home, every single ale pot would be tossed at me.”

“you get up there and swing them hips, and they won’t be tossing ale pots.” Hewiggled his
danting brows.

That made me laugh, but i (easily) resisted the temptation to make afool of mysdlf.

Zathdar appeared a my other side. | was leaning against teh rail with my elbows propped
behind me. He leaned next to me, his profile etched againgt the taut foresail as he watched the dancersjig
and twirl round and round the capstan. But i could fedl his attention on me. He asked in hismild voice,
“no dancing?’



“Im afraid of what it says about my upbringing that i wouldn’t know what to do a agrand ball,
but put me on adojo floor and I’ m ready to rock and roll.”

Dojo and rock and roll did not trandate but he didn’t question either of them.
| said, “so did you have a pirate mom or dad?’

He looked up in mock exasperation. “How often do i have to remind you that i am a
privateer.”

“Who dresseslike apirate.”

He angled that quick grin again, the dimple accentuated by golden light of the swinging lams
overhead. | was vagudly aware that Owl had gone from my other side.

“apirate,” i added firmly, “who has no sense of colour.”

He put his hand to his bandana which was the long green and gold one hanging down his
back,the fringes blowing around hisdim waist. “who says green and red is not eminently sensible? Why
inthe worst rainstorm in the thickest action, Owl and Robin only have to ook round once and find me

anywhere”
“including in nightmares.”
There wasthe dimple again. | looked away but i was laughing.

| heard hislaugh, a soft chuckle, dmost under is breath. His elbow companionably bumped
againgt mine asteh ship lurched, and again the fire of attraction crakled though me. But he made no
Mmoves.

“here’ s an added boon. With this crimson shirt seeif someone nicks meit doesn’'t show. | can
lie and goat that they missed. Protect my rep that way.”

| laughed again. It was an unguarded moment, at the end of which our eyes met, and his smile
turned pengive, his gaze held minelight blue asteh water under aguildess ky and i had to exert dl my
will to look away, or down.

Yeah. | know it sounds stupid, but i redlly did fed likei couldn’t bregth. | was hot and cold
and tingling with proximity with possibility. But i looked away and as the fedlings settled down to the glow
one gets when the physicd salf whose needs are as smple and direct as those of the creatures around us
who do not spesak recognizes equal attraction.

Zathdar said, “with thiswind we' || make landfall ay after tomorrow before dawn, on the early
tide. | suggest you disembark with the cargo and make your way into the town on the other side of the
brewery. If you like, I'll meet you & the gold inn, which isrun by the brewers. I'll give you any newsi
discover. That should arm you for whatever you decide next.”

“thanks,” i said to the planking of the deck.

When i breathed again, he was gone. | lifted my head in time to see him duck under his cabin
door fringesrippling in thewind.

Owl drifted up next to me. “Why don’t you go after him?’

He was so direct yet managed to be so un-confrontational i was not tempted to say, why



don’'t you mind your own business? Asi might have to anyone who sneered or leered or made some sort
of innuendo.

| said, “you have yor life here on teh sea. Not for meto say if it’ sright or wrong, but it' s not
redly mine. | haveto find out what mineis.”

“you don’t want to try to find it here?” Owl raised a scarred hand. “ Cause isagood one.
More than that or maybe less, I’ ve never seen him tempted to break his own rule before.”

| remembered what Gliss had said about is not being involved with the crew.

“maybethat’ swhy i should go away.” | tried to summon a smile but Owl squinted a me, not
amiling back.

My mother said when i was bout sixteen: here sthe truth of my experience. Attraction
happens and it’ s glorious and good when it happens back. For ashort timeif the body has picked abore
or abrute, long if the mind and the heart can aso match. Because attraction, though it might seem to
changetheworld, isnot love. Loveisthe match for al three. Body mind and spirit.

How could i find ameeting of the mindswith a pirate without talking mysdlf into apirateslife at
least for atime?

| faced Owl. “whether bad or good i cannot say, but i do know alawlesslife on the seais not
my future. And I’m not the kind who can have afling then leave without a second though.”

Helooked up at the sails then back at me, his narrow jaw working. His ruby-set golden
earring won in pirate battle glinted againgt his jawline, emphasi zing some tension, perhaps some unspoken
though. “Fair enough.”

The armourer was Singing abawdy song in a sweet soulful tenor when i retreated to my cabin.
| lay on my bunk, hands crossed behind my head, watching the light-stippled reflections of water on the
ceiling of the cabin as bare feet danced on the deck overhead far into the night.

On the day of our landing i woke to the sound of bawling commands and busy hammers and
saws coming through the open scuttle. Not our ship. In the mellow bluegold light of dawn, abig
brigantine did by, its deck and masts dive with an enormous crew al busy.

| got up. Elvawas aready gone, her bunk made. | hauled al my bedding down to the cleaning
frame, put it through, lugged it up again to make my bunk neat. When i stepped out, once again the ship
wore adisguise, thistime asadightly down at heels merchant our masts were sumpy, asingle sal on
each. The barrdls (most of them empty) negtly lined therail. The crew al wore dull variationson
homespun shirts and brown dyed deck trousers.

Everyone was quiet, salf absorbed. | found Elvasitting on abarrel and joined her, turning my
attention to the busy harbour as we threaded dowly through ships of every size and type, each alittle
world filled with people busy doing things.

“ThisisEllir?’ | asked.

She pointed at the martia outline of afortress topping the ridge of hills behind the port. “ That's
the garrison and &l so the academy. Supposedly..”

“I' know, belongsto Prince Jehan. Whenever you start with ‘ supposedly’ i know Canary’ s son
isfumbling around somewhere behind.”



She grinned. “well truth is he does seem to preside, though i understand it al isreally run by
Captain Randart, the war commanders brother.”

“yuk. More Randarts, ugh.”

“I didn’t even mention war commander randarts nephew Damedran, who' s supposedly the
best of the academy cadets. Devli saysthe magesal think Randart wants Damedran as heir instead of
thefool. Except that randart defends the fool. Which is another thing againgt him.”

“that doesn’t make sense. Canardan isthe king, right?’

Elvasaid soberly, “Y es but whatever Randart wants, he gets. There was supposed to be no
killing that was promised. Y et Randart was angry when they didn’t catch your father, and so he made
sure Magister Glathan died. He broke hisword to do it. Had the magister shot in the back. Bolt from a
crossbow. Right after making atruce.”

Magister Glathan—daed?

My father had to be either dead or imprisoned by hislast resort spell. A spell he could not free
himsdf from.

Unlessthings had changed after mom and i left that meant | was the only one who could free
him.
If helived.

| grimaced. Magister Glathan was a vague memory, but he' d been kind and patient with me,
and i remembered how much my father and he had talked, how much my father had admired the mage.
“thats horrible”

“anyway no one knows what randart wants except randart. We'll find out when he getsit.”
Elvarubbed here armsjust above the elbows. “i wonder what can be taking Devli? It s like he married
those messmates of his. Never was away from them once, yesterday.”

“Whereisthe brewery?’

“Seethat big stone building up at the very far end of market street? Market street starts at the
base of the main pier, which isjust past where that yacht is docked.”

| peered under my hand, and whistled. “thats gorgeous. I’ ve never seen such a beautiful yacht.
“it belongsto thefool,” Elvaadmitted.
“I thought someone said he gets seasick.”

“theking gaveit to him. “he’ sseldom on it, and only long enough to entertain some of his
atigs.” Elvawaved adismissive hand. “But he has acrew complete with a Colendi cook just sitting
around waiting dl the same. Anyway you can see how market street runs dong the food of theridge. See
the academy on top of the ridge? The brewery isjust below the far end of the academy. Sometimes
when the wind comes off the land you can smdll the mat being made from the barley.”

“does prince supposedly run that brewery too?’

Shelooked surprised. “you didn’t know? It'sentirely run by old sailors. If you get wounded
young and can't sail, you have aplace thereif you want it.”



“Beer made by drunken sailors?’

“Oh no! No oneis more serious about brewing than an old sailor. Drink adrop on duty and
you're out. Which iswhy Gold isthe very best. Ships come here from al over the continent for the
year-alethe darkest. Best barley form the hills, best hops, everything the best.”

“Sothegoldinnisgood?’

“thefood isgreat. Y ou should have their corn muffins, al dathered with huneybuitter...” she
sghed. “why you going there?’

“Zahdar said he' d meet me there, if he hears any news concerning me, and i could go on my
way. | thought thet pretty nice of him.”

She pursed her lips. “i think it pretty crazy. He s probably the most wanted person in the
kingdom, and War Commander Randart, they say would pay dmost anything in reward money to lay him
by the hedls. | thought he d stay hidden below while we' re here.”

“well the offer isdl the more admirable,” i said, lightly enough.
Shefrowned a me. “But you can’t be going like that.”
“likewhat?’ i fingered my braids. “Oh right i never thought of that.”

“I’m sure someone here will at least give you abandanafor the hair.” She paused, frowning
again, and stared up at the castle dl dong the ridge, the stone lit with mellow colour by therising sun
behind us. “No, I'm sick of everyone yatching a me about my guesses,” she muttered. “Never mind, I'll
just check on my own. Here s the important thing right now, you do need adisguise.”

The bosun tweeted, causing a stampede of running feet. The masts creaked, sails|oosened,
whacketted and dumped. A crew got the anchor atrip, then on command let it go. Undernegth usthe
chain roared until the ship jerked. The anchor was down. We stopped moving except on the gentle swell.

While the sails were bunted, the anchor crew began booming the longboat over theside. |
went below for the last time. The sail mistress had told methat i could have anything but they usudly
traded, and soi left my earth clothes. | didn’t want the extraweight, i couldn’t wear them, and they didn’t
mean anything to me. Let some pirate puzzle over at-shirt with Got books? Onit.

| picked out a sturdy forest green tunic that came down to my knees, below which i wore the
deck trousersi’d been given and found some castoff mocsthat fit. | donated my sandals. Maybe
someone would thing the earthwear an exotic fashion touch. | chose an old floppy sailor’ s hat that
someone had abandoned. It not only hid my hair but half of my face.

By then the boat was lowered and the ship boy on duty came shyly to offer mearideinthe
firg trip.

| reached therail and looked back at the deck. Some of the crew waved, and one or two
sduted. Zathdar was not in sight.

| waved tucked my gear back under my arm and clambered down the side to drop into the
boat. | thumped clumsily onto the stern-sheets and sat with my gear bag in my lap as the crew took up
oars and rowed for the passenger dock.



Chapter sixteen

Go and find her with your good will and your worst spied.

Atanid did not say that out loud. She was not certain how much real freedom she had or what
Canary might do if she broke the appearance of atruce.

Shedid know that if sheleft it would either be under guard or ese he' d have people following
her.

So she smiled swestly at king Canardan. She smiled at the two big guards who escorted her
back to her chambers when canary regretfully excused himsdlf to hisday’ swork.

Back in her room she flung the brassjewel lery holder againgt the firepl ace stone counting
under her breath until amaid came running in, and she smiled swestly at her.

Five seconds. Thelistening ears were close.

Atania knew better than to confront the servants. They were doing what they weretold,
whether by will or coercion right now didn’t matter. “Oops.” She picked the brass plate up. “i dropped
it

She st it carefully on the carved wooden bureau, next to the pretty ceramic vase that she
would have loved to smash. But she couldn’t bring hersdlf to indulge her temper that far. At home, where
things were manufactured, maybe. Here human hands had shaped the vase another pair of hands had
painted the intertwined ivy leaves dl around it. If she did any dropkicking it would be the seet of
Canary’ sfinelinen trousers. Or better yet...

“is Commander Randart anywhere about?’ she asked.

The maids eyes widened and atania redlized that not only was she being watched but every
question had to be reported.

“I wanted to ask him if i could witnessamilitary review.” Once again Atanid summoned up
her sweetest smile, though by now her face ached. “I used to adore watching those handsome young
things march about.”

“I can ask your highness.” The maid curtseyed, her eyesfrightened at teh mental echo of
Randart’ sname.

And by noon the word came that Canary was going to escort her himsalf to the review of the
midday change of the paace guard.

So they stood there side by side on the rampart above the great parade court and |ooked
down at al those earnest faced young men and women sweltering in their faultless battle tunics, and
Atania thought, yes|’ m getting the message about who holdsthe reins here.

But again she smiled swestly as they marched, did an impressive sword form, and presented
their spears. And that sweet smile was ready and at her command when they descended to walk along
the row on close inspection, and she forced Canary to stop every so often, while she asked harmless
questions:. how long have you been in the guard? Where do you hail from? Shetook careto listen to
every answer asif her life depended on it, and shelooked into every pair of eyes, willing the person
behind them to see her. She thanked each speaker asif they’ d given her wings.



And maybe they would, despite the fact that she did not see Tam among them. Someone
would have to help her. She needed to figure out who and how, without endangering anyone, because
two thighs wereimmediately clear: one, she had to get away, and two she was about ten years past
vaulting over ten-meter walls and castle rooftopsin order to doit.

So the next best thing was to get to know as many people as possible and inspect the castle to
see what escape hole might exist.

She ate done. Neither king nor queen came near. Someone had placed some booksin her
gtting room... every single one at least a century out of date.

But old as they were those books still reminded her of the third option, the one she tended to
forget because she didn’'t understand it.

Magic.

She read until the midnight bells rang, then withdrew into that splendid marble bath, locked the
door and glanced at the scented, dightly steaming water.

Firg thingsfirst. She dug the transfer token out of her braand examined it closely. There were
no more gate transferseft on it. Whether one person or two came though the transfer energy was spent.
That much she knew, for Math had told her as much before their parting.

The question was, did the transfer use up dl the magic, or could the thing still sense wards?
She' d been told not to risk using the token if it sensed other magical presences around it. She held it up
remembering how Math and (at first reluctantly) Glathan had tried to convince her that magic was not the
equivaent of eectricity. Magic existed somewhere in the interstices between light and molecular
movement but she thought of it in terms of battery storage and voltage and switches. It wasthe only way
her mind could comprehend what it could do, if not what it was.

She walked around the bath with the token and noticed atiny flicker of light around its edges.
Ahah soid did work. And what's more she had wards around her, of some sort.

More than that she could not tell. It hurt unexpectedly, remembering Math’s childlike glee
when she showed a modicum of ability with somelittle magic trick, now forgotten. His Albert Eingtein
hair seemed to bristle and crackle with his ddight. But tempering that had been Glathan’ s obviuous
distrust during those early days, when they first came through the gate. Later that latered to grudging
acceptance and findlly to atruce and even ameasure of respect.

And now he was dead.

She st the token carefully down and took aleisurely bath. Dressed in the soft cotton
nightgown they’ d left for her, she took the candle and the token and walked through the rooms she'd
been given, watching how the token flared briefly with green colour here, reddish there, and once asharp
blue snap.

A network of protective wards, just as Ananda had told her. Maybe only wardsto let
someone know when she crossed the threshold, but possibly stronger ones, meant to prevent her from
doing magic, or prevent magic from reaching her.

Now she knew where they were at least. She tucked the token under her pillow and snuffed
the candle so she could go to deep.

The next morning she toured the kitchens, asked questions about the baking and cooking,



tasted and complimented everything. She wasthat there wasllittle chance of egressthere. The kitchens
were directly adjacent to the expanded guard barracks.

At noon she toured the housekeeping area and introduced hersdlf to mistress Eban’s
replacement. The woman was so shy so wary, atanial knew immediately she' d recelved stringent orders,
and kept her questions confined to cloth, weaving, sewing and the current stylesin Sartor. By thetime
Atania had ingpected they lyre-backed chairs with the cushions embroidered with queensblossom the
woman had unbent enough to flick alook her way.

Atania gave her asmile, but left knowing she' d met defeet there.
Canary invited her to dinner.

Again they were aone.

By then she was ready to being thefirst tier of questions.
“whereis Dannath Randart?’ he asked.

Canardan grinned. “Y ou want to see him again?’

Helooked so ironic shereplied tartly, “i was hoping he' d dropped dead. Preferably with a
bolt in the back.”

“s0 you heard about that en?’

“Who hasn't?’ she spread her hands and then grabbed up afresh corn bun, noting as she did
the faint colour dong Canardan’ s &till-handsome cheekbones. “i find it utterly reprehensible, and frankly
hope that he’ s on the other side of the kingdom.

“he’ sgoing out to sea,” Canardan said. “far enough to keep you from one another’ s sphere.”
“My second question is, what have you done with mistress Eban and the others?’
“Nothing as yet. That depends on anumber of things. Including you.”

“if you daretry to hold their lives hostage in order to force me into something i will shout it
from the rooftops.” Her fists thumped on either side of her plate.

He patted the air between them. “no, no i know better than that. | should have been more
clear. | believe more liveswill be saved if i keep dl of you safdly here until the kingdom settles”

She sighed. “even if you do find Sasha, and if by some miracle she agreed to your proposal,
how could amarriage possibly settle the kingdom?”

“it would go along way toward re-establishing good will.” He saluted her with hiswine goblet.
“jointhe names, dl that.”

“but if you do get her, and threaten my life...”

Helooked skyward. “what did i just tell you? | might add that my wayward son, who seldom
noticesawal until he smashesinto it, would probably object asloudly asyour daughter. Hethinkshe's
quite the catch. When heisn’t following bards around, he' s off flirting with every pretty face he meets.
And apparently they al seemto like him. No princesses, though,” Canary added regretfully.



Atania couldn’t help but laugh. “it soundslike he' d much prefer aminstrel.”

“if she's pretty and she paints, he would probably marry her out of hand.” Canardan gestured
with hisbutter knife.

“Whendoi get to meet him?’ Atania put her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands.
Math’ s voice came back from al those years ago, Jehan'safine boy. And smarter than hisfather thinks,
despite dl the daydreaming.

To which Glathan had said in his gruff growl, maybe because of it. He learned early to keep
his mouth shut. But we don’t know if what he' sthinking isto our benefit or not.

Which iswhy I’'m going to write him, since no one ese seemsto be doing it, Math had said,
and despite Glatan’ s shake of the head he' d been true to hisword.

