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Chapter One






I woke up.






My head ached before I even tried moving it. I decided not

to try. Some experiments just aren’t worth the effort. Even breathing hurt.






So I closed my eyes and drifted, hoping for a dream to slip

into. Then the squeak of a door and footsteps banished the possibility of

sleep.






I turned my head—yes, it did hurt worse to move—and almost

panicked at the fact that I couldn’t see anything until I remembered that my

eyes were still closed.






Oh.






That’s how bad the headache was.






Eyelids up, then. An old woman looked down at me, her hair

hidden under a kerchief, her countenance anxious. When our eyes met, relief

eased her brow.






“Ah. So glad you have rejoined the living, child. Don’t

worry none. My husband’s gone away straight to them’t should know, and you’ll

be taken care of proper.”






I tried to talk, but it came out a groan. So I tried again,

making an effort not to move my head.






“Thank you . . .” Ho! It worked! Though only

at a whisper. I added, “Don’t know who ‘them’ is . . . but if

you think ‘they’ should know . . . I won’t argue.” It took some

time to get that out, and though I was trying to be reasonable, the poor woman

was looking more anxious by the moment. “Uh, what happened?” I finished.






“You do not remember?”






“No.” Could be this headache . . . Where am I? I thought—or tried to

think—but the process was like trying to chase fireflies in a fog, only it

hurt. “Uh.” I made another discovery. “I know it’s going to sound somewhat

scattered, but I can’t seem to place who I am, either.”






“Those knots on your head would account for it,” she said in

a soft, soothing voice. “I’ve heard o’ that. Don’t worry none. Your memory will

return.”






“Must have been some tiff.” I struggled for humor.






“He found you face down on the south road, my husband did.

You fell off a horse, hit your head against a stone.”






I winced, trying again to remember, but the hammer inside my

skull increased its frenetic banging. She straightened up. “Enough chatter.

What you need is sleep.”






My eyelids, by then, weighed about as much as a brace of

draught horses, and I gladly complied.
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When I woke again, it was to noise. Lots of noise. Boot

heels, clanking, and the old woman’s voice. “She’s in here. I beg you, Your Highness,

not to make too much noise. She’s fearsome done.”






(I’m a she. Good. I’d just as soon be, I decided.)






“I’ve bade her sleep.” On that, the door creaked open again.

“’Twas so good of your highness to come yourself. We hardly expected such an

honor.”






A man walked in, flanked by liveried men in violet, blue,

and gold. He was tall—his head nearly brushed the low plank ceiling. Red,

wind-tousled hair lay on his shoulders, and hazel-green eyes looked down on me

from a bony face. He threw back a fold of a green cloak, put his head to one

side, and smiled at me.






“And so we are reunited,” he said.






“Glad someone seems to know me.” He bent to hear me,

frowning slightly. “I wish I could say the same, but . . .” I

ran out of breath again.






“She’s lost her memory,” the old woman said.






The man glanced her way. A diamond glimmered in one of his

ears, a singularly beautiful gem. Was it familiar? How did I know it was a

diamond?






That many thoughts made me dizzy, and the hammer plonked my

skull again. “Uhn,” I commented.






The man gave me a quizzical look and turned around. The

breeze from his long cloak sent cool, horse-scented air over my face. Horse.

How did I know that?






“You will be suitably rewarded,” the young man said to the

woman.






He gestured to one of the silent liveried men, who were

about his same age—late twenties, say—both big, well armed. One handed the

woman a clinking pouch.






The fine woolen cloak moved, the lining gleamed blue as a

long hand gestured toward me. The second liveried man stepped close, a tall

blond fellow. He paused, looking perplexed, then bent and slid one arm beneath

my shoulders, the other under my knees, and lifted me up.






Aches tweaked all over me, and I tried not to groan, because

I could see that he was trying to be careful.






“P’raps she ought not to be moved yet,” the old woman said

anxiously. “We can tend her.”






“Ah, but this is your room and she has displaced you, has

she not?” the red-haired man responded. And, smiling, “You may be sure she will

receive the best of care at the castle.”






“Perhaps a wagon?” The old woman’s voice was uncertain.