What Atania had never found out was whether the boy al the way across the continent had
written back. Math had never mentioned him again, and Atanial wondered now if that was because of
Glathan’ s disapprova or if the correspondence had ended with one | etter.

The pause had grown into asilence, Canardan frowning into the middle distance. But he was
watchful for al that. All shedid waslook up, and the flick of her eyelashes seemed to release him from
hisreverie.

“I’ll seewhat i can arrange, but right now he has duties at the academy.” Canardan drank then
st hisgoblet down, histhumb aigning it with an absent stroke just beyond the point of hisknife. “do you
remember the midsummer games?’

“the cadets and their demondtrations. Relay races through the hills. And the yacht racesin the
harbour.”

“wel, we ve had to cancd the yacht races but the relays and the rest will go on asusud.”

“Why no yachting? | thought the academy iswhere you got your navy captains aswell asyour
guard captains?’

“Yesand we Il hold em anon. But the merchant codes were gotten by a pirate afew days ago
and we have reason to believe he might try to dip into either of the two main harbours. Those same
codes are being used by countlesslegitimate merchants, so we don't know if he'scoming or aready
therein somekind of disguise. We dready know he hasaway of steding in doing untold damage and
dipping out unheeded.” Atanid saw the telltale signs of anger in the tightened skin &t the corners of his

eyes.
Her brow furrowed. “Isthisthe pirate who holds my daughter?’
He spread his hands. “how can we know he doesn’t exactly communicate with us.”
“Back to your son.” She set her goblet down. “I’ d very much like to meet him.”

Asadigtant bell rang, Canardan got to hisfeet. “ speaking of whom. | thought we might seeif
oneof hischaritiesisworth what i pay out. Areyou finished?’

Atania rose, shook out her skirts and took his offered arm. Canardan led her through the
informal dining room, made of pae peach marble, through the forma dining room that she remembered
from the old days. Then it was diver marble to match the Zhavalieshin diver and crimson firebird. They



walked aong the balcony above the main entryway to the palace. From there he took her through the
private door to the roya box above the private theatre, which was tucked behind the palace’ s
enourmous balroom.

Canardan appreciated her surprise and delight when she saw the lit stage, empty and waiting.
Therest of thelow circular tiers of chairswere empty. Only their box had asingle candle. Two liveried
servants stood by, one with wine the other with extra cushions. He sat next to her and nodded at the
servants.

They poured honey-coloured wine in the goblets on the little tables at either end of the couch,
and set out porcelain plates of tiny lemon and custard pastries, layered ddlicately so that one could take a
bite without experiencing and gooshes of custard or spatters of crumbs. Next to the plates, crystal vases
of just budding white roses bresthed a delicate scent.

All very thoughtfully arranged, she thought. For?
Another campaign.

Down on the stage, a master illusonist stepped out in the black gown of hiscalling, and sat
upon astool at one side. Prince Jehan's charity was acompany of fird rate players. The custom for the
madter illusioniststo come forward onto the stage instead of remaining behind had been introduced
twenty years before, so people could watch the magician at work making the scenes. The old days of
one or perhapstwo rudimentary illusions cast and Ieft up for the duration of the play were gone. The
subtle metamorphosis of scene sets behind the players had become art asit had been centuries before.

In teh intervening twenty years, the gestures had taken on stylized grace, reminding atanial of a
person on earth performing poetry in sign language. Hidden musicians played on flutes adn horns,
evoking agarden of birds. The stage glittered with arainbow splash of colour as a setting coalesced into
being.

The setting was a garden terrace, with tiers of flowers at various levels. Atanial recalled
something about Sartoran gardens how they might take a century or more to properly mature. Colendi
gardens could take even longer.

The players strolled out, wearing layers of S|k fashioned in complicated folds, the colours
subtle gradations of shades from roseto gold. They gathered around ayoung manin layers of celestia
blue

Atanid tightened dl over, bracing for some obvious message aimed at here through the
performance, but before very long even she, relatively ignorant of thisworlds history, recognised the
legendary story of the brilliant prince tivonais of sartor. If helived it was a couple of thousand years ago.

Thiswasamusical comedy about the one woman who did not surrender to hisincredible
charms. Any message was bout al the varieties of human passion and love. Atanid sat back and relaxed,
chuckling at the ancient jokes about human actions and reactions that hadn’t changed much over
millennia, whichever world you happen to be on. She spped the wine which tasted like liquid gold.

Gradualy her focus on the stage widened to include Canardan so close beside her. One of his
hands tapped out a counter-rhythm to adance, while players whirled and stepped and leaped on stage.
She heard his breathing as he leaned back, eyes shut, during a beautifully sung lament.

Asthe play drew to itsend, Tivonals sang his serio-comic song about loss. The singer
revedled just the right touch of mockery in the relative sorrows of a handsome prince who has everything



and everyone he wants. He asks for asingle gift from his beloved awhite rose.

While Atania tried to remember if the white rose custom among new lovers came before the
play or if the play established the custom, her body was aware of fingerstracing ever so lightly aong her
shoulder. Her other shoulder. A well shaped arm touching her back.

It was pleasant she had to admit it was pleasant that despite the years, the dashed hopes and
disappointments, the betraya's and chases, he was il attracted to her. Either that or he was amaster
tactician.

But recognition of your opponent’s skill in battleis not cause for surrender.

For amoment she considered jumping up and screaming, you' re trying to seduce me! Oh how
fun it would be to see him embarrassed. Except he wouldn't be he' d laugh. No the embarrassment would
be al those players down there now taking their bow for their audience of two. They did not deserve to
have their beautiful work reduced to amere hissing of gossip along the corridors.

She stood. Thefingerslifted away. She clapped loudly, then scooped up the white roses from
the crystal vase and tossed them one by one down onto the stage.

Below, the young man playing Tivonais, perhaps till in character made a debonair gesture as
he bent swept up arose, kissed it and saluted her with it.

She kissed her fingertips and flung her hands out wide, and the other players clapped too.

Tivonaistook another bow. Atanial was aware of Canardan standing beside her, clapping as
well, his profile sardonic.

The players bowed alast time, then filed off, the exquisite acoustics carrying back the sound of
their whispering.

Atania turned away from the empty stage and walked to the door, perforce Canardan
following, hisblue eyes narrowed with not-quite humour as he made a gesture dismissing the waiting
servants.

She waited until they were gone and said, “yesi feltit. Noi won't act onit. Yesi wasa
popous twit when i first came here al those years ago, but i do ot have to justify any actions except..”
even here there were pitfals, for she dared not suggest that Math was dive, that she might know where.

Nothing but landmines around.

The awareness chilled her spirit like nothing had for years. But shewas not agirl in her
twenties anymore to indulge in screaming scomping fits because she' s o very right while everyone around
iswrong, wrong, wrong.

She held her hands out to him pamstoward him. “Age buildsits own internd cities, you have
to admit that. Whatever your castle wals are made of, i don’'t know. | don’t know if i can believeyou if
you do try to tell me, because there lies behind us the matter of the past. Here' swhat you can believe
from me. Between the garden of appreciation of you attractions and they are there, asthey dwayswere
and the road to action isthe wall round my own castle, awall deep and high called trust.”

He had the grace to take her hands and the poise to lightly kiss her fingers. And let her go.

Then he walked away and the silent servants conducted her back to her rooms.



Chapter Seventeen

War Commander Dannath Randart arrived in Ellir not long after midnight. Two days of very
hard riding deep and meals scanted while the horses were changed at military posts dong the way,
brought him tired, aching and irritable to the west gate, which iswhere the guard barracks was | ocated.

Randart’ s vile temper eased dightly when he saw the walls patrolled by aert guards, the
gatekeepers awake and speedy once his trumpeter had blown the king’ssignd.

Hejumped off his sweaty horse and left histroop to rouse the stablehands, striding upstairsto
the commander’ stower. He arrived at the smae time his younger brother Orthan did, Orthan fastening his
tunic with one hand sand carrying his boots with the other.

“Danath,” Orthan Randart said by way of greeting, blinkin himself awake.
“Any word of Prince Jehan?’

“His persona guard arrived at sunset.” Orthan fell heavily into his chair behind the desk. The
jointsin the wood creaked. “but the prince wasn't with em. Apparently theres some girl somewhere
outside of town he smply had to visit. But he promised to be dong by morning.”

Randart sighed, and when a hastily dressed cadet runner arrived he ordered coffee and
whatever food could be made hot the fastest.

As soon as the boy was gone the war commander shut the door and set his back against it.
1] NaNS’?’

“Nothing.” Orthan indicated the darkened window, which overlooked the harbour. Tiny lights
bobbed dowly on the water, lanternslegally required on bows, sterns and foremasts. “Nothing.”

“As expected. Well, continue mustering the fleet except for those at Aloca. I'm going out in
force. What' sthe status of the games?’

“officialy of confidentidly?’ and when hisbrother shrugged, Orthan smiled. “officidly,
everything isin order. Ready to begin. If the prince does show up. Asfor our business, Damedran will
take every prize”

Randart thought of his huge, husky nephew, but did not smile. “What about archery? Ishe at
the top there?’ on the war commander’ s orders, Orthan had been drilling his son with extralessons, but
though Damedran was a brute with sword, stick and grappling, he couldn’t seem to get the eye for
Superlative shooting.

“He Il win,” Orthan said.

“He sfinaly good enough to best the Valeg girl?”’

“No but it seems she suffered abroken arm. Won't be competing in the games.”
Randart frowned. “hedidn’t...”

“No, no absolutely not. He knows better now, he really does. No apparently she was offered
adrink or two to celebrating someone' s name day, while she was on stable duty. She tripped over...her
own feet. Damedran handsomely offered to cover for her... gave the watch commander an excuse.



Officidly there' sno disgrace, and unofficialy she'sin hisdebt.”
Randart smiled at lat, thinking, Now that isteh thinking of agood future king.

His brother saw that smile and knew what it meant, but they did not say theword ‘king' out
loud.

Instead they turned their attention to logistical concerns, guard rotations, patrol of the harbour,
searchersto covert and overt as ships continued to comein, though they didn’t have much hope of
nabbing Zathdar in the act.

Thelast errand runner |eft the room. When they were safely private, war commander randart
said to his brother, “ here sthe truth. | don’t redlly want to caich the pirate lurking around the harbour.
I’ve been given afree hand to take the entire flegt, and i mean to sweep the whole sea of al suspicious
ships. * Suspicious' defined as those crewed by names well know on resistance rosters. Zathdar hasfar
too many dlies out on the waters. Some judicious daughter might be salutary to the entire maritime
world. At theend of that if i find the pirate, fine. I’ll consder it ajob well done.”

Orthan grimaced at that mention of judicious daughter, but he had learned never to interfere
with hisbrother, who was, after dl, the kingsright arm. Orthan himsalf was only aheadmaster and
garrison commander, positions hefdt far more comfortablefilling. Training boys and running agarrison,
he could do. Judicious daughter?

But Dannath Randart did not see his brother’ s grimace. He was too busy sorting through the
reports on Orthan’ s desk, reading the headings, then resorting them in his own priority order.

When he was done, he said, “so patrols as normal no assiduous searches. | want the best men
rested and ready for the launch of the entire fleet. We'll form a pincer between here and Aloca. We Il
bather them dl together and get rid of them.”

His mood had improved by the time he downed the potato pancakes a deepy cook had put
together. He swalowed his coffee and withfrew into the command suite to catch some rest, waking at the
dawn bells.

He d been through the baths and was plling on a clean uniform when arunner reported,
“Prince Jehan has arrived.”

In the commander’ s office the brothers exchanged brief glances and then war commander
Randart said easily as befitting the prince’ s best advocate in the kingdom, “ Request his higness to honour
uswith his presence, if that ishisroya desire. Or we could join him wherever he wishes, to go over the
kingsorders”

The cadet vanished.

A ghort time later there was the sheep, the nickname ostensibly chosen for hiswhite hair. War
commander Randart knew is brother like the prince, despite his brown velvet war tunic that had never
Seen any semblance of war, that long white morvende hair hanging down hisback, and adiamond in his
ear. Popular Jehan was, but he was aso more afop than acommander. Why couldn’t Orthan see that?

Orthan sighed. He wanted his son to be king, but he didn’t want anything bad to happen to the
price. Somehow...somehow he hopped it would al work out. Until then, no use worrying. Dannath
would have hisway no matter what.

“What colour would you call that?” Jehan asked indicating the pale shade of the ocean.



“Blue,” Randart said with obvious patience. “Y our highness forgive me but it might be better if
you don’t... vigit civilians...when we re under orders.”

“shedings,” Jehan explained.

Orthan restacked aready neat papers, keeping hisface hidden. The runner cadet in the corner
watched, hiseyeswide.

“Have you ever heard Faeth ballad-style?’” Jehan continued, head to one side. “It seemsto
haveitsrootsin Ancient Saroran...”

“Very wdl, very well, perhaps another time, your highness?” Orthan soothed, eyeing the war
commander unessly.

Orthan completely misunderstood his brother. The king persisted in believing Jehan might one
day wake up and exhibit even afait interest in the requirements of afutureking. Theking bdievedit,
Orthan hoped for it in avague way...and Randart watched for it.

If he discovered any hint of competence in Prince Sheep, Dannath Randart would arrange for
afata accident. Hereally did not want to have to do that. Not in akingdom where every single person
who wasn't plotting was busy gossiping. Far better the king suffer one more disappointment, and get so
angry hetook care of the heir dl by himsdlf. And there would be atrained heir at the top of the academy,
loyal strong handsome Damedran Randart.

“we can talk about ballads|ater.” The war commander pitched his voiceto be heard by the
cadet runners on duty outside the office. He was very careful to present himsdlf asthe devoted friend and
supporter to the prince. For the benefit of al those listening ears, he added in agentle, coaxing voice,
“But your highness, the king has requested me to convey hiswishesto you. Now, about the games...”
everything according to plan.

Chapter Eighteen

The ship’sboy rowed me to the main pier, which was very long, with small boats coming and
going to drop off or pick up people whose ships couldn’t afford closer in anchorage fees. Thismeant a
hefty hike ahead of me.

The two sailors at the bowstied us on, and the ship’ s boy touched my arm. | stared in surprise
at his crimson face as he mutdly held out abag that chinked promisingly.

“Thank you,” i said.
“Caollection took up by the crew.” He blushed even more, if that was humanly possible.

| took pity on him and climbed out, confining mysdlf to alittlewave, and i set out to weave my
way through dl the busy people onthe pier.

Thelong pier led me past the capita ships pulled dongside. One had to be the navy’ sflagship.
| kept my head low, scarcely looking at it, though no one paid methe least heed. But i felt asif eyes
crawled over melike bugsasi hustled padt its length.

| dowed alittle when passing the prince s yacht. In beautiful wood carved with laughing
dolphinsall round the rail was embroidered the power and arrogance of princes. The yacht was awork
of art, and it had the best docking spot in the entire harbour. Y et it was obvioudy empty of any roya butt



gtting in itsexquisite cabin. Its crew |ooked bored as they polished the gleaming wood and flemished
their ropes.

| forgot about yachts and princes as the crowd thickened. I’ d reached the quay at last. | was
findly onmy own.

Ellir wasfiled with warriors. Thiswas adismaying sight, al that brown, asthey strolled in the
crowd. Their hands were usudly filled with pastries or drink, but everyone of them carried afull
complement of wesponry.

Whether they were on guard, about to embark in the navy shipsi could see anchored in neat
rows dong theinner bay, or on leave for the academy games, i did not know, and i did not want to find
out. | gave mysdlf amental shakedown asi trod down the warped wooden boards of the long pier, trying
to get my land balance back. A good look around made it clear that civilian sallors dressin every
imaginable style, tending toward the loud when on shore looking for fun. The career doesn't sdlect for the
delicate and dainty, so there were plenty of women of my size around.

The onething that i feared might catch attention was my gear bag. Though I'd rolled it to be as
small aspossible, thefaint sheen of its plastic weave could draw the eye of anyone searching for the
unusua, and so i stopped at the very first vendor who was selling baskets and paid what i suspect wasa
thumpingly dishonest pricefor ascratchy, loosaly woven affair that i soon hated, but it did itsjob by
successfully hiding the gear bag stuffed into its depths.

This purchase a0 used up most of the coinsin the bag. Either the basket maker was an
outright thief or I’ d been given enough to cover aday or two's medls. But that made sense. Sailorswould
figure aday or so on land, and then one hires out for one' s next voyage.

Or maybe the purple and orange pirate would give me some more of hisill gotten gainswhen
he met me at the Gold to tell metheloca news. Did i want handouts? No. | would cash in some of my
gems, or work my way aong theroad. But i was curious about what he might bring.

For now, I"d just enjoy the market street, which wound in akind of dightly skewed crescent
along thefoot of the rocky ridge. Ellir Harbour, overlooked by the combination academy and garrison,
was ajumble of old stone buildings and jerry-rigged tents and claptrap houses, most of the latter painted
with bright colours. The stone buildings housed the long term businesses, most searelated. The rest was
seasond trade, set up in colourful stalls and tents between the dilapidated buildings. Half of the market
noise as was from these people singing, shouting waving bright colours or sending enticing smellsto lure
the crowds who made up the other hdf of the noise asthey strolled by, talking looking laughing, flirting,
egting, drinking and shopping.

Once chasing. “Theif!” someone cried and the shout was take up around me.

Moments later the hapless pickpocket was brought down by apair of brown tunicked
warriors, dmost at my feet. Who would be that stupid or that desperate to try thievery right under the
view of that intimideting castle

| never saw the culpritsface. A crowd of guardsimmediately surrounded him or her, and
muscled the miscreant away presumable to some lockup. It began atrain of thought. What kind of courts
did they have, and jails, and sentences? I’ d asked my mother afew questions over the years but
Canardan’ sversons of socid government might be different from the Zhavalieshins'.

It was my growling stomach that shifted my attention from the generd sceneto the specific. |
found teh moneychangers directly below the gates to the castle, which ought to dissuade al but the most



foolhardy and reckless of thieves. There were severd to choose from. | drifted along until i spotted a
moneychanger where not only coinage was being changed, but vauables of various sorts, including

gemstones.

For thefirst timein dl those years, i pulled out one of the more modest gems from the box and
brought it to the biggest tent, where ashort, thin, stylishly dressed young woman about my age seemed to
be handling stones of dl kinds. | laid it down, my fake story al ready.

She squinted briefly at it. “Colendi cut, what we cal the deep water sapphire.” She named a
price.

I’d aready noticed that though bargaining took place in many of the market stals here there
was a standard price for pretty much everything. Not wanting to cal attention to mysdlf in any way, i
agreed. She counted out three twelve sided gold coins fashioned after Sartoran coins, and eleven silver
sx sders, then ahandful of thin hammered coppers.

| suffed them dl into the bag the ship’ s boy had given me, and returned to my shopping. Now
to see what this money was actually worth.

The sun was directly overhead when i finished buying agood pair of shoes, cotton lined
greenweave that the cobbler adjusted to fit my feet exactly. | traded in the old mocs, which would be
recycled.

Hunger forced me up the street toward the Gold Inn which waslarge, loud and thefirst smells
that reached my nose were baking cornbread and brai sed onions. My stomach growled asi passed
ingde. It was decorated by silors—deck prismsin the wals, the heavy, pointed glass gleaming with
refracted colours which banished indoor gloom. Old helm wheels high on thewalls, bulkhead curving
between the acoves, boots divided off by fences mad of warn oars. The chairs round the smaller tables
wered| cut from barrels and cushioned with old sailcloth.

The heavy heady scent of fresh brewed beer underlay the scent of brick oven baked chicken
pies and bread, and some kind of pepper and garlic savoury fish chowder. | sat a along plank table on
which cadets and sailors had caved initia's and witty sayingsi at least three dphabets. A party of weavers
took up most of the table, well into a celebration for newlyweds, judging from the toasts.

The waiter akid of about ten, tapped me onthearm. “What'll i bring you?
“Cornbread with honey-butter, adark ale and fish chowder,” i said.

He dashed away as one of the weavers made an obscure joke about damask and brocade,
and everyone laughed.

Two toasts later the boy returned with atray on which the cornbread steamed, fresh from the
oven. The wavers began singing aplaintive song in Sartoran triplets about awandering slk-weaver
seeking the source of “rainbow colourstrue’.

A sp of aspicy dmost raisin-flavoured de, abite of sweet cornbread and i was lifting my
spoon to try the chowder when abrief glimpse of afamiliar facein the crowd caused meto pause, spoon
inthear.

Elva? No couldn't be...

She vanished behind acrowd of sailors who suddenly decided to dance a hedl toe ssomper
right therein the middle of thefloor. | dropped my spoon when Elva regppeared, braids flying, brown



eyesstark in aface so palei thought she was going to be sick.
“Thereyou are.” She clutched my shoulder. “Get out. Get out.”

“What?’ i looked down at my food. “what’ s wrong with the...” she pulled my wrist, sending
my spoon flying. “Y ou’' ve got to run. Now.”

“Why?" i snapped, getting up to retrieve the spoon.

“Becausei followed Own. | had my suspicions.” She made aterrible face. “He met up with
him a the gable..”

“Him, Zathdar?’ i stared at the brewery, but just saw barrels of de.

“Zahdar!” Elvarepeated scornfully. “Oh you'rein for astorm, right enough, if you don’t
move.” She dropped onto the bench next to me and muttered into my ear, “It was astable, at the other
end of town. Up behind the old castle and the warehouses. | saw him. They didn't seeme.”

“Saw who? Owl or Zathdar?’

“both. But he he he ditched the bandana. And the horsehair wig. He' s got white hair the
brown velvet with the kings cup. Crown over it. Diamond...” shetouched her ear where Zathdar had
worn his pirate battle earing.

Heat flooded through me, followed by a sudden and dreadful chill.

“don’t you see?’ Elvalooked wildly around, and while the unheeding weavers sang of love
and loss, she growled, “He's Prince Jehan Merindar.”

“But that’ simpossible.”

“I thought so too. But i saw him. He went straight to the castle. The guards on the walls gave
him theroyd salute, clear asanything.”

Whoosh! My firgt reaction was the slf righteous fire hot anger of betraya followed by the
sckening dmost lip numbing humiliation that comes of redlizing one' s been taken for afoal.

| grabbed my basket and followed her between the tables the singing weavers plaintive
melody blending into the heedless roar of voices behind me.

Out in the street glare and the rising dust of early afternoon nearly blinded us. | blinked
breething hard as silhouettes resolved into people, horses, carts, dogs even afamily of geese squawking
and flapping. Children danced in aring to the flitting summer melody played upon apipe. In front of the
last booth before to open road, severa women teased a handsome fellow in abrown tunic who seemed
to be trying to buy an embroidered scarf.

All oblivious most of them happy, and very much in the way asi scanned and scanned resisting
Elva stugs. “Thisway,” she urged.

| faced her earnest anxious brown eyes and knew that Devli waited somewhere, atransfer
token in hand. “Thank you for the rescue. But | think I'll take off on my own.”

Her face reddened. “It' sDevli isn'tit? You don't trust him.”

“I’'msorry Elva, but | just don’t trust those giving him orders,” i murmured asacart full of



melonsrolled toward us, shoved by abrawny fellow not watching where he was going.

She moved to one side. | ducked to the other side of it so i wouldn’t have to see her reaction
and doveinto apack of sallors, severd of them wearing battered floppy hats much like mine. | till felt
outlined in neon, though so far the few guysin brown tunics around were not searching, merely
sauntering.

All right Sash you got what you wanted. Y ou' re done. Pick adirection.

My pack of sailors headed toward the brewery. | stayed with them asfar asthe door. That
sense of being watched intensified, so i dunk round the back of the Gold' s stables and peered out,
scanning with care.

The marketplace lay to my left, along street of tent booths below the high palisade of sheer
rock on which the garrison and academy bulked. The market street crested to the right, below the bluffs
on which the academy barracks ended in the furthermost tower.

The road on the other side of the crest stretched in alazy arc paraleling the rocky shore
againg which long breskers creamed and crashed. Lines of wagonsinched their way in astring that
curved through mellow grassy fidds to the horizon, the only treein sght asingle clump of willow growing
beside a stream winding toward the shore.

No cover whatsoever, but at least that road lay outside Ellir and its bazillion warriors.

| dipped away from my crummy hiding place and headed straight for that high pint, beyond
which freedom beckoned.

But right before i reached the top of the market street, not five hundred yards from the low
stone wall that marked the boundary of the city, my shoulder bladesitched. My danger sense had gone
into the red zone, urging meto turn and fight.

| just knew i would hate what i saw. But i had to look.

Past the dancing children. Past the strolling flirts the bargaining marketers with their baskets,
past unheeding cadets and warrior obvioudy on leave, past the dogs and geese and silors. | stared
draight into apair of familiar blue eyes, now framed by drifting white hair.

Too late.

Too late, but i turned on my toes and sprinted for freedom, despite the faster footsteps behind
me... much faster.

When i reached the top of the road the footsteps had almost caught up so i plunged into a
crowd of prenticesin one last attempt to shake my pursuer, an risked a glance back.

The stinker was maybe ten steps away. He hadn’t yelled and though some of the people he
pushed past turned to stare, and one or two began to call out in protest, stared then quickly backed
away no oneinterfered.

The oblivious prentices didn’t part for me they shoved past and stampeded toward the
brewery, leaving me doneto face the enemy.

Prince Jehan caught up in an easy step and stopped an arm’ s length from me.



So for along measureless moment we stood there facing one another at the top of Market
Street, the last of the prentices flowing around us with exasperated looks and awry comment or two that
neither of us paid the least attention to.

All thethingsi could say chased through my mind. Y ou liar! Go ahead and strike me down,
seeif i care! And perhgps most usdess of dl, i hate you! But i said nothing for a breathless anguished
eterninty, asthe marked crowd waked strolled sauntered pushed shoved taked sand and sighed past us.

Prince Hurricane stood there, waiting for me to speak.
And soi said “you must really love making everyone look like afool/”

Heflushed asif I'd dapped him. But then flicked his head, asif repudiating my words, and
retorted, “Y ou have no ideawhat you' re talking about.”

“Oh soyou're not aliar and poser?’
“I never lied...”
“No, Prince my family nameis Jervaes?’

“Butitis” He spread hishands and flushed again when i took a quick step back. “My
mother’ sname.”

“Oh.” Well that was anasty little oopsie, but i ploughed right past. “ S0 you managed to tell one
bit of truth. What did it cost you?” take that!

“Ligten just listen.” He half raised ahand in agesture of appedl, but when i stepped back he
dropped it to hisside. His side a which he wore a sword. And aknife through is sash. Neither of them
touched, much less brandished. Nor had he whistled up his brown coated minions. There were certainly
plenty of them about.

But i couldn’'t bear another terrible sickening sense of betraya, and so without examining the
motivation behind that | said “No”

Hiseydidslifted dightly, giving me haf aheartbeats warning. Before i could draw a begth to
move, or even to yell, athick winter quilt blotted out the sun and my world was perforce confined to hot
enshrouding darknessthat smelled digtinctly of mold.

| began to struggle, though it was futile, writhing and kicking until afamiliar vice muttered next
to my head. “C mon, Princess. It'syour old friend Owl. Y ou can kick me dl you like when we get back
to the ship. If you can reach me. But you can't be dlowed to get usdl killed.”

Killed? Say what?

| stopped struggling asi consdered that, but before i could decidei didn’t believe it something
efficiently wrapped me up into agiant cocoon and thump! | fell onto something wooden. Thighs thudded
round me and a horse clopped. | wasin acart which jerked and rumbled at a sedate pace back down
the street, my face streaming with swest in that suffocating quilt. | was so tightly wrapped it was useless
to ydl. No one could hear me anyway.



Chapter Nineteen

Atania was considerably surprised to receive avisitor.

Thistimeit wasn't night but morning. She’' d done along session of yoga and had emerged
from her bath to discover Ananda entering her room through the servants door.

“Please pardon the intrusion. But thisisthe only way to have private converse.”

Atania wondered how teh queen got past the guards on the stairs then suspected illusion
magic. Moreimportant wasthetiming of thisvigt. “i certainly didn’t have privacy during my intimate little
dinner with theking, didi?’ she asked with someirony.

Anandalaughed softly. “privacy? With the entire troupe of players watching the only two
members of te audience and one of them is busy staring at the other, caressing her neck? Watched also
by the servants who had to stand there dl evening with their wine and plates of uneaten food and unused
cushions?’

Atania had hopped onto her bed. She leaned back against her pillows and crossed her arms.
“Soi takeit i passes somekind of test, and you are herefor...”

Ananda’ s voice was sad. “there was no test. | would have come anyway if you had been here
aone. Whatever happened. But my message would have been warnings. | am going away, Atania.”

Atania’ s nerves prickled with the cold chill of the unexpected. “Going away, asin..”

“transferring to a place of safety. What one except the prince knows isthat his mother Feraeth
Jervaes and i have been friends for many years.”

Atania whistled. “ Sit down. Tell me more, please.”

Ananda perched on the edge of the bed. “Y ou know that the Morvende do not have what we
would call agovernment. But they do have leaders whose wisdom inclined othersto listen. One suchiis
tarad of the deyad goliath on the northern continent. He has seen in dreams that Nosunder will move
againg the world soon”

Norsunder. Atania had never quite gotten a grip on the whole concept of a place beyond
space and time, controlled by inimica mindswho seemed to have lived for thousands of years. She'd
defined it to Sashaasakind of hell, one mostly crested by, run by and joined by humanswho really
really wanted power. Including she wastold, the power to live forever. “ Soon? Asin days? Weeks?’

“timeisdifferent for the Morvende. It' s usaless to ask that question, because they cannot
answer with any precision. But it could bethisyear or next. Or in five. Probably not aslong asten,
though, Feraeth told me judging from some troubling eventsin the world el sewhere. | waited and waited
but i think...” Anandapaused, her profile briefly turned toward the window. The sunlight danting in
touched her fizzy hair into ahao of gold.

“I think thereisno more| can do here, that what must be done will be done, but easier
without me. | will go away. | first wanted t offer you the chance to go with me. Theworld is changing and
only theyoung will be strong enough to survive what is regretfully going to come.”

Atania impulsively launched hersdalf across the tumbled bedding and hugged Ananda. “you are
asweetheart. | redly appreciate that, more that you probably will ever know. But while my daughter isin



danger and while Math ismissing, my placeis here. That might change, and if i get only this one chance
so beit. But i haveto stay and turn my hand to whatever i can.”

Anandasmiled and stood, her face in slhouette against eh bright window. “1 thought it might
be so. | did wish to ask. Theilluson spell waitsfor two to leave, if you are reconsidering. But it will be
impossibleto repeat it. Oncei am gone poor Perran will search every stone of thiscastleand he'll
increase the wards.”

“Poor Perran? | thought Perran and Zhavic turned into Evil sorcerers.”

Atanid’ stonewas hdf joking but Anandadid not smile. “They would never turn to dark magic
or to Norsunder. Thereisaterrible rift between our kingdoms mages. Some withdrew completely and
live behind wards. The Eban boy istrained by these. Perran and Zhavic felt they had to swear dlegiance
to Canardan because he was the king. Thiswasto better protect the kingdom for they feared if they
didn’'t he might bring in truly evil mages.”

Atanial vaguely remembered Perran. He' d seemed odd back then. Now she pegged him as
the kind of guy who'd star at apple computers, designing brilliant software by day and on weekends
entirely taken up playing World of Warcraft.

“| think i see.”

“everything is confused,” the queen said serioudy. “I wouldn't say that Zhavic, having thrown
inwith theking, has gradudly shifted alegiance, but heis <till dedicated to the kingdom. Despite
Canardan’ s earnest wish, even his orders, none of the magesredly exert themselvesto harm the others.
There' salways some magical reason why the traitor mages cannot be extirpated, as the war commander
often demands. Magister Glathan’ s desth was...”

“I know. Randart’s example of how to do it properly. All right i think i see my duty. | think.
Anyway with Sashaout therein theworld, i must stay. But again thank you.”

Anandallifted ahand “the gift is not mine only the thought. | will leave you with terrible trouble,
i know but i was never capable of addressing it. However, i beseech you to trust Canardan’ s son, though
it appearsthereismuch againg him. He' s aso Feragth’ s son, and she is convinced he walks the knife
edge between seeming and truth, but to a purpose and his purpose is good.”

“I will remember that.” Atania wondered if she could believeit.
“Fareyouwell,” Ananda said softly and she left as silently as she had come.

Atanid lay back down, staring at the ceiling. The next day there might be ahue and cry, but
more likely Canardan would suppress news of the queen’ s disappearance as much as he could. She
would vanish from history as quietly asshe'd lived.

Atania let her breath trickle dowly out. So what about her own history? So far, she hadn’t
done al that well. But she was here again, and so she had a second chance.

Pan then? For now, be amode “guest”, make friends with everyonein sight, bevisible,
friendly, keep talking to peoplein hopes they would talk to her and about her, so that Randart, at least
would have difficulty making her “ disappear” . Learn whatever she could.

And wait to meet this Prince Jehan on whom so much seemed to depend.



The senior barracks of the Ellir Academy was located at the far end of the castle, just before
the tower above the very top of Market street. Across from market street was the famous brewery and
the barracks was away from al the masters and guards. It was the place every cadet yearned to livein.
By thetime you' d attained that pinnacle though you had aso become aware that there was hierarchy not
only in the academy, but among the seniors.

So it was Damedran Randart, the academy commander’ s son whose particular group go al
the beds down the window side that overlooked the top of market street, the brewery and the harbour
beyond. The rules stated that beds were first comefirst served, but those not part of Damedran’sinner
circlewho had arrived for the senior year weeks before Damedran had ether discovered ataste for the
dusty view overlooking the practice courts inside the academy or they suffered alot of accidentsthat the
masters didn’t seem to notice.

And so when Damedran came back from seeing hisfather, he found hisfriends sitting at the
open windows, idly watching market street below.

He paused in the doorway, his splendid shoulders set off n the brown tunic (his being tailored,
not taken off the piles down in supply), hislong, glossy black hair worn loose instead of clipped back
according to regs, but who was going to complain?

He waited impatiently, wondering why they were al staring out at market street when hewas
back, and they’ d al been begging him to find out the find word about the games. “ Market street on fire?’

Gratifying how they whirled around, a couple of them even snapping to attention. Hewasn't a
king yet, and they were aready thinking of him as one. Good. Maybe uncle Dannath would stop jawing
a himthink likeaking!

Red, his chief lieutenant, dashed back the pale red hair that made the origin of his nickname obvious. “the
sheep managed to waylay a pickpocket of thief.”

Damedran’ s huge cousin Wolfie said in his deep growl, “Least we' re pretty sureit was the sheep.” He
raised ahuge paw to hisunruly black hair, which he wore neatly clipped back. Wolfie did not stand on
privilege, hewas mainly interested in fights out behind the stable. “ Sheep white hair. Not amny o thosein
uniform brown.”

“None of em wear their hair that long,” Red said. *“ Has to be the sheep. Only i thought he rode off to
Sartor?’

“Herodein thismorning.” Damedran was uninterested in Prince Jehan, except when hewasin trouble.
“I"'m amazed he managed to waylay asinglethief. It must have taken at least thirty of hisfollowers” As
the others laughed, he strode into the barracks, nodded at two of the bows, who leaped up and sped to
the doors at either end, shutting them and setting their backs to the wood.

The room now being secure he got right to the subject that interested them al the mogt. “My father said
it' sthe kings own order. There won't be any yacht runs.”

“whyyyyy?’ that was Bowspirt Lanarg who wasthe best of al the seniorsat skiff running.

Damedran saw disgppointment to varying degreesin dl their faces, except for Wolfie's. Wolfie just liked
fighting. End of subject. Damedran himsalf hated anything to do with the ocean. Too much work, and
anyways kingsdidn’'t go out on the water.