“But I would worry. Poor little Cousin Flian.” The man

smiled on everyone. “I’ll feel better to have her safely home.” He stepped near

enough so that I could smell the scent in his hair, a subtle perfume that muted

the aroma of horse and sweat and mail-coat that was under my nose now. “Kardier

here will ride gently.”






The woman clucked to herself and trailed after, offering

suggestions and comments as, clomp,

clomp, our procession passed through the small confines of the wooden

cottage and out into the sunshine. I closed my eyes against the glare.






The man’s breath was warm on my cheek as he set me across a

horse’s withers, then mounted behind me.






The prince tucked my left arm across my middle and patted

it. “It will be best. Thank you again.”






His smiling voice had altered from assurance to command. The

woman’s twittering protests stopped. Weapons clanked, well-shod hooves clopped.

A quick glimpse: quite an armed company. All for me? And how, and why, was all

this panoply so familiar?






The man carrying me shifted his grip, picked up his reins,

the horse moved forward, and I knew I was not going to enjoy this journey at

all.






A shadow on my face made it possible to open my eyes. The

red-haired prince rode next to us. “We searched most assiduously for you,

Flian,” he said. “I promise you will receive the most attentive care at my

castle.”






“Good,” I muttered, wincing at the increasing gait. “I’m

going to need it.”






The walk became a trot, and stars splattered across my

eyelids; they whirled larger and larger and engulfed me. I sank with gratitude

into insensibility.






My next awakening inspired from me a bit more enthusiasm

once I’d registered a few facts.






First, no horses. Second, I lay in a soft, clean bed. A

quilt of silk and down covered me.






My bed was in a large chamber with white-plastered walls with

blue flowers painted in a pattern below the ceiling.






Need made me automatically whisper the Waste Spell—which I

was glad I remembered, even if I couldn’t remember where I was born.






A sweet voice murmured, “Please, would you take some broth?”






“Gladly,” I croaked. “So hungry I can’t even remember my

last meal.” I was going to add, Ha, ha,

natural wit can be counted out of

whatever talents I might possess, but it took too much effort to speak.






A stout, middle-aged woman sat near the bed, wearing livery that

called the guards to mind. So some memories were staying, then. I remembered

the old woman, the cottage, the blond-haired young fellow—what, Kardier? Yes,

Kardier. Who had carried me so carefully out, as if I’d been a basket of eggs.






And I remembered the red-haired prince who commanded them

all.






As these thoughts limped their way through my mind, the

woman lifted my head from the pillow, and a very savory-smelling cup was

pressed against my lower lip. I sipped, felt warmth work its way down inside

me.






Another cup, this one with the pleasantly astringent smell

of listerblossom steep, and then I lay back down.






Slept.






Woke up feeling less foul.






Enough so that I could look about the room, note the bank of

windows, one of which was open to let in a cool, pine-scented breeze. And over

there against the far wall, a wood-framed mirror.






A mirror.






Intense desire made me struggle up, fighting against

dizziness.






The dizziness won. I flopped back, and my nightcap came

askew. So I reached up, pulled that off, and with it unrolled a long length of

waving blonde hair. Dirty, twig-decorated blond hair. I gazed in dismay at the

tangle lying across my lap.






I’d begun working my fingers slowly through the knots when

the door opened and the woman came back in. She smiled. “Ah, you are awake, and

if I may be permitted, you do look more awake.”






“I feel it. In fact, I think I might even be hungry.”






She moved from window to window, opening out the casements

and letting more air in. It smelled wonderful.






“His highness wishes to visit you as soon as might be,” she

said.






“Why not now? I have so many questions.”






She straightened the quilt and fluffed more pillows to put

behind me to help me sit up, as I chattered on.






“Like who am I? Do I live here? What happened to me? I hate

to be talking about myself so much. But it’s not like I’ll be hearing things I

already know.”






She smiled. “I can’t answer that, my lady. You met with an

accident, is all I know for certain. The rest his highness can better relate.”






“Well, then, tell me about myself. Am I ugly?”






She laughed, a soft sound. “No. No one is really ugly,

unless ugly inside, and it shapes the outward form. You are a young lady of

medium height, I should say, and on the thin side, but good food will take care

of that. You have gray eyes and blonde hair, and you are covered with too many

bruises and scrapes to count.”