But he had to sound like he cared. “It’ s because of the pirate Zathdar. They think he’ s got the old



princess' s daughter and so my uncle has been ordered to take the fleet and wipe em out.”
“Even prince Math'sgirl?’

Damedran snorted alaugh. “ Orders are to take her, but hey, if she getsin the way of someone' s sword,
problem ended...” As soon as the words were out he saw they were amistake.

Not dl hisfollowersknew the secret plans. Definitely not Ban Kender, who was his only genuine
aristocrat follower. Ban' s family had been deposed when Locan Joratook over the western prtion of the
kingdom. Handle him like a thoroughbred plains runner, hisfather had told him in private. That whole
family they’ re romantic. To them we' re heroic though outnumbered fighting for ancient rights. See you
don't disabuse em of that notion.

“they’ d kill her?” Ban said, sure enough. And the rest (except for Wolfie who never changed expression)
reflected his dismay. “ She sounded as gdlant as any bdlad heroine.”

The others muttered in agreement.

They'd al heard the gossip about the mysterious appearance of Princess Atanid’ s daughter at
the ancient tower, followed aday or two later by the princess hersdlf at the home of the ex-palace
steward.

Damedran said quickly, offhand, “Y ou heard about her fighting skill, but you didn’t hear about her
screaming orders at the crimina who brought her out of the other world. Last thing anyone heard was her
ydlling about them forgetting to bow, and where was her coach and six, and did anyone take her father's
jewds?”

Damedran watched Ban, relieved at hisfain expression of disgust. The others muttered about swagger
idiots who did she think she was anyway? Damedran didn’t listen to any of them. Ban' s opinion was
important maybe dmost asimportant as his own. Weird, when Ban never strutted.

“we don't need that kind of trouble,” Ban said at last. “Not right now.”

Damedran nodded and the others exchanged looks. They weren’t supposed to talk about the secret
plansto retake Jora, but they al knew. That was one of the good things about being in with the war
commander’ s nephew.

Damedran was amazed that hislie actualy worked. Then he got another idea. “no, we sure don't.
Cowards, those Zhavaieshins. Skipping out and leaving us with the Samistrouble, and now that things
are settled, dancing back and expecting us all to bow down to them.”

The boys expressed loud disgust. Then Bowsprit, who always had one eye on the weather and the other
on the seawhenever he could, hooked athumb toward the window. “Why isthe sheep’s yacht warping
out?’

“He can't be going anywhere.” Damedran snorted. “My uncle made it clear enough evento him he hasto
stay put. He' s supposed to preside at the games.”

As he spoke he and the others moved to the windows. All minor boat traffic beyond the royal pier had
cleared the way 0 prince Jehan’ s beautiful yacht could be rowed out aways from the dock.

They didn't have to warp far. Thetide wasright, the wind was shifting, judging from the lower layer of
clouds coming in under the high wispy ones. In slence they watched the exquisitely cut curved mainsall
drop and sheet home. It filled, the craft gathered speed, then the sail was brailed up again. The anchor



dropped, and the yacht sat lone out in the roads, just east of the fleet of ships.

“well he certainly won't get to Sit on it and watch us compete in the harbour,” Damedran said, and
Bowsprit groaned. “ Maybe uncle Dannath ordered him to anchor out in the trade roadsin case the pirate
triesto grab him on shore.”

Wolfie said, “or maybe the sheep is so afraid of the pirate he gave the order before the water games
were cancdlled.”

Hoots of derison met this suggestion.

Damedran waved adismissve hand. “or maybe my uncleis commandeering it for his pirate hunt. The
important thing is, the games are now confined to ground, and wereto win, right?’

The boys cheered. Damedran regarded them in satisfaction. The planswere dl set, hisfather had said.
Beginning with hiswin in every competition thisyear the songs about them all winter, and ontherising
tide of hisreputation, hisleading dl the young aristocratsin galloping over the hillsto liberate Locan Jora
in spring. He' d be the hero who reunited the country...while price Jehan did what? Probably sat around
watching some old geezer paint daisies.

With this prospect in mind, he laughed, triumphant, happy, burning with anticipation. Asthe bell clanged
for the midday break’ s end, and the beginning of afternoon practice, heled the way out at arun.

The others stampeded after. Or most of them did.

Ban followed more dowly. He was thinking hard until he noticed Bowsprit aso lingering, his pointy nose
pressed against the window. After one last glance out at that beautiful yacht, Bowsprit said, “How I'd
loveto crew it, just once. | don’t care what stupid orders the sheep gives.”

Ban grimaced. Truth was he hated that “ Sheep” business. It didn’t seem respectful. But hisfather had
sadif regaining your mother’ sfamily lands from those ruinous Jorans means putting up with Merindar
boot hedsall over custom for atime, then we put up.

Bowsprit poked hisarm. “ And you wouldn’'t careif it was afish scow. What' swrong?’

“I just now remembered. The other night, when i had to leave, it was the night my mother’ sfriend’ sson
arrived in town. He' sa patrol leader. Wounded at that old castle the mages talk about. Samdan was
invalided home. Got there right before supper, and at thetimei was annoyed that he interrupted. | was
afraid we wouldn't eat and I’ d have to report back hungry...” Ban noticed Bowsprit’simpatience at all
that explanation, and got to the point. “this fellow was there when Prince Math' s daughter cameto the
old cadtle. | redly wasn't listening but i heard some of it. How the pirate wounded him, how she was
eadly as hot with ablade. They thought shewas afdlow at first, because she' stal and redly fast.”

“you mean she wasn't acoward?’

Ban closed hiseyes. “No she did faint, but that was after the fight. She did some kind of hedler’ s spell on
the one of the pirate s people who got a cut on the arm, and there was poison on the knife.”

“how about the coach and six?’ Bowsprit asked.

“well that might have been later. But she suredidn’t do it at the castle. Samdan said she come out in the
court, picked up ablade, and she and the pirate whacked their way through the prince’ s patrol. Then she
hedled the boy, who my sister saysis probably Devli Eban. Shedidn’t try to kill anyone either. Just like
the pirate. Then they were gone by magic trandfer.”



“who's Devli Eban?’

“son of the palace steward during Prince Math' s days. He was a mage student with my sister, though
he’ s out now. Price on his head and everything, for being resstance.”

“Oh.” They reached the door, and Bowsprit paused. They could hear the thunder of the others boots
diminishing down the stairs below. No one else was around. They were dl racing to the practice courts.
“s0 your cousin' sfriend’ sfather, or whatever was wounded. Maybe he didn’t hear everything.”

“sald he was two spear lengths from them.”

Both consdered in slence, each remembering times when Damedran’ sversion of truth hadn’t quite
matched with what they’ d understood. But did it do you any good to doing such things out? Not when
theliar isthe son of the academy commander, and the nephew of the kingdoms war commander. And
rumour had it but never when Damedran was around that if anything happened to Prince Jehan, the king
was looking hisway for apossible heir.

Bowsprit knocked Ban inthearm again. “Let'sgo.”

In silence they followed the others, each thinking without coming to any conclusions. Sometimesit was
better not to say what you thought and other timesit was useless even to think.

Jehan paused as the two sober faced boys passed him on their way to the quarterstaff court.

He was certain they were two of Damedran Randart’ s followers, though he only recognized tal dark
haired Ban Kender. But he' d been watching the games, and how the academy had been changing under
the Randarts command for years.

He waited until they’ d rounded the stone archway between command and the barracks, and followed but
instead of turning toward the courts, he continued across the parade ground to the stable, his expression
S0 thoughtful that Owl, who was dressed in stable homespun and lurking around on the watch, pursed his
lips

They werelong practiced at deception. Jehan ingpecting the highbred horses reserved for thosein

command and the scrappy redhead who looked like so many othersin this part of the world so closeto
Sarendan where red hair was quite common, busily swept out the sdls.

When they knew they wouldn't be overheard, Owl said, she’ sdright. Other than mad asfire.”

Jehan nodded. “1 know. What troubles me more at the moment isLes Velleg, whoi discovered ison the
sck ligt. Theofficid report isthat shetripped, but Elkin tells me one of Damedran’ s boys got her drunk
while on duty and stretched a cord across the bottom two stirs when she ran down.”

Owl winced. “what for?1 thought he’ d outgrown the bullying.”

“he stopped doing it for fun. This one might be to a purpose. Its happening right before the gamesistoo
suspicious to be accident. So the question is, what purpose?’ Jehan shook his head. “Never mind that.
What about Devlaen Eban?’

“he’ son hisway back to his cousin’s new hideout, with the mages who wouldn't swear alegiance oath.
Promisesto relay the messages to the mages asking them to shadow Perran and Zhavic.”



“And Elva?’

Owl sad, “Devlaen told her the news about their mother being held prisoner. That sobered her enough to
get her to agree to keep her mouth shut. | think she will. She's stubborn but honest. | left her inline &t the
hiring office, as she turned down my offer to join our crew. Her parting words to me were that she
wanted to get to seaand forget al of us.”

Jehan shook hishead. “I redly sumbled there.”
“Maybe.” Owl pinched hisnose. “But not asbadly asi did.”
“wecan’'t dip likethat again.”

They watched past one another’ s shoulders as they talked but now they looked around to make extra
certain. The stable was empty.

Jehan said, “back to the games. Damedran’ s going to sweep al the categories, that much we can predict.
What i wonder isif that connects with the rumoured order for more wegponry from abroad? The war
games ordered for autumn, including a castle Sege, expensive asthat is. And the requisitions for
increased suppliesfor the guard in spring. Separately these orders seem alittle odd but not
extraordinarily so. Together they add up to avery odd indeed. Has Randart set the timefor hisinvasion
alag?

Owl watched him as he moved dust around on the ground. He' d known Jehan for years, and was used
toliving lifea arun. Thiswasthe princes method of thinking aoud.

Jehan turned hisway, his chin lifting. He d reached adecison. “we have to intercept that weapons
shipment. Get Ad o down to the harbour master’ sto underbid the others for the ships being hired to
ddiver thewegpons. | don’'t care how much he has to scant off his profit. I’ ll make up the shortfal. It'sto
be a sober merchant ship hired into that fleet.”

Owl grinned. Their success depended on being able to pick the right battleground and with one of their
own ship sailing with the wegpons consignment and relaying position, they’ d be able to do just thet.

“I'll send amessage to Tharlif to signa for agood szed fleet to intercept that shipment. It wont stop an
invason if Randart rally plansone, but at least it will hold him up.”

Owl nodded. “Y ou want me back on board the Zathdar?”’

“No let Robin take command. She'sready. Y ou need to Stay on that yacht. The most important piece of
the puzzleisonit right now. The fewer who know who Sahariais the better, and no one but us must now
where sheis.” Heran hishand over the flanks of a dappled gray mare, and absently held out hisfingers
to be lipped. “Téel the jumping but and mulekick to make targets for Randart to chase, one off Alocaand
one here. | want him busy al over the seas, chasing us and not other independents. Keep the navy busy
and scattered aslong as possible.”

“And you?’
Jehan sighed. “I’m going to haveto face thefire”
Owl grinned. “Ordersfor Kazdi to pass on to the Randarts?’

“Oh let me see. Thistime it ought to be a painter. She’ s even more beautiful than my baladeer, and i
promised to see her rendition of Lasva Sky Child being crowned queen of Colend. But i swear to be



back by the art of the games.”

Jehan | eft to be seen out in the practice field staring at clouds instead of watching the boys practice staff
fighting. He waited until he' d spotted war commander Randart scowling contemptuoudy down at him
from the command tower, and drifted away.

Chapter Twenty

| couldn’t see anything and dl i could smell was dust, old wool and mold. Presently the cart
stopped jolting and the sensations changed to akind of wallowing.

Angry asthe situation made me, the moment i redlized i was being lowered into aboat i
stopped kicking. | didn’t want to end up being dropped into the drink, and if i nailed Owl in the breezer,
he might not be and speed demon about fishing me back out. Ending my life a the bottom of the harbour
did not fit into my evolving career plans.

| will say the pirate that isthe prince well anyway his guyswere careful, despite my having
gotten in acouple of solid kicks early on in the abduction. The journey in the rowboat was accomplished
in complete silence. | had no ideawho was doing the oar work. Likewise the horrifying lift viaboom up
onto the deck was also silent.

Then people picked me up again and put me on a bunk.

But did they untie me? No. | was|eft in that sweltering cocoon for what seemed about ten
centuries.

Firdly i lay there thinking. Remembering lingering over every affront, until gradudly thejustified
anger cooled into question, which in turn begat more questions, until i fell into anasty sort of hot
smothered deep.

| woke with the wel come sensation of the bonds easing.

With an inarticulate roar of rage, i fought my way out of the quilt...to discover i wasaone, ina
cabin | did not recognize. For amoment i blinked againgt the light of alantern asi gulped in sweet cool
fresh ar. Someone had thoughtfully opened beautifully made leaded glass windows. Actua windows not
just scuttles.

Even the smell of brine seemed sweet compared to the old mold of that quilt.

Someone had set the lantern on a hook inside the door, which was carved out of redwood in a
theme of gdloping horses.

| rolled off the bunk, lunged to the door, found it locked.

| lunged back and in another surge of rage gathered up that quilt and stuffed in out one of the
windows. | took some effort but findly i heard the satisfying splash and for ashort timei stood there on
the redwood decking of the smal by eegant cabin, breathing hard and watching the quilt float on the
night black sea.

Gradualy the bubble holding it up diminished and the quilting soaking up enough water to sink.
Thelasti saw of it was apae blue corner and it was gone.

Asif rdeased fromits ghostly grip, i turned around. The cabin was obviousy designed and



made for someone with extreme wedth. All the wood was carved, the themes being running horses,
entwined leaves, artsy lilies, the lines enhanced with inlaid threads of gold.

The way the cabin was shaped indicated that once again i wasin the bow. A tiny table had
been fitted into the pointy end within reach of the bunks angled inward on either sde. On thislittletable
someone had set asmall porcelain tray with asilver pot al bedewed with moisture. A glass sat next toit.

My tonguefelt like a sponge | eft out in the Gobi Desert, and i pounced drinking down water
until i was breathless. | continued my survey more dowly, looking for possible means of escape.

Built in drawers with gold handles had been fitted below each bunk, the handlesfashioned in
the shape of two lilieswith entwined stems. Above the bunk on one sdewas abuilt in shelf containing
hand made books and old scrolls tied with ribbon. Over the opposite bunk was a hand drawn and
coloured map of theworld, every river cobalt blue, paler blue for small lakes, different shades of green
representing the predominant treesin forests, different browns for types of land. Citiesindicated by highly
stylized drawings of smal or large towns, walled citieswith walls, open ones with main roads donein

gold.

It was a breathtaking work of art. | clambered up on the bunk to examine the map more
closdly. It was s0 beautiful i dmaost missed the sound of the cabin door opening behind me.

I whirled around as Jehan ducked dightly and entered carrying atray. “like the map?’

When i was sixteen i might have yelled no! Or tried to tear it up. My adult version of the
correct etiquette for an abductee wasto say asrudely as possible, “from whom did you stedl it?’

“My father.” Heflicked down alarger table from the wall, atable so cunningly worked into the
bulkhead I’d missed it. He set the tray carefully down as he added, “He stoleit from relatives when he
was kicked out of Remanaafter afamily fight and sent here to the military school under strickt ordersto
never return. You Il find remana northwest of where the mardgar drainsinto the Sartoran sea. Wherethe
gold crownisdrawvnin.”

| couldn’t help turning and saw the tiny kingdom far smaller than Khanerenth. Indeed there
was acrown, atypical piece of Merindar arrogance.

“Go ahead.” He leaned against the opposite bulkhead. | noticed he was dressed in dark
coloursalined shirt dyed dark blue, black sash and trousers. * get em out.”

“get what out?’

“dl theinsults you’ ve piled up. Y ou’ ve got to have thought up some good ones. Let’s hear
them.”

“and what you can laugh from your oh so superior position?’ | snapped eyeing thetray. My
appetite had woken like a cage of roaring lions. | considered for about one second the mord satisfaction
of flinging thetray at him, but figured he' d just duck, like the tota and complete sinker he was, and
there’d be all that lovely food wasted.

Because it was lovely atomato soup with what smelled like fresh basil, some kind of incredibly
savoury cheese making it creamy, and bits of the very good rice that thisworld grows. Next to it fresh
bread, with pats of the honey-butter popular al over the kingdom. A spray of purple grapes a perfectly
diced peach and aslver urn containing hot chocolate joined acrystal decanter full of winein making a
feadt for aking.



| glared at Zathdar. No, Jehan. Those were Zathdar’ s blue eyes watching me, but the long fine
white hair was unfamiliar. A diamond glinted in one ear. Thelacesin his shirt were braided silk, with tiny
gold leavesfastening theends.

| was staring. And the cabin seemed suddenly quite small. Soi turned my attention back to the
food.

“Go ahead” heinvited.
“there are too many dishes;: i said scowling.

“wdl i haven't esten dl day either. If it helpsfed freeto fling my share out the window after
Owl’smothersquilt.”

Unwillingly i had to laugh. “All right you win that much anyway. Sit down.”

The table exactly fitted the space between the two bunks, on which we sat opposite one
another.

I"d only had that sngle bitein the Gold Inn soi sat to with enthusiasm. Two goblets of wine
plusthe medl later, i sat back, trying to decideif i had enough appetite to assay the chocolate.

Neither of us had spoken, though i was very aware of him sitting an arm’ sreach away, the
play of his hands on the goblet, pouring wine, picking up bread and cheese, homely tasks dl, but
executed with grace. He ae neatly with far better mannersthan i suspected i displayed. But i’d been
catching meals on the run for years, usualy with abook in one hand.

| frowned a my goblet. Waswhat i felt the same as my mother had flet al those years ago,
when this man’ sfather no doubt ate intimate dinners with her while my own father was busy tending to
the kingly businessfor my aling grandfather?

| looked up. Jehan regarded me steadily over his cup of wine.
| said crosdly, “ i suppose you dye your lashes and brows?’

“no darker shade than my fathers, asit happens most haf morvende have dark brows and
lashes. The oneswith white lashes come from families who have lived over athousand years
underground. Soem of the more recent family lines have colour here.” Heindicated athin stripe at the top
of hishead. “amost dways black. Sometimesred or yellow or brown. A lot of em get rid of it by magic,”
he added. “If it comesin stripes.”

A short pause ensued, during which i was hyper aware of the soft splash of water againgt the
hull of the vessd, of theflicker of the flamein the lantern, and its golden reflection made manifold by the
glass sectioning inside the burnished copper frame. | breathed in the rich fragrance of the chocolate and
set my goblet down.

A phosphorescent tingle sparked along my nerves. | gripped my handsin my lap.

“| gpologise for the, ah summary invitation aboard my yacht,” Jehan continued, in the same
conversationd tone. “I’ll end it wheni can.”

| looked up the flare of anger back. “you mean when you will.”

“no one outside a dozen people know who i am,” helifted a shoulder in adight apologetic



shrug. * Except the Ebans, now and you.”
“what did you do to Elva?’

“Nothing. Owl tried to recruit her. She refused. Last he saw she wastrying to find another ship
to 9gn onto.”

“Devli?’
“On the way to his mage tutors where ever they're hiding.”

| twisted my fingers. “ That might even betrue. But if it is, why am i not asked to keep silent,
and st freeto go on my way?’

“Because...” helooked away, out the window into the darkness, then back at me. “Because
too many people see you atool necessary to grip control of the kingdom.”

“Including you?’

Helooked away again. Then back. “will you listen to my side of things?’ his eyes narrowed.
“but you won't believe me will you?” he moved suddenly, not toward me...though i braced for a momebt
but away, ot thelittle alcove a the point of the cabin. The bulkhead below the tiny table had been
adapted into akind of desk that reminded me of arolltop, with alot of little drawers.

He opened one and drew out a packet of heavy linen paper.
“you want to read my correspondence with your father?’ he held out the letters.

“how do i know those arered?’ i felt not so much angry assick and miserable. “1 wouldn’t
recognize his handwriting. | wouldn't even know hisstyle. | wasten thelast timei saw him.”

He dropped the |etters back into the drawer and leaned there with hands on the desk, the
dlken shirt laces swinging, their golden leaves winking with tiny reflected flamesin the light of the lantern.
| was staring again.

Heturned hishead dightly, hiswhite hair drifting over his shoulder. His gaze met mine, and
fireworkslit off right behind my ribs. | hate chemigtry. | jerked my head away half expecting my eyest
make popping sounds like cartoon tentacles. Argh! | scowled at the carved racing horses in the wood

pandls.
“why won't you lisen? Do you redly think i’d go to dl thistroubleif i was my fatherstoo?’

| said to the chocolate pot, “Why didn’t you answer me when i asked why I’ m here, but you
let the Ebans go free?” aquick glance to see the effect of my words. “Y ou are good at deflecting
awkward questions aren’'t you.”

| could fedl him regarding me steadily, trying to read my reactions. “They don’'t hold the key to
the kingdom you do.”

My father.

Jehan said quickly, “Y ou know where Prince Math is.” He got up and put his hand on the
latch to the cabin door. “I should mention your mother followed you through the world gate. And
unfortunately my father has her. No don’t say it.” Heraised hishand asi drew a deep breath. “whatever
you believe me capable of, i can promise you this. If my father gets his hands on you, you can absolutely



count on him using your lives against one another in order to get what he wants. Chocolate? Y es? No?’
“Lost my appetite,” | said wearily.
Hetook thetray and left. Locking the door behind him.

Pretty soon i heard through the open windows the noises of the booms being used to lower a
small boat. | peered down at an angle as a silhouette descended.

| recognized Jehan from the way he moved. He had confined that moon pale hair in some kind
of knitted sailor cap. That and the dark clothing made him unremarkable, one of many people plying little
boats to and fro on the dark waters between boats d lit by strings of lanters.

Unremarkableif your eyes hadn’t memorized the contours of hisarms, the line form shoulder
to dim hip, the way the light played over the anglesin hisface. The arch of hisbrow. The shape of his
lips

| watched until he and his boat blended into the crown of lights made by the market street and
the torch-lit castle above and then i dropped onto the bunk and put my head in my hands.

Y eah that was definitely one of my worst moments.

Up inthe Ellir academy commander’ s suite, war commander Randart longed for deep. He
was getting too old for dl night rides and al day inspections. Digtractions, orders and logistics.

He glared at his nephew gabbling away with Orthan asif he had never heard of deep, and
finished therest of hisae. At least that was good. He d have to make certain afew barrels of Old Gold
wereincluded in the commanders stores when he took ship.

“...and they were watching him arrest some cutpurse. | never heard of him doing that before.
Must have been hisfollowerswho actudly did the work.”

Orthan laughed.

“red says, maybe he was trying to teach the thief some poetry and the thief surrendered only to
get away.”

Orthan guffawed louder, making the war commander’ s head hurt. “whatsthat? They didn't tell
me Jehan took the cutpurse arrested today.”

Orthan and Damedran turned twin expressions of surprise hisway. “hedidn’t i told you taht
earlier,” Orthan exclaimed, and his brow began to lower. “Two of our fellowsdid...”

The war commander ignored his brother’ slongsuffering you don’t listen to me. They’ d been
through that too many times. Dannath only listened when Orthan’ s gibble-gabble was to a purpose. He
got to hisfeet. “All i know is, if he'snot here a the sart of the gamestomorrow, I'll strangle him mysdlf.”
He pointed at his nephew. “Y ou! Go get somerest. Y ou have one order, to win tomorrow.”

“Oh I'll win,” Damedran predicted, stretching as he swung to hisfeet. “I can thrash anyonei
know onthelist, one handed.” He snapped afist into the opposite pae, muscles bunching. “I got Captain
Traneg to show me the roster before i came up here. Some locals have signed up, but we haven't seen
any locdswinfor years”

“People can sign up till the trumpets tomorrow,” Orthan warned, knowing his son would



ignore him, but it was better to endorse his brothers order when Dannath was looking so irritable. “Y ou
never now but some day a good one might show up, like the old days, before Siamis came. you do your
best when you're rested.”

Damedran snorted. “the back of my hand to locals. | don’t see why you don't close the games
to them anyway. Yesi know that’s how we recruited in the past, but maybe it’stime to change al that.
Better cadets from the better families”

“Shut up and go to bed,” the war commander ordered.

When he used that voice, it was best to obey. Damedran and his uncle dammed through
opposite doors, leaving Orthan to finish the ale aone and then douse the light.

Chapter Twenty-One

After adeepless night during which Jehan’ sbrain inssted on reviewing with remorseless
repetition, every single mistake he'd made in deed or speech with Sasharia, he got up, drank the hottest
strongest coffee the innkeeper could brew, then left the humble dockside where he' d thought to get
overdue rest. He stopped only at the bathhouse and paid to use their cleaning frame. No timefor areal
bath, and anyway it was going to be far too hot, he thought taring at the knife-edged shafts of yellow
early morning sunlight painting the wooden wall dividing the men’ssde from the womans.

The sun was climbing into midsummer brilliance when he crossed up an old pathway behind
the ruins of a castle long forgotten, and now used mainly for its stone. Therein the shade of aweb
clogged acove he paused to change out of the plain clothes and hat pulling on his brown velvet.

Herolled up his old outfit, tucked it under his arm, and started up the back trail used by locals
who hired on as stable and maintenance support staff at the guard barracks and academy. A few steps
up past some flowering shrubs his shoulder blades prickled. Unseen eyes? He stepped to the side, hand
going to his sword, then dropping when he saw four cadet aged young fellows walking behind him single
file

Three walked and one sauntered atal fellow with black hair and pae brown eyes of a
distinctive shade flecked with gold that evoked flame. His features where sharp, his gaze sharper;
memory stirred frome somewhere way back years ago, on the other side of the world.

“doi know you?’ he asked.
Thetall one grinned, but did not speak.

“Not redly,” another one murmured, and when Jehan looked hisway his breath caught. He
was about to exclaim, “ Senrid?” when he redlized that thisfellow was not Senrid Montredaun-An, King
of Mrloven Hess and head of the academy to which Jehan had goneto learn war skills so long ago.

The resemblance stubbornly persisted, though Senrid never wore this sort of thoughtful almost
scholarly expression, nor had he grown astal. Most tdlingly thisfelow’ s eyeswere brown, an ordinary
light brown, and King Senrid’ swere grayish blue.

“im David,” the fellow said, pronouncing it not Sartoran DAUF-ed but marlovan-style
DAY -vid. David gestured at the three others. “we re her to play in your games.”

Jehan took in the two unfamiliar ones. Firg, atalish thin felow with adreamy expression,
wide-det brown eyes and an unkempt mat of curly light brown hair taht brought Prince Math instantly



and forcibly to mind. The last was amere boy, scarcely cadet age from the looks of him. He seemed an
everyday small boy, dressed in homespun shirt and riding trousers brown hair clipped back from ahigh
brow, though Jehan amost immediately began observing subtle anomalies, beginning with hisstillness,
and the steady observant hazel gaze that seemed far older than you ever saw in any child’ sface.

“And therest of you are?” he suspected he would not get areal answer.

Nor did he. “Compstitors,” David said, and then with an air of absent courtesy, “Y ou have no
objection to alittle roustabout perhaps>"

“Whats that supposed to mean?’ Jehan recognized that they knew who he was. Where had he
seen that tal one before? Now it seemed important.

“Nothing untoward,” David soothe. “ Shall we meet after the day’ s entertainment?”’

“I sugpect” jehan eyed thetall one again “that i will want very much to do that. Where havei
seen you before?’

“Here and there.” Thetall one grunned briefly, no more that aflash of teeth. Hisvoice was
lower than you' d expect from someone that lean. Low , husky and again familiar.

Swest trickled down Jehan' sforehead. The morning air had gone from warm to hot, and the
sunwas till low. “ Go on. Sign up. So whatever it isyou' re going to do.” Things could hardly get worse.

Thetall one laughed softly asthey passed on by.
The smdl onewaslast. As he drew near Jehan he said in Sartoran, “ Stay your path.”

He dashed after his companions and they vanished around the mossy old wall of the ruined
cadtle, regppearing hafway up thetrall at adead run.

Jehan veered between amusement and annoyance at some urchin advising him how to get to
hisown academy. Asif waslikely to stray of the path. In Sartoran. He listened to the words again,
thinkin in Sartoran instead of just mentally trandating the words.

Stay your path.
In Sartoran the connotation was closer to Y ou' re doing the right thing.

Now that was strange. He paused to peer upwards against the rising sun as the four mystery
visitors vanished over the top of the hill toward the public path. He forgot about the heet, his headache
even hishunger, and began to lope up the trail toward the back way into the old abandodned storage
roomswhere he usudly |eft his change of clothes. Maybe the day that had promised along stretch of
annoyance might yield some surprises after all.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Les Veleg wept for joy, shaking her head impatiently so her vision would not blur. She stood
with acluster of seniors at the Sdeline of the archery butts, and watched the little boy in homespun lift his
bow, pull back and am in the same fluid motion so he was one line form thumb to the back elbow, and
when he let fly hisarm snapped out so hisarms were astraight line, thumb to thumb. And then down, as
smooth and unthinking as the folding wings of aswan.



It was effortless, graceful and the best shot of the day, despite his age, despite the distance
and oh, oh, oh despite Damedran leaning against the wall on the other side of the buitts, his bruised face
expressonless.

“seethat? Arm al the way back,” she muttered, wiping her eyes. “it really does make a
difference.” And the other seniors standing near her, instead f rolling their eyes or sneering or wayning as
they aways had in the past, agreed with mutters of wonder.

Once prince Jehan had told her that this was the way he’ d been taught to shoot by that
academy on the other side of the continent. But that fact had only earned scoffing. Every cadet knew he
was acloud brain. And everyone knows Marlovens were mere horse riders, they didn’t train on water as
well asland.

If you want to shoot you need first to learn form. Aim will then come, she remembered her old
teacher saying. It wouldn't do to remind everyone. She' d be accused of swagger. And anyway, taht boy
had carried off the sllver cup. Shedidn’t need to remind them.

She followed the crowd, hoping she could talk to him. She wanted to tell him it was a pleasure
to watch him. It would have been a pleasure to shoot againgt him, no matter who won, if only her arm
hadn’t been broken.

But the trumpet blew the signa to change events and most of the competitors, locasaswell as
cadets, swarmed to the tables to get some water before lining up for the last and favourite vent of the
land games:. the relay race, which took al afternoon.

“You don't haveto go,” Ban said to Damedran as they followed more dowly. He regretted his
earlier triumph when Damedran was summarily thumped in the last grappling match, though he' d enjoyed
it thoroughly(and privately) at the sametime.

Damedran turned his puffy face Ban’ sway, then flashed up the back of hishand.

Despite the insult Ban was not angry. Not when he saw the spasm of pain that tightened
Damedran’ sfeatures/

Ban, Bowsprit and a couple of others exchanged wry looks. Nothing felt quite real anymore;
life was no longer predictable. One thing was clear, despite his drubbing Damedran was going to carry

on anyway.
The trumpet pealed and everyone looked up.
“Teams gather here,” bawled the captain in charge of the relay.

Damedran limped dowly to the edge of the field from which the sprinters would take off on the
first leg of therelay. Paying no attention to the chatter around him, he said, “I’ll ride. Can’t run or canoe.”
He gave them apainful grimace that was supposed to be asmile.

Ban saw Wolfie peering intently to one side, his mouth twisted in the smirk that meant either
he' d been fighting or was going to fight. And there was Red moseying adong, looking skyward, as he
passed by the various teams assembling. He dowed near the strangers who had so unaccountably
appeared and taken dl the prized. Red stopped as the unfamiliar four talked briefly and quietly among
themselves, bend to pick something from one boot, then he straightened up and sauntered with abit more
speed to Wolfie, and muttered behind his hand.

Wolfie beckoned to a couple of their other followers, and Ban suspected what was probably



going to happen. He knew his guess was right when Wolfie stepped up to Damedran and said, “thelittle
oneisdoing theride.” He chuckled the way he always did before somebody ended up getting scagged.
“Guessthey won't win therelay.”

Damedran shook his head.
Ban said indisgust, “Y ou' re going to drop on thelittlest one.”

Wolfie, Red and the other two turned hisway, their faces ranging from guilty to defiant to
angry.

Damedran said, surprising them al, “Thats not an...an.. afair scrag. Dropping on alittle boy,
that’ sjust rabbiting.”

“fair?’ Red repeated, asif he'd never heard the word.

“But you dropped Les Velleg,” Ban observed. It had been aguess. He saw from Damedran’s
quick grimacethat he' d beenright.

“that was different,” Damedran muttered, trying not to look yet again to wherethetall, thin girl
with the ding-bound arm stood, her straight brows low, watching him with unsmiling intengity. “we
couldn’t win againgt her. | wanted, i needed, winsin everything.” He dropped his head back, uttering a
grangled laugh.

“Itisn’t different,” Ban said.

Damedran’ s mouth tightened. He opened his hand. “ She wouldn’t have won anyway. Not
againg that little brat.”

“Who are they?’ asked Cdan Prdiesh, Red’ s cousin from the coast.

“I don’'t know.” Damedran shifted with painful care to observe the newcomers, who stood in
ling, thetall one grining at something the short one said, the fair-haired one looking pensive, the onewith
the curly hair watching two raptors riding the thermals high up under the flat carpet of tiny puff-clouds that
promised rain. “but he uses moves I’ ve never seen.” He fingered his shoulder, winced again. “Or felt.”

They dl reflected on the grappling. The lazy way the tall one moved to block, to deflect, and
hiswhip-fagt brutal attacks. All without breaking a swest.

“They won't win,” Wolfie reminded them, rubbing his hands.

Ban studied the small bow who stood there so sill and poised as he contempl ated the stands
where the commanders sat with the prince. Neither of the Randarts smiled, and al the seniors knew they
were angry. But they could do nothing. The completion was open, had been for years.

Nobody cared what prince Jehan thought.
Ban said suddenly privately to Bowsprit, “i think...” he shook his head.

Bowsprit turned his thin pointy nose toward Wolfie' s huge, muscular form, and then to the
small dender boy who was probably about nine, if that. “I think so too.”

“Firg leg runners, line up here,” called the captain. “ Second-leg canoe, follow captain
semmeg, third leg mountain climbersfollow captain Torvic, and the horseridersfor the last leg you go
with captain Lesstrad to our posts. We ve got animals up therewaiting for you.” The trumpet played the



signd, and aroar went up asthe relay racers separated.

Ban took off behind Captain Torvic, aong with the other five members of cadet teams, two
members of the royal fleet, and the blond foreigner with the pensive face, the one who had won every
sngle sword match.

Ban loped in the fellow’ s direction, questions forming in his mind, but the other cadetswere
therefirst. An usud the youngest came right out with nosy questions of the sort Ban might have ventured
only after acouple of ales.

“where are you from?’ piped aten year old.

“Oh here and there you might say,” was the answer with afaint trace of scent. “Never really
settled in one place.”

“Where d you learn sword work>"

Thefelow smiled. “Various teachers. They tend to be hard on mistakes, so you know you
learn to make asfew aspossible”

“How hard?’ aksed afourteen year old girl with the squint eyed distrust of the middie teens.
“Let’ssay ... they broke us of bad habits.”

Everyone even the ten year old heard the humorous ambiguity behing “broke”.

“belay the chatter and hurry up there,” called Captain Torvic.

That ended the talk until they reached the site for their leg of the relay. While they waited, the
newcomer prowled around looking down at the road, up at the cliffs, at the distant seg, at the sky, and
though Ban watched him steadily, he never turned Ban’ sway.

The newcomer with the frizzy hair wasfist to their post, and the blonde one took off. One of
their own group was next, crimson faced with effort, and ban sprinted up the mountain, hoping he would
not see Wolfie or Red, but afraid he knew where they were.