I touched my face as she spoke, discovered what had to be a

black eye and swelling behind my ear. The headache was a dull reminder of my

earlier awakenings. “May I comb my hair and put on a wrap first?” I added,

looking down at the nightdress. “Unless that fellow you mentioned is . . .

my brother?”






When I thought the word “brother” an image flickered through

my thoughts, too fast to catch. Trying to recapture it made the headache pang

in warning.






“Bide easy,” the woman said. “One thing at a time.”






She brushed out my hair and brought me a silken shawl of a

fine shade of violet. Presently that red-haired fellow entered the room. He was

dressed in a long, dark blue tunic with gold embroidery that made a fire of his

hair. He did not wear a blackweave sword belt, instead a belt of golden links.

More gold on his hands.






“Good morning, Flian.” He studied me while I looked him over.

“Feeling better?”






“Well as can be expected. Will you answer some questions? It

hurts to think, but I want to know where I am, and who you are, and who I am, to begin with.”






“Don’t press for it, you’ll only feel worse.” He

glanced at the woman, who moved swiftly to fetch him a chair. She set it, and

he sat down, and smiled at me. “I am Garian Herlester of Drath. You are Flian

Elandersi, my cousin. You were on your way to visit me before your marriage.

You rode in an open carriage, and you encouraged your driver to go too fast.

The carriage overturned and your driver was killed.”






“Oh.” I winced. “I caused a death? No wonder I don’t want to

remember.” Distress made my head pang again, more insistently.






“Don’t be. He was drunk.” Garian waved a ringed hand. “Or he

wouldn’t have driven so badly, for my roads, by and large, are quite good. The

animals escaped injury, but your carriage was a ruin.”






I sighed. “The old woman told me none of that, only that

they found me face down in the road. And—did she not say I’d fallen from a

horse?”






“Well, they didn’t want to mention the driver, no doubt, and

as for the horses, they’d worked loose, and we recovered them farther down the

mountain.”






“Ah. Does my family know what has happened? And who are

they?”






“You have a father and a brother. They know. They wish you

to stay here. You have never gotten on well with your father. He is old and

autocratic, and favors your brother, who incidentally opposes your marriage

because you are betrothed to a king. This will place you in a position of

power. So you came here. We have always been friends.” He smiled, his hazel

eyes unblinking as he watched me assess his news.






“It doesn’t sound dull, does it?” I ran my hands over the

shawl’s fringe, not sure what to think—or to feel. “My intended, does he know?”






“Rode straight here, soon as my messengers reached him.”






“So when can we meet? Er, that is, see one another? Again?”






Garian hesitated, then stood. Without warning he bent and

picked me up, quilt and shawl and all. He said over his shoulder to the

open-mouthed woman, “Find King Jason, will you, Netta? We’ll meet him in my

library.”






“But—Your Highness—”






“Now, Netta.” Garian sounded impatient.






The woman fled.






“I appreciate your wanting to help me sort it all out at

once. It can’t wait? I feel like a fool, being barefooted and in a nightdress.”






Garian smiled down at me. He smelled of wine—recently drunk,

too. “But he’ll be seeing you in that soon enough, won’t he? And truth to tell

he’s been up here and seen you sleeping, so why not awake?”






“Then one last request, please? Step near yon glass. Perhaps

my reflection will jar loose this wall between me and my identity.”






He laughed a little. “Believe me, you’d regret it just now.”






I groaned. “And this king is going to be glad to see this

black eye?” I fingered my sore cheekbone.






“Remember, you two are quite passionate about one another.”

Garian passed out of the room and down a curving stone stairway. Past arched

windows, old hangings, fine furnishings.






A sense of the ridiculous chased away the anxious worries

that I couldn’t place. Outside carved-wood doors, Garian stopped. “We’re here.”






One of the doors opened.






I turned my eyes toward my beloved.






And stared, aghast.






Chapter Two






The two were about the same height, but Garian was built

rangy and the other was as lean as a wolf. The similar height was all they

shared.