When he reached the last leg, gasping with effort the little boy was gone, and the blond fellow
sat on the grass, smiling at the sky. Ban admost said something but shook his head and started back down
thetrail to the academy.

It was along hot gloomy walk. He took the horsetrail anyway, but didn’t see anyone.

When he reached the academy, it was to find out that the newcomers had one. The smdll boy
rode bareback into the center of the parade ground on a high-spirited charger, his hands not even on the
reins

Prince Jehan was thefirst to applaud, and then the others joined, but not with any spirit. The
river rush of voicesal talking and exclaiming was dmaost louder than the clapping.

Bowsprit and Ban having hoped the boy would escape being scagged by Wolfie and Red and
afew of the boys, said nothing at dl asthey followed the glum senior cadets to the parade ground for the
digtribution of the prizes.

Up in the stands Dannath Randart was so angry he felt his blood boiling in adrumbeat though
his head. But he schooled himself to sit without moving, fists on his knees, as he stared down at the



shambles of his plan.

Plans could be remade. He knew that. He glowered at his nephew who limped from the horse
picket acrossto the senior line. Why did theidiot haveto ride in the relay when he could barely st a
horse, just to lose yet again? Now Randart had to consider ways to wrench some kind of victory form
the distasteful no the shameful exhibition.

The blame would go squarely on the shoulders of the staggeringly stupid whitehaird fatwit
gtting to hisright, who was now getting up and flicking dust from hisfaultless velvet, in order to go down
to thefield to hand out the prizes.

Randart glared at Jehan. “those newcomers. | want them.” And at the shocked look on
Orthan’ sface he forced asemblance of civility into histone, “i believe the king would want to hear about
their training. Please your highness request them to honour usfor a celebratory glass up in the command
tower.”

Jehan as aways was oblivious to the sudden change of tone...Jehan. Prisoners. Market
Street...Cadets...Randart put out a hand remembering again what had bothered him when he woke up.
He' d been bothered enough to go down to the lockup and ask afew questions, despite the loaded
schedule. “you arrested a cutpurse in market street yesterday?’

Jehan'sthin brows lifted. “1 did?”

“Damedran saw you. That is the boys say you from the senior barracks. But the only thief in
the lockup isthe pickpocket brought in by the pier patrol on morning rotation.”

Jehan sighed, looking apologetic. “well i did try. But my miscreant got away.”

So hedidn’'t have any of hisfollowersin the king’'s guard with him. “Why didn’t you cal up the
guard? There' saways apatrol within earshot.”

“I thought they were off duty,” Jehan said vagudly. “I did not like to disturb them.”

Randart sat back in disgust. He marshalled himself enough to say with forced politeness, “I
believe they are awaiting on their prizes, your highness. Forgive mefor detaining you.”

Jehan bowed, a court bow and highly ingppropriate here, but that was as usud. Everything
was asusud, so why did he fed something crucial was missing from that testimony?

I’ m seeing conspiracies everywhere, Randart thought. But just the same before the prince
reached the end of the platform and was about to step down into the regular stands to descend to the
fied, he cdled, “ Remember after we speak to the winners, the king requires you to remain with us. Y our
highness”

Once again a court bow, hand gracefully at his heart, and Jehan ran lightly down the stepsto
the field, where the captains had the cadetsin field order, the younger boys and girls standing more or
less straight lines. While the seniors looked around for Wolfie and Red and their two cronies, Randart
said to hisbrother, “1 want the prince followed say it’ sfor his safety. But put someone discrete oniit.”

Startled, Orthan leaned over to spesk to the aide on duty, who hustled aong the back of the
platform to the hidden doorway |eading down to the guardroom.

The brothers turned their attention back to the field, where Jehan stood next to the four small
cadetswho so carefully held the prized. Both forgot the prince when they saw why the ceremonies had



not begun. 1t was not Jehan getting himself lost counting butterflies, it was because the recipientswere
nowherein Sght.

Randart gripped the edge of his seet. “ Thelittle one was just there, riding that horse. Where
did he go? Find them. | want them. Whatever excuse it takesi want to know who they are, why they
were here”

Orthan got up. After aglance at his brother’ sface, he hustled after his own underling.

On the field Jehan spoke afew graceful words that few listened to, gave the signd for the
captains to dismiss the contestants. The cadets surged toward the mess hall, everyone voicing hisor her
opinion or putting questions to the air. Comments and questions mirrored in the watchersin the stands,
who filed out the other way and back down the long zigzagging steps into the harbour city below.

As Jehan traversed the halls between the guard barrack and the academy the morvende part
of hishearing developed for generations to sift human sound from wind and water rushed aong stone
tunnels and caverns, registered footsteps matching his pace. He paused at the guardroom to get adrink
of water after the long hot afternoon in the sun, nodded pleasantly when the guards on duty legped to
their feet and sduted, and waved them lazily back to their seats. No one entered after him.

Heleft. Moseyed dowly to the mess hall, hot asit was and smelling of fish smmered in herbs
and tomato. Below that he detected the distinct odour of summer afternoon adolescent sweat. Jehan
stepped into the kitchen nipped a biscuit from one of the trays being pulled from the oven and exited
through the opposite door as he tossed the hot biscuit from hand to hand.

Still there same distance back.

Down to the cadet stable, which was built into the oldest part of the castle. There he asked
about some of hisfavourite mounts and ordered clover to be saddled up. “I want to ride back along the
rday tralls,” he said clearly. “I hope our mysteriousvisitors did not get lost somewhere dong the way.”

While the duty cadets and the shadow busied themselves with horse saddling, Jehan dipped
through the tack room into the old storage room, which smelled of mossy stone. He dit the bolt then
keyed the entrance to a passageway that Prince Math had shown him when he was a boy, the singletiem
they had been here together.

When he emerged at the other end, he was dressed again in the blue outfit, afisherman’s
stocking cap on his head hiding his hair, hisbrown velvet hanging in anet bag over his shoulder. He made
hisway through the rotting barrelsthat hid the door to the passage, dipped into the dley behind the old
row of shops, and from there he strolled into market street asthe low sun danted ochre shaftes between
buildings.

Jehan didn’t trouble to look around. The shadow would be riding asfast as he could for the
relay trail, which was sure to keep him or her busy for awhile. Jehan suspected that David and histhree
friends, who had indicated they would speak to him after the compotition would find him if they wanted
him.

Hewasright. A crowd of sailors strolled by, talking and laughing out of their number appeared
two figureswho flanked Jehan. Thetal black haired one ginned “nice side step.”

He meant it as acompliment, they were aware of the shadow, and how jehan had dipped the
shadow’ svigilance. Prickles of invisibleice cooled his neck the backs of hisarms asthe thin one
flickered a hand toward one of the more modest tents.



Inside they found David holding atable, to which a harried young woman brought aloaded
tray of chicken pies, cornbread and cold frosty ade.

Almogt immediately the smal boy drifted in, unnoticed by anyone dsein thetent. the
conversations at the other tables being mostly about the fleet made up for the pirate hunt, and who' d
hired on where and what it was doing to trade.

The boy was wearing and outsized shirt. He did in next to David, then said with aquite air
amogt of gpology, “i had to use the other for bindings.”

Jehan redlized then what he' d known ingtinctively that these four somehow spoke mind to
mind. He knew now from where he recognized thetall one, and possibly the one with the hair. They'd
competed in the midsummer games years before, dwayswadll, but previoudy they’ d never quite stood
Out.

Jehan sat back. “ So your roustabout was intended as ageneral humiliation or for fun?’
David looked surprised, and the fiery eyed one grinned. “For ingtruction.”

David put down hisfork. “Tel meyou didn’t see what we were doing.”

Jehan shrugged a shoulder. “ So you are giving me lesonsin curriculum desgn why?’

The mock surprise and fake air of hel pfulness vanished. “because you will need to train em
better,” david said. “And if i might suggest an added course of ingtruction, hill warfare against
occupdtion.”

Again theice burning with warning.

“Norsunder,” Jehan breathed. “What? When?’ he knew now who they were, but not why
they were here.

Before he could speak again, thetdl oneflicked up a scarred hand. “Don’t say anything.” He
flicked one ear. “They do actuadly have wards againgt certain names.”

Jehan studied the four faces. “But the stories about you whose side are you on, anyway?’
“What' s aside?’the smallest one asked.

“The easiest would be anything or anyone against Norsunder taking land, people, life. Liberty.
Will and spirit,” Jehan said deliberately.

“That would be our side,” said the boy, his gaze Steady. Meeting it fet strangly like falling and
fdling through theair.

“not what ive heard about you.” Jehan looked away, steadying himsaf with his handsflat on
thetable.

The one with the hair looked down, the tall one flashed his sharp edged grin. David said, “Is
everything said about you action motivation true?’

113 NO_”

The small one murmured, “ Some of what’ s said about usistrue. But we bring no intent to
harm here.”



Jehan bdlieved that because he knew what they were capable of .

Thetall one, meanwhile had gone on eating. He looked up. “Damedran. Bad bridle training.
Y ou takethereins” He gestured meaning qualified approva and returned to hismed.

Jehan let out asoundless laugh. He couldn’t quite point out that he had no reinsto hold, not
with Randart hunting him in phantom for and now possiblein red, dl because of that hasty abduction. It
was only amatter of time before he dipped and Randart penetrated the tenuous disguise. When seeniin
the perspective of world politics the sinister powers hunting the blood of these four and the infamous
figureswho had trained them his problems seemed small.

“Everyoneisgoing to haveto pitch it together,” the one with the hair spoke for thefirst time.
“everyone. To the best of thelr ability. War iscoming, we cannot avoid it, but we can resst if everyone
works together.”

David turned his head sharply; Jehan heard cadenced march above the genera noise of the
tent.

A search party of guards hated outside the tent. the patronsfell silent and the harried girl ran
to the canvas door, lifted it, exclaimed in question and darm.

Jehan turned his back to his companions. They were gone, the bottom of the tent reverberating
asif just dropped.

He was aone at the table even their food was gone, leaving him to haunch over hismed. He
felt the hot wary exasperated gaze of the search captain sweep past him and then came the sounds of the
searchers marching farther up the row of tents.

Jehan sat there thinking, while he had this precious timeto think. War, imminent. |’ d better
have Tharlif stockpile those weapons she took off Randart’ sfleet.

He dipped out to make hisway to the boat as the sun vanished at last and shadows merged.

It wastimeto go try to make amends with Saharia. And despite his headache, hisregretsthe
new threats to his kingdom and the world he looked forward to seeing her. Maybe just maybe he could
et her to laugh.

On the other side of the castle whileriding the last leg of the relay without finding prince Jehan
or anyone el se, his shadow came across four cadets making their way dowly toward the parade ground.
In amazement he recognized Wolf nephew of the commander, and three others al with broken bonesa
wrist an arm a shoulder and Wolf with a broken leg. Each wound thoughtfully splintered and bound up
with neatly torn stripsfrom abow sized shirt.

No one spoke as he helped them back to the academy.

Chapter Twenty-Three

The last of the day’ s light was a deep blue glow on the western horizon behind him when
Jehan reached the yacht. He d | eft ordersfor asingle lantern at the stern rather than running lights, so he
was surprised to see lanterns swinging and winking as slhouettes crossed back and forth, the sort of
movement you expected to see during work aboard a ship.

What work? The sails were furled, the yacht riding at single anchor on the outflowing tide. He



smothered hislantern and waited oars at rest, until his eyes adjusted enough to determine that the yacht
was not being attacked. He' d first seen climbing figures. Now the crew was at the falls and tackle,
bringing up the second boat.

There could only be onereason it had be let down. He uncovered hislantern, once again
shieding it from the shore side, and pulled hard on his oars, occasionaly peering over his shoulder until
he could make out a shivering figure with long dripping braids huddled in ablanket on deck asthe other
crew members finished stowing the second boat.

“Dalphin,” he caled.
“Doalphin ho. Falsready,” came Owl’swry voice.

Jehan climbed up the side and crossed to the captain’ s deck. As he passed Sasharia she lifted
her chin, her face pae and defiant when she recognised him.

“| would havetried it too,” he said.

She laughed, and his bresath caught. “'Y ou. W-would have G-gotten. Away.” Her teeth
chattered so hard she dmost couldn’t speak.

A step nearer he saw her bluelips. Angry he turned his head. “where is something hot...”

“Right away. Gave the orders when we got back.” Owl worked in tandem with the other
crew, pulling up Jehan’ s boat.

“Herei am,” came the accented voice of Kaelande, the cook, and a heartbest |ater he
appeared with atray of hot coffee, which he sat on the capstan. “Dinner,” he added after an inscrutable
glance at them dl, “will beready anon.” He vanished back down to hisgalley, atal stocky man who had
been trained in Alsais sroya paace, the most exclusive cooking schoal in the entire southern

hemisphere.

Owl turned a dant-browed, assessing look Jehan’ s way, and then toward Sasharia. “Looks
likewecould dl useit.”

Sashariatook her mug, her eyes closing as she cherished its warmth. She carried it toward the
guest cabin in the forecastle, and Owl followed Jehan down into the main cabin. They sank down onto
the fine-carved chairs bolted to the deck, and Owl sighed. “I didn’t think she'd try to swim for shore
from out here”

“I didn’t either. We were wrong. But that’ s one more tot in the day’ stotal.” Jehan tried to shut
out theimage of Sasha'stal, strong body in that wet clothing. Hislife was complicated enough, and he
knew she didn’t want any part of him. But there she was somehow larger than lifein al the waysthat
were good, with asudden smile like the sun on the world' sfirst day. He pressed histhumbsinto his
eydids, trying to shutter away Sashd simage. “Randart will probably have a search team out here by
morning soon as he can figure an excuse.”

“He sonto us?’

“I think he suspects. And I’m coming to believe despite his former friendliness, that he would
like any excuseto help me suffer afatal accident. But that’ s not our biggest problem. Not nearly.”

Owl grimaced. “If there' s something worse, I’ d rather get amed in mefirst.”



“we'll al do that.”
Owl jerked histhumb toward the front of the ship in question.
Jehan said, “Invite her. Theni don't haveto explain twice.”

Owl waited, but Jehan’ s gaze had gone diffuse the way it did when he was evolving plans, and
S0 heleft.

| stood in the cabin while my core temperature gradually achieved something resembling
human levels, rather than penguin, and stared into the coffee.

| hate coffee. That is, i lovethe smdll but find it bitter to drink unlessi doctor it with honey and
milk. Lotsand lots of milk. But i wasn't going to complain about it now. First of al becausei needed the
warmth and second because they very definitely had the high mora ground.

Human nature or maybe it’s my own nature, has mule kick stubbornness beat hollow. If they’d
yelled at mefor my stupid act, i would have been planning another try. But they’ d been nice about it, 01
fet guilty. Guilty for smply trying my best to get away, on my won, until i figured out what wasright? No,
guilty because they’ d gone to aterrible amount of trouble to search me out in the ocean, their faces
worried sick when they found me about two nanosecond before my numb body was about to give up.

| felt guilty and cold and waterlogged. All my gear was soaked as well for the gear bag was
not waterproof, and I’ d thrown away the horrible basket weave. Owl had put me through the cleaning
frame as soon asi got on board, so the sdt sting was gone, but that did nothing to dry anything.

For ashort timei stood there staring haplesdy down &t the soggy firebird coverlet and my
other outfit. | let them drop to the deck with asquelch.

A knock amoment later. “Will you join usfor dinner?” That was Owl. | knew Owl’svoice
very well by now. Fist he’ d been on the other side of that hot quilt the day before. Today he' d been
cdling to me, caling to me asthey sought for mein the boat despite the darkness asi was about to sink...
“No clothes” My lipswere numb, my jaw shuddering. “W-wet.”

No answer.

| was pressing the cup against my face when the knock came again. “ Jehan offers these with
hiscompliments”

| fumbled with still-numb fingers at the cabin door. 1t opened. Owl handed me folded cloth.
“He gpologizes for the colours but says they went through the cleaning frame. If you'd givemeyours, I'll
put em through the frame and spread em near the gdlley fire”

| silently handed him the cloth things from the gear bag then shut the door and shucked my
tunic and trousers. My undies were wet woo, but no help for those. At least they were clean.

| turned to the clothes. Jehan’ s clothes. The idea whopped meright behind theribs. | held up a
finelinen shirt thelacing another of those long braided silk thingswith atiny gold leaf at the end. Under
that some black riding trousers. Last, along velvet tunic somewhat like a battle tunic except obvioudy not
made to be fought in. Brown with the cup stitched onin red silver—the roya colours. Hence the

apology.

| was too numb to care. The shirt wasroomy and only dightly large, but the pants, tailored to
avery different body, were way tight where it counted most. My wet underwear threatened to make the



wedgie of the century, s0i took the trousers off again and dipped on the tunic. Its hem fell below my
knees, except for the dits on the sides, but the shirt was long enough to cover me to mid-thigh. Hardly
immodest, even here, when during summer many rolled their deck trousersto their knees, especialy
when working with water.

Stll i fet off balance, intensdy aware of a sense of intimacy in the wearing of Jehan’s clothes.
The cleaning frame had removed any trace of him, so they smelled like clean cloth, but curious dectricity
lingered, the sensory evidence of attraction. | ran my hand down the tunic, which was cut to fit aman the
shoulders hanging over my upper arms, the front reshaped by me. The dim line of the tunic hugged my
hips, which are built on the Vakyrie modd. If therewasamirror in the cabin i had not found it. Not that i
had redlly searched, for earlier inthe day I’ d only had escape on my mind.

No help for it. | looked the way i looked.
| grabbed up my wet clothes and marched out.

The yacht currently had only four crew members besides Owl: the cook, hiswife and two
men, one young one older. Only one of thosewasin my line of Sght, on watch at the ham. He gazed out
to sea

Owl and Jehan stood near the smooth, eegantly curved stern rail. When the cabin door shut
behind me they turned their heads and watched me walk up the half adozen shalow stepsto the deck,
the lantern light from the binnacle shinning on their faces.

Isthat stare universal among het males? Their gazes swept down my body, stopped twice
once north of the equator and once south then dropped to my feet and away. Both faces wearing
inadvertent grinsamix of gppreciative and dightly embarrassed grins civilized guys show when the get
caught staring.

Here sthe girl part of that particular embarrassment. If one likes one of the guys, it's not
annoying, it makes onefed outlined in light. Well i do anyway.

“the pants were too tight,” i said curtly and as soon asthe words were out i knew they made
everything ten timesworse.

Owl turned away, one arm gripping the other arm. He wastrying very hard not to laugh. | felt
the riveted gaze of the fellow at the helm.

“You look better in that tunic thani do,” Jehan said, assuming courtly manners, but histone
was genuine. Even enthusiagtic. “Come into the cabin. Supper isready.”

It was arelief to follow him down the broad stairsinto the stern cabin. As he stepped with his
characteristic quick stridei couldn’t help mysalf from sneaking apeek at him from behind, that long dim
line from shoulder to... stop that!

| turned my attention to the captain’s cabin.

Wow talk about a sybaritic ddight. Whoever had designed this yacht didn’t have arough
salorslifein mind. There were two of everything in the finewood carvings, shining rich gold in the light of
leaded glasslanterns set in graceful golden holders. Two roses, the leaves suggestive of intertwined
bodies. Two lilies, same. Two dolphins leaping and sporting in repeated motif dl around the bunk frame.
And what abunk. Built directly under the broad, danting stern windows, it enabled one or two to lie
there and look directly out at the wake glowing in the reflected golden light, foaming away under the



glimmering stars. | leaned to look...
And fdt that neon sensation again.

| whirled around, and crossed my armswhen i caught Owl and Jehan staring. Not just staring
but checking out my buitt in that snug tunic.

Owl looked up at the celling as though hisfuture lay written there. Jehan grinned, alaugh
barely suppressed in the dightly husky undertone to hisvoice ashe sad, “ please Sit. Tell me about your

ey

Since |’ d been doing my own butt-checking a minute previousi didn’t say anything. Jst
plunked down and thumped my e bows onto the carved table. The chairs were lyre backed cushioned
and comfortable.

“let mesee” i said cordidly. “What part would that be? The nice long morning when Owl
nearly suffocated me? Or would that be later, when i was il suffocating? Or maybe after you left, when
everyone was busy, the sun was sinking. | thought, great time to dive overboard. Straight into an out
flowing tide. Oops,”

“what did you plan if the tide had worked for you?" Jehan poured out some wine into three
goblets. “i ask because I’ ve made acouple of hip dives mysdlf.”

“Y ours being successful, of course.”

He grinned over hisgoblet at me. “1’ ve had more experience with remembering the flow of
tides.”

“wdl i didn’t think i could makeit al theway to shore. My ideawas to reach another boat.
Any boat. | could seethem, or rather their running lights, or whatever their called here. Pretend if they
pulled me out that i’ d fallen overboard during a pleasure cruise, no one noticed because of al the noise,
and would someone set me ashore?’

“Except those between us and the harbour are al Randart’ sfleet.” Jehan swept his hand al
around us. “Gathering to search for the wicked pirate Zathdar.”

“Oh.” | sipped the wine, which was perfect, not too swest, not too tart, a Shakespearean
sonnet of subtle flavours. | took another sip, thistime pausing long enough to savour it. Wow that's
good.” My annoyance melted away. “All right, so that concludes Sasharid s stupidity for the day. What
about you? How did the games go, wasit boring and predictable?’

“No it was neither.” Jehan began with meeting the mystery guys on thewalk up to the castle.
He ended his report when David and the others vanished through the back of the tent just asthe
searchers came through the front.

“So i made my way straight to the boat and herei am.” He said to Owl, “that tall one. | knew
I’ve seen him before.”

Owl hunched over hiswine. “Redly good with his hands? Lean? Eyes a strange shade of pae
brown amost orangein theright light?’

“That' sthe one.”

“Didn’'t useaname, asi recdl. Initids MV ?1 think they were MV. Robin was the same age.



She said she and the other sprats used to try to guess what they stood for. | remember him during that
tangle with the chwahir and those pirates out of Ghanthur, our very firg cruise. Knew nothing about boats
when he came aboard us, but he could fight. Don’'t you remember?’

Jehan leaned tiredly back in hischair, staring out at the sea. “we’ ve had so many brushes with
the Chawahir...Ghanthur...Not to mention crew coming and going. That goesway back. Whey it must
have been wheni met you.”

Owl grinned. “ Just about. Yes.:

They exchanged one of those looks people use when they are thinking about past history, but
before anyone could say anything the Colendi cook appeared, and with aflourish set out the dishes,
delicate poached fish with fresh herbs and a dash of wine sauce, steamed carrots with a dash of another
herb, and roasted little potatoes, so savoury and tasty i could have eaten a plate of them.

Kaelande served more wine. His style of serving waslike I’ d been taught, i noticed idly, in the
more hotsy-totsy dinner houses|’d worked at, back in L.A. the same even pouring the flick of the wrist
when bring the bottle up so there were no splashes.

| was beginging to fed adight buzz, soi shook my head. | really did not know who wasfriend
and who enemy, or how both could mange to be embodied in the same person. | didn’'t need awine
glow to further befuddle me.

Jehan said, “that was splendid Kaglande.” He sighed. “1 ate well at the tent, but the rowing
seemsto have woken my appetite.”

“Y ou were afew meals behind,” Owl commented.
“s0 what now?”’
Good question, i though. And that goes for me too.

Jehan frowned into hiswine. “Those questions Randart asked me. | am trusting to the
overwhelming number of tasksthat launching afleet entailsto keep him from the barracks window. Y ou
had better vanish al of you..”

“Wait!” | dapped my handsflat on the table. “what exactly doesthat mean?1’m a prisoner?’
Kaelande flicked me alook from under straight brows.

Jehan pressed histhubsinto his eydids under hisbrow ridge. “you are. Not. A prisoner.
But...”

Zd, Kelande swife, gppeared in the door, her short wispy reddish curlsflying. “Biski saysthe
fleet’ sgetting Sgnals”

Jehan was out of his chair fast, pausing only to pluck his spyglassfrom aholder. By thetimei
made it out the door behind Owl and Kaelande, Jahan’ swhite hair had aready vanished behind the long,
elegant curve of the main sail, what we on earth would call aBermudasail. He regppeared in the top next
to the younger of the two men whose namesi hadn’t heard.

They exchanged afew quick words, snapped their glasses out, training them west on the



glimmering lightsbarely visbleto usat sealevd.

Then Jehan did down abackstay and landed lightly near us. “there flanking us. Boats. It’s got
to be Randart, and he' s got some excuse.”

“werun?’ Owl asked, but dmost immediately he sniffed, looked into the direction of the
breeze and shook his head.

“Wefight?’ Kaglande asked, and Zel rubbed her knuckles against her lips. She was a bit
older than i, smdl, weathered the yachts bosun. Everyone worked the sails when needed, and obvioudy
fought when needed aswell.

Jehan sighed. “I would rather avoid loss of life, he despisesthefirst blood rule. If he
commences afight it's going to beto the finish. He won't want any witnessesto tell my father thetruth.”

Owl grimaced. “so you think he' s sprung us at last?’

“Possible. Not for certain. If he’ s suspicious, he will be looking for the mystery thief the boys
have described that means the fisher’ s hat and the forest green tunic. The cadets saw jour encounter from
the barrackswindow, and i said i’ d tried to catch athief. Randart brought that up at the games.”

Attention zapped my way.
Jehan said to me, “well? If you want to fal into his hands hereis your chance.”

“No. Theonly thing i am very sure of isthis. | do not and never will, trust Dannath Randart.
Especidly now that i know he caused Magister Glathan' s degth.”

Jehan let out hisbreath inrelief. “ Get out of those clothes. | haveto bein livery.”

“hersarewet.” Owl said. “And the green will have to go over the side. “If any of uswear it we
might be teken asthethief.”

Zd measured me with her eyes, and dowly shook her head.

“sheésaszeoneinthejuniors and I'm asizetwelvein thetal department.” | pointed to Zd,
then mysdlf. “I can’'t borrow hers”

Kaglande dusted hisfingerstogether. “But you are closeto my size. Very close.”

Jehan snapped hisfingers. “I’ll have that Zhavaieshin banner on my own bed. | don't care
how wet it is, it won't look wet. Therest of whatever it isyou havein the bag isinnocuous enough right?’

My heartbeat had gone into sprint mode. “Mementos collected when i waslittle.”

Owl said to Jehan, “what’ sthe excuse for you being here?’

“Two hot to deep on land?’

“Stupid,” two voices said at once, and Owl shook his head.

Zd dghed dramaticaly. “ Oh, come dong, i dways wanted to bethe girl. Can't i bethegirl ?’
“When'sthe last timetherewas ared girl?” Owl asked the sky.

Jehan laughed. “1t seems athousand years ago. Zel do whatever you can to become the grils.



But you haveto beapainter. | told himi was visting apainter...something with Lava Sky Child. | don't
know if he'll remember that.”

Z€ turned to her husband and said crypticaly, but in atriumphant voice, “ Told you they’d
someday be useful.”

“They?’ camefrom three directions.

“Painted fans from Colend. How i met him.” She patted her husband on his shoulder, sped by
and vanished down the companionway to the lower deck.

Jehan faced me. “ Sasha. Do you mind being a cook?’

| shrugged, feeling about five steps behind. | couldn’t find the wordsto say i knew zip about
cooking.

But he took my hapless shrug as agreement.
“Let’s get ready to be taken by surprise,” Jehan said.

Chapter Twenty-Four

War commander Randart stood with one boot propped on the rail of the lead boat’ s bow,
elbow steadied on hisknee, his glasstrained on the londly craft its elegant lines emerged from the
darkness and resolved into the familiar Dolphin.

“thats hisyacht. Closein,” he said with thefirst evidence of satisfaction he'd shown since his
arriva. His personal guard, kept on short deep and shorter med breaks, put their backs into their
rowing, the outer boats circling outward to surround the yacht as ordered.

Not that anyone expected anything like agood fight. Not on ayacht crewed by ahalf dozen, if
that. And captained by a prince who chased rare butterflies ones with good figures.

The commander went back to watching through his glass. He would learn alot by how they
reacted when they discovered they were being...met.

Mentally veering between suspicion and disbelief, he' d figured that atrained military scramble
after thelookout spotted the boats would at |east be cause for investigation. The Prince Jehan he knew,
he assumed he knew, would never remember to givethat kind of order.

However that possibility diminished with every silent lift of the oars. He could sidinctly make
out acouple of sallors standing at the help, drinking from elegant goblets asthey chatted. No oneesein
view, though there was ajerking at the single upper sail, no doubt deployed to keep the yacht pointing up
into the wind instead of rolling. Randart gpplied his glass to the masthead. He saw starlight glinting on red
hair, the slhouette ascrawny mae. Sailor, nothing military. He certainly wasn't dert.

A movement below caught Randarts attention and he brought down his glass. One of the two
at the helm shook an empty wine bottle, actualy peered into it. Then he lurched drunkenly around and
started. Was that the lookout instead? Probably, the one up on the mast was probably adleep.

Randart smacked his glass against histhigh as the now tiny figures ran about on the deck of the
yacht in amanner no proper captain would ever tolerate, as gradualy, lights glowed to life in th open
scuttles along the side, reveding afigure or two bobbing about to no apparent purpose.



No white headsin view.

His boat hooked onto the yacht, his guards not even touching weapons. Damedran sat in the
sternsheets scowling. Randart turned hisway, gave him asharp flick of the hand in command and his
nephew rose wincing. Hewas probably sore, but mere physical discomfort didn’t matter in command.
Hewas aso tired, but so werethey all.

The important thing was, if Jehan turned out to be atraitor, it had to be Damedran to defeat
him.

Randart climbed up, followed by Damedran, whose bresth wheezed with his effort. The war
commander stepped over therail just astheidiot emerged from the main cabin, his clothes awry, hisarm
around a petite red-haired woman whose clothes were also awry.

Disgust wrung Randarts innards followed by anger. He clamped down on areminder of the
orders he' d given this brainless fool not two watches ago. But then one couldn’t order a prince.
Everyone here knew it.

He must not misstep. He could not be in the wrong in the eyes of the men. The cost was not
lives. All except Damedran were expendable. The cost was the kingdom.

“Commander Randart?’ Theidiot said with hisusua vagueness. “did you want afan too?’

Randart fought against the headache he had refused to acknowledge. The pang increased to a
hammer. “Fan?’ he repegted, striving to keep hisvoice even. “What are you blathering... that is, i fear i
do not understand. Honour me with an explanation your highness?’

Prince Jehan waved a hand around, then indicated the woman at hisside. “Artist paintsfans.
Needed oneit’s so hot. Decided to buy one for my stepmother. Aren’t we going back to Vanais now
that the games are done? | want to take a present to Queen Ananda.”

There was Randart’ s cue. “I am going to sea. The king wanted you to stay put. Remember,
your highness?| did tell you the king’ swishes. Directly after the games.”

“Of course. | remember. But we' re in the harbour. Not going anywhere. | thought i might pick
out anicefan, return to shore on the morning tide. Be ready for my father’ s summons. Have a gift for
Queen Ananda. Everything in order.”

It actually indicated a thought process.

Randart turned his head, summoned his persona ade with aglance, and flicked his gaze fore
and aft. The man sketched adute, beckoned to his handpicked searchers, and they began strolling the
length of the yacht, not quite making their search obvious.

Jehan lifted ahand. “ Come! Have adrink. Hungry?’

Randart remembered that he had not eaten since morning. And the fool, for dl hislack of
brains, did supposedly have good taste in food, wine and comforts. “ Yes. Asit happens, i am.
Damedran?’ heturned to his nephew.

Damedran stood there on the deck glowering. He ached from skull to heals. His gut was
indeed empty because why? Because by the time he'd limped hisway into the messhall after theday’s
disaster otherwise known as the games, there' d been the summons to come up to the command tower
and repeat everything the seniors had said about prince Jehan’ s attempted arrest of the cutpurse the day



before.

He hadn’t remembered anything but the barest fact that it had happened, and so, by the time
they’ d sent someone to fetch Ban... being the most serious and trustworthy of the seniorsin hisgroup and
by the time he’ d stood by while his uncle and father had asked Ban about amillion stupid questions about
what he' d actualy seen(and from above! Why not ask people who' d actualy been there?) it was dready
late. Then came the astonishing newsthat Wolfie, Red and the other two were dl in the lazaretto. Wolfie
the strongest boy in the entire academy, had a broken leg. Given to him when he'd tried to jump a
nine-year old.

Damedran had been trying to reconcile those bones with his own experience when he became
aware of hisuncle ranting on about the fact that prince Jehan was missing as was the royal boat from the
dock.

Comeon, hisuncle had said. If it’s necessary to act, you are going to need to be there.

Wil here they were. So what kind of “act” was expected of someone who probably couldn’t
even grip asword? Damedran tried to flex his stiff hands.

For al hisuncle complained about the sheep’ s stupidity, Damedran had discovered during a
private challenge acouple of years ago that the training the idiot had gotten out west was very effective
even for idiots. Damedran knew he wasn't going to win any dua, no matter what his uncle wanted. He
could barely walk.

“Come,” avoice said directly above Damedran, as awine goblet was pressed into his hand.
“Come gt down, you' ve had arough day. | know. I’ ve been through much the same.”

Damedran looked up uncomprehending into Prince Jehan' sface.

“I was hoping to talk to you,” the sheep went on, not sounding like asheep at al, though it
was exactly the same calm, vague voice. “we really need some changesto the training and who better to
help me figure that out than you?’

“who worse,” Damedran said. Or hetried to say it his voice was too hoarse.

“Now now. Onething i learned in Marloven Hess was you planned better after athumping
then if youwin. Andi had enough thumpingsto proveit. Let’s get somefood and drink into you, fird.
Comeinto the cabin.”

Damedran heard his uncle svoice, hisforced joviality as he asked to be introduced to the
crew, and followed the sheep down into the cabin, gulping wine as he did so. Life had turned into a
dream. No anightmare. A place where suddenly nothing made sense.

First thing Jehan had said was, “hide that hair!” before he sped to make ready and zel had
taken him at hisword.

The floppy hat had vanished unnoticed, and my braids were frizzing like the bride of
Frankengtein, after the timein the quilt followed by my sdt water conditioning trestment.

First i changed out of Jehan's clothes and into her husband’ s cooking outfit. At least
Kaelande' s clothes were roomy, as he was a stocky man. Over them i wore his gpron. Whilei sat on an
upturned bucket, Zd’s smdll fingers undid al my braids with lightning speed. Shetwisted my hair (which
would make the most flagrant neo pre Raphaelite maiden look bald) into aknot, skewered it with anall
making tool of some kind then yanked Jehan’ sknit sailor cap over it dl. It hurt my scap enough to make



my head throb, but it held.

Jehan appeared at the galley door. | straightened up carefully as my topknot brushed the
celling and hisface changed expression. It wasthe most serious|’d ever seen him.

“What? What?’ Zel and | exclaimed together.

“Youlook just like Mathias.” And before anyone could speak, Jehan yanked open one of the
cupboards pulled out awooden container, lifted the lid. He grabbed a handful of flour and threw it in my
fece.

| gasped, coughing.
“they’re here,” Owl’svoice had carried softly from the deck.

“don’t touch it,” Jehan flung over his shoulder at me. To Kaglande, she’ s drunk make it look
red.”

He grabbed Z€’ s hand and the two of them scrambled up the companionway and ducked
down low, dmost crawling into the cabin asi stood there blinking ground whegt off my eyelashes.

And while Randarts were busy hooking on, their boats thudding against the Dolphin’s hull,
their bootsloud asthey clambered up, Kaglande explained in arunning whisper what everything wasin
the galley and where the food was stored, his hands gesturing so fast i was retaining maybe onethingin
SX.

Meanwhile he splashed wine lightly down my, his summer shirt of blue cotton and more on the
gpron. Hefilled two goblets, pushed one into my hand. “drink we need wine breath.”