Whereas Garian possessed all the smiling grace of a

courtier, King Jason was as expressive as a stone. A stone in the dead of

winter, to give an idea of how much warmth there was in his countenance. His

hair was black as a moonless night, combed straight back from his brow and tied

with a plain black ribbon. Light blue eyes gazed dispassionately down at me

from under long black brows, above a long mouth set in a face made square by

sharp cheekbones and jaw line. His only affectation was a thin moustache

following the curve of his upper lip, angling down on either side just far

enough to emphasize those sharp bones. It made his age difficult to guess, and

its effect was rather sinister.






He wore a long, black, heavy linen tunic-shirt with plain

laces, trousers, and boots—riding clothes. Something silver, a chain, glinted

beneath the slack laces of his shirt. I wondered if I had given it to him.






He withstood my scrutiny for the space of three or four long

breaths, then glanced Garian’s way, then spoke to me. “Good morning, Flian. I’m

glad you’re feeling better.”






His voice was soft, with little expression, and the sentence

seemed awkward—as if that much effusion did not come naturally.






I was in love with that?






I tried to hide my utter dismay.






Puffing slightly, Garian set me into a large carved chair.






I struggled for politeness, even if I couldn’t fake delight.

“I am glad to meet you, Jason. I guess you’ll have to be pretty fond of me if

you can stand the way I look now.”






Garian laughed, but Jason didn’t. He stood there, gazing

down at me with that stone-cold expression I was soon to discover was habitual.

Then he smiled. Very faintly. Not the big, edgy grin that Garian kept giving

me. Jason shouldn’t have bothered. His smile was even more sinister than his

stone face.






He stepped closer, reached down, and lightly flicked my good

cheek with a finger. “You asked for it,” he said.






“You have always traveled much too fast,” Garian put in. “I

fear one of the many instances of thoughtlessness that has given extra concern

to those who know you best. But spoiled young ladies do like to have their way.”






“I apologize for the extra concern,” I said, thinking: asked for what?






Jason said, “Meanwhile, in your turn you’ll have to get used

to my face.” His tone was wry.






Garian spoke quickly. “We think you’ll be better off having

the wedding here, so that you can go home with Jason and recover. That way you

won’t be required to suffer the recriminations of your family while you’re

still weak.”






“Here? Isn’t that too much of a hurry?”






Garian’s eyes narrowed.






“I mean, shouldn’t I be able to recognize the guests at my

own wedding?”






Garian smiled. It was that impatient smile; the feeling it

sent through me was not reassurance, but warning. “And here I thought you would

be pleased with my efforts on your behalf. All the plans have been set in

motion.”






I closed my eyes. It still hurt to think. “Well, if you’ve

gone to that much trouble.”






“Maybe by the time the guests arrive and the gown can be

made, you’ll have your memory again.” Garian spread his hands.






“I didn’t have a gown made?”






“Everything ruined.” Garian shook his head sadly. “Rain,

too. Mud. Torn to shreds. Before you were found.”






“What sort of a gown do you wish?” Jason asked.






“I-I don’t know.”






“We’ll sort it all out later.” Garian waggled his fingers,

rings glittering.






I started to rise, then spotted a fine, inlaid twelve-string

lute lying on a side table. Two steps, three, took me to it. I stroked the wood

gently. My right hand moved over the frets, pressing, pressing, and my left

strummed softly. Sound, rich, shimmering sound delighted me, and I closed my

eyes, reaching—






My head hurt, my hand faltered, and a false note shocked me.

I clutched the lute against me. Tears burned my eyes.






I turned around, and dizziness made the room gently revolve.






Jason disengaged the lute from my fingers and laid it aside.

“Come. I will take you back. You had better resume your rest.”






“All right. Why can’t I remember?” I whispered.






Jason did not answer. He carried me back upstairs. I tried

to feel whatever I was supposed to feel, but all I was aware of was headache.

Jason didn’t speak as he set me on the bed, near which Netta waited, her face

anxious.






She covered me, and I didn’t hear Jason go out.
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When I woke, I was alone. The dizziness was gone; the blue

curtains stayed still. The windows had been closed against rain. Near the bed

someone had placed a side table on which rested