We each took a good swallow, then stood at either side of the galley door and peered up
through the hatch.

The war commander tromped past, followed by ahalf dozen hulking guards. Though I’ d never
seen any of the Randarts up close before, i recognised them immediately: huge guys, buff asall get out,
bony faces with tough guy cheekbones. Thick black hair. The commanders was streaked with gray ina
way that any Hollywood hairdresser would charge a thousand bucksto arrange. Asfor his expression,
hisarmed to the teeth, I’ m in command herewak sinister? That i remembered.

Damedran looked like a high school aged edition of hisuncle, with long and glossy hair. But he
wasn't moving like hisuncle a least not now. | knew what had happened to him, but it was quite
shocking to see his blackened eye, bruised jaw, one swollen ear and his dow, painful step. He might strut
al over the academy like Mr. I’'m too sexy for my war tunic but right now he looked like he longed for a
week’sr and r athousand miles away.

A touch on my shoulder. “let’ s get some listerblossom into that one,” Kaglande murmured,
and spoke the soft words that made fire flare up on thelittle galley stove.

He set a kettle over that to boil and pointed at a cupboard to my right.

Everything was beautifully fitted together like the most complicated puzzle box ever invented.
The cupboard door did up revealing arow of tiny boxes, each neetly labelled with the name of an herb.
He touched the listerblossom, and indicated the teastrainer.

Light from the lantern hanging over the companion way ladder was blocked. We turned



around to face Randart himsdlf.

Hewastal, husky, and absolutely exuded menace, at least standing therein the galley door, a
naked knife stuck through his sash, asword at his Side eyes narrow dits of suspicion.

It seemed to me he gave Kadlande the briefest of glances and focused dl his attention on me.

| heard the sound of the water changeto aboil. Yes! It gave me something to do, and maybe
even within my limited cooking ability. With shaking fingers, i tried to pinch my listerblossom into the tea
grainer the yacht lurched i dropped some of the listerblossom. Kaglande' sfingerstwitched asif to take
over, but he reached for hiswineinstead, and i took the hint, swooping up my goblet took aswig.

With burning eyes, i finished measuring out the tea.and poured the water.
Randart watched all this without speaking.
From behind came Jehan’svoice. “Doi smell heder tea?

| thought of my American accent, faked apitiful cough asi cudgelled my brain for any kind of
accent. Kaelande was from Colend thiswas a princes yacht specia chef special accent? But i have no
idea how to reproduce that lovely singsong characteristic of the Coledni, which was about as opposite of
my plain LA accent asyou could get.

Well wheni doubt there is dways Pepe e pew style fake French.
Using that i drawled, “Ze hedler brew, it isfor ze young mastaire.”
Jehan' s expression did not alter awhit. “Ah excellent thought, Lasva.”
Lasvaone of the most common names from Sartor to Colend.

Jehan took thetea. “Wewould like dinner. Isit possible? Y ou seem to have begun your
off-duty libations atrifle early. Please server in the cabin. Kaglande, will you stay on asgdley ad?’

Kaelande bowed and after amoment i bowed too, the forgotten goblet tipping in my hand.
The last of the wine doshed onto the deck. Kaglande and i reached for the cloth on the little hook over
the cleaning bucket, and our heads bumped together. Kaglande laughed kissed my shoulder which made
me whoop with surprise.

Randart turned from away, rolling hiseyesin disgust. From the companionway came hisvoice,
“i don’t suppose you have areason for keeping on hire adrunken cook?’

“Ahbut sheisan artist. In al ways, the kitchen and in...”

Randart retorted in avoice of acute revulsion, “spare me. I’'m surprised your entire crew is not
made up of women. Pardon your highness, artists.”

“do not think i have not tried to achieve that very thing! But they get bored, they move on to
something ese. | cannot seem to get them to stay.”

“My sympathies,” Randart’ svoice diminished, “i find are entirdly with the women. So you've
had that cook for awhile? Didn't your father mention he' d hired aman, aColendi?’

Their voices were mere mumbles now, drowned by the lapping of the sea againgt the hull, and
the creaking of wood.



Whilei listened, Kaglande swiped up the rest of the flour aswell asthe wine, and dunked the
cloth into the bucket. The snap and flare of magic restored the cleaning cloth, which he hung up to dry.
Then he gestured me into the corner, out of the way while he swiftly retrieved ingredients from this or that
cupboard, his hands moving so fast they were amost ablur to my tired eyes.

“can you cook?’ he whispered.

“Mac and cheese, tunametsand PB&J s’ i muttered. “ Uh al those require boxes cans
microwaves. You may aswdl cdl it magic.”

“You'll haveto serve. | think he remembers me.” Kaglande drew awicked knife from anifty
holder fitted above his cutting board and began chopping onions and olives. “what you are going to make
isaColendi dish called the duchess changes her mind” he named it in colendi, explaining that the words
held two meanings. (Sinceit was colendi i wouldn’t have been surprised if it had Sx meanings. Think
French style of the Ancien Regime, except with the age and sophidtication of the imperid Chinese court,)

Then he opened the spice an herb cupboard again, and carefully removed asingle sprig of
pungent spice.

As he began mincing it with swift chops, the fresh scent threw me back in memory to my
childhood.

It's so strange how smell can be even more powerful at evoking memory than all the other
senses. Even sght. Though we dwaysthink first of sight.

But no sooner sniffed that herb than i wasright back at the palacein Vadnais alittle kid again,
looking up a Canary’ shig grin, hisdashing long hair and heroic stature. Canary my mother laughing at
something hesaid.

My mother aprisoner in Vadnais.

My mother’ s voice, the thing about Canary was, he always had to be the rescuer, the solver,
the good guy. He might even have beieved what he said.

Good guy. Canary.

There was some important thought here, but i was distracted by Kaglande, who started
explaining how to cook hisdish, which wasakind of very, very light crepe, into which wine and il
sautéed onions tomatoes and olives were wrapped. Over it some of that crumbly delicious chese was
sprinkled.

“Now you must cook thistogether,” he murmured, dashing wine and the spice over the olives
and onionsin ashdlow pan. He added the tomatoes last, murmured something, gestured, and the flame
lowered. He set the shdlow pan over it, and | wedged my way in to hisleft. We stood there shoulder to
shoulder, and for amoment i considered that, how this guy and i were definitely insde each others
persona space, but there was no sense of aboundary crossed. He didn’'t seem to fed anything either.
No furtive looks histouch was neutral. Y et i supposed from the galley door we looked like a
lovey-dovey pair, so close together. Now if Jehan had been here... Just theidea of being pressed up
agang himinthistiny galey sent heat from my cheeksto my chitlins.

Concentrate! | began to sauté the mixture frowning down at the gently sizzling ingredients asi
sniffed the scent.

Canary. What was happening to mom? Canary wouldn’t throw her into adungeon. That



wouldn’t be the action of a supposed good guy.

That inward tug again, something important some connection i was missing. Canary, my
mother. That wasn't it, though it was related.

Boots clattered back and forth across the deck afew inches above my head. | stirred the
ingredients, glaring down at them while Kaelande fashioned perfect crepes with what seemed like
preternatural speed, hisarm jostling mine his breath a soft whistle on aplaintive series of three of four
notes. No one appeared in the galley door. Every so often Kael ande wiped something on my apron, and
even splashed me once or twice, and i remembered | was drunk. | flicked afew drops on my face for
atigtic verigamilitude, catching abrief grin from Kadlande.

| turned my thought inward, considering Canary and my mom, what she' d told me over the
years. All thelittleincidents added up to this: hetried to get her on hisside,

Closer, closer. Okay there was some insight here instinct insisted.

So keep thinking. Canary was attractive. He was attracted to mom. He hadn’t been faking it.
Her so-cdled freelove hippie days had taught her the difference. He liked her, was attracted needed to
be the good guy...why isthisimportant? Argh! | stirred vigoroudly. Ingtinct poking and prodding a me
now. But why? | wished i had not drunk that wine.

All right think it through again. Canary pretending to be the good guy. Canary attracted to my
mother. Wanting her on hisside, and so he used her attraction. He used his charm, said what people
wanted to hear, did everything he could to try to get people to buy into his plans, adn see him asthe
good guy... dmost there.

Canary and Mom. And herei was with his son. Who was doing his best to get me to buy into
his plans. Meanwhile lying to everyone. Even his pirates didn’t know the truth about him.

So the question is now how much is he lying to me?

That wasit. | grimaced down at the golden onionsin my shalow pan. That was anasty one.
So face it. How much was jehan Jervaes Merindar using my own attraction and histo me. To seduce me
if not into hisbed then into his plans?

“It lookslikeit'sdone,” Kaglande whispered.

| started. I’ d been standing there with the wooden spatulain the air and hastily gave the
mixture aguilty gtir. Luckily the flame had been too low for it to burn.

He took the pan, dashed an even portion of the mixture onto each crepe, wrapped them with
nimble fingers, laid out the crepes on the plates (lined up aong anarrow board that folded down, so he
could do six at once), poured in thefilling, rolled the crepes, added a spray of thetiny grapes. “ Can you
serve?’

| grinned. “I can’t cook, but boy howdy cani serve.” Ashiseyeswidened, i stashed the plates
up my armin classc waitress carry, hooked four wine goblets with the fingers of the other hand, and with
my thumb grabbed up the square wine bottle.

He salutewryly and i eased my way up onto the deck steadying myself for amoment against
therail. | was acutely aware of mysdf standing therein the clothing of aman i didn’t know before
yesterday. Herei was Sasharia Zhavalieshin, pretending to be a cook, and all to support the faserole of
someone who might be an enemy.



How long wasi going to go dong with his changing stories, i wondered, leaning my hip against
the carving of laughing dolphins running aong therail.

Until he kisses me? And then what?

I cannot tell you how much i hated the thought that he had it al planned, that the dangerous
evening would end with the hero prince grabbing the dashing princessfor loves triumphant kiss...

He wouldn’t would he?

| glared down at the plates on my arm and remembered what | was supposed to be doing. At
my current rate of travel the food would be conged ed into a nasty mess before i even reached the cabin.
The deck was full of big men moving about with either covert or overt purpose, none paying methe least
heed after adisinterested glance. Dannath Randart vanished into the cabin I’ d used but my stuff was
gone, the gear bag over by the side (the green tunic inside it as aballast), the mementos and coins
stashed in Zdl’ sthings. | descended the few broad steps into the cabin. Jehan and Damedran sat with
their heads together at the table, Jehan writing things down asthey talked in quick low voices.

Damedran’ swary body language, his reluctant agreements to Jehan’ s softly murmured
guestions were easing as he Sipped at the mug of listerblossom.

Zd lounged on the bed like an odalisque paying with haf circles of myriad colours. A step
toward her and the half circles resolved into open fanslaid like rare flowers against the splendid barbarity
of my Zhavalieshin coverlet. Some of the fans were made of |ace and this streamers of ribbon, othersa
kind of rice paper, glit in exquisite patterns and painted subtle fragrances arose, carried on the gentle
breeze from the open stern windows.

She glanced up a me then over her shoulder pursing her lips.

| set the wine bottle on the table, the glasses next ot it.

Jehan was saying oh so persuasively “...completely rethink the infighting...”

“But master grescheg wins every competition with obrin and those fellowsfrom dsais...”

“Compstition. Perhaps there is a difference between hand to hand grappling for ameda and
fighting in the street? Think about today. That tall fellow broke competition rules, didn’'t he?’

“hedidi didn't call him on it because it seemed like cowardice...”

“wedl saw that and it testifiesto your credit. But consider this. Would you have had him at
your back in the street? Or if Norsunder rode over the border in force?’

“Norsunder?” Damedran looked doubtful.
I’d backed up to listen, the plates still stacked on my arm.

“It couldn’t happen. Y ou won't remember the Siamis days, it was just before you were born.
Did anyone tell you about how frightened the people were? Thetak of Detlev, Sieamis suncle? We
don’t know much about him, except that those who held hisleash are far worse. And if they find away
to crossinto theworld...”

“Yes” Damedran cut in, hisbrow ascowl line. “i would want them at my back in any kind of
fight. The grappling, and the archery. Nobody could best that runt. Not even our best master.”



The voices had risen dightly one with the dightly nasal intonations of |ate adolescence, gruff
with didike and distrugt, the other more tenor, controlled with faint humour.

He strying to win Damedran. What role was he playing now?

“and you saw how he shot. The Marvolven bow drill istedious, that i grant, however the form
is unbeaten throughout the world, and you saw the evidence today...”

Under how many layers was the truth buried? | stared down at the faces of zel’ sfanseach a
treasure. She must have seen my admiration in my face, for she smiled proudly. Then aglance past me.
Her smile vanished. Shelay back in alanguishing pose.

Boot hedls rang on the deck and the voices stopped. Focus shifted as Dannath Randart filled
the doorway to the cabin. Hetook us dl in with asingle glance, frowning when he spied the paper before
Jehan. He sat abruptly reaching for it. His hand stopped partway and jehan offered it to himwith a
courteous air.

Randart glanced at it for about five seconds asi approached the table.

Randart dewed around, watching asi dedlt the platesin my very best serving manner. The
narrow eyed suspicion tightening his eyes eased afraction more each timei snuck apeek a him. By the
timei finished playing sommdier with the wine, complete down to the pouring flick of the wrist he had
clearly filled mein the* servant” category, and therefore ignored me.

The silence stretched into tension, which made distinct the soft dapping of the water against
the hull, the creak of wood, the click and ting of silver utensils on porcelain plates. The three ate, the boy
and the prince waiting for the war commander to speak.

The power of the moment lay with him, though it was not his ship, but the men p on the deck
obeyed him and only him.

Right now the Randarts are the only ones here not faking arole.
Finaly Randart leaned forward and tapped the paper. “what’ s this?’

Jehan said, “my suggestionsfor new training. Old training to be adapted to new. We al think
our own experience best. Why not try what i learned out west? Combine it with what we have herein the

“we can’'t do worse, Uncle. | saw that today.” Damedran put in, surely and defensive.

Dannath Randart’ s dack lidded eyes flicked from nephew to royal heir and back again.
Impossible to tell whether the silence meant surrender or threat. Maybe he didn’t know himsdlf. He
opened his palm toward Damedran. “Very well. Do what you like. | have to take ship tomorrow. | have
piratesto find and destroy.” He picked up hisfork then shot a glowering assessment at Zel. Ahah he was
reassessing her status. Would she be invited to eat? There was that extra plate, congedling fast.

Shelay curled up on the bed, the two gold framed lanterns making afiery aureole of her
whispy ringlets. She uncoiled her feet and stood, drifting in adeliberately provocetive, swaying walk, to
lean againgt Jehan' schair, one of her hands playing with one of her fanstwirling it swirlingitidly.

“Sit down and eat my dear,” Jehan invited, pointing to the fourth plate. “it’s getting cold. And
you know how L asvathreatens to go back to colend if we do not treat her with respect.”



“I"'m not hungry now,” Zel said in acrooning voice. She smiled up a me. “The colendi are
forgiving, i know i will paint you afan Lasva”

“Yiss Izgud,” | sounded morelikea TV Russan spy thanaTV Frenchwoman i realised too
late.

Randarts face crimped in disgust. He said nothing though. Just dug in rapidly finishing his
crepe.

No one spoke as they finished their medl. For atime the oly sounds were those of the ship and
of therising wind, the water. Once i moved into view to pour more wine. Jehan mouthed the words Tank
you though he kept his gaze unswervingly on hisguests. At hisside zel leaned one finger twining in hishair
inaway that made my indides squeeze, soi looked away. The uncleignored me asif the wine oured
itsdf.

When his plate was clean he stood. “i have ordered the mages to make you another gold
message box, your highness do try not to loseit. I’ ll return now, and send amessage to your father. If
you discover anything you wish to tell me before morning i can befound in the command tower before
we depart on the morning tide.”

He marched out, his boots thumping up the stairs to the deck, where he gave an abrupt
commeand.

That caused the brown tunicsto line up and climb down into the boats, akind of reverse play
of their arrival. | wondered if they’ d gotten any dinner before the summonsto make thistrip. From the
mutters of some of them and the black looks sent their commanders way, it did not seem likely.

The crew doused the yachts deck lights. The ship faded to darkness, except for the golden
glow in the cabin and thefaint light from the hatchway and the galley beyond.

Jehan moved to therail to watch them begin to toil their long way back to the harbour through
anincreasingly choppy sea. Zd and her husband joined him on one side the two of them holding hands,
whispering and occasionally laughing the relived laughter of danger passed by. Owl drifted up Kaglande's
other side.

The other two crew were at their posts, one on the mast, one at the helm.

Since Jehan had no one at hisleft i joined him, peering out to seaasi absently pulled of the
knit cap, and yanked free that horrible thing biding my hair so tightly. Astherewere no lights, i figured we
had to beinvisible form the boats by now. Even starlight was gone covered by thick clouds.

The husband and wife moved off, talking in low voices. Thelast i heard was zel offering to
help dunk the dishesand tidy the galley.

Owl vanished down the hatchway, yawning.

Randart’ slights were nearly diminished behind the rising waves when along purple branch of
lighting split the Sky and rain struck with breathtaking suddenness, on us on the seaand on the departing
rowboats.

We were drenched in moments, but behind us lay warmth food shelter. The commander and
hisforce had avery long row ahead of them.

“Perfect end to adisasterous day,” Jehan said.



Lighting flared again, reflecting in his eyes so they shone like sgpphire and burnished his hair to
slver. Hesmiled straight into my eyes, and laughed.

| smiled back as my hair streamed into the wind... forgetting Mom and Canary and roles and
liesand dl the distresses of the day. For that moment i was proud and triumphant and caught by Jehan's
gaze S0 brilliant in the flare of lighting, and i laughed too.

I laughed until my hands caught me by the shoulders, and rain glittered on his eyelashes as soft
lips met mine, warm and tasting of sweet wine, and then my thoughts unribboned my muscles unlaced
andi couldn’'tthink at dll, at dl.
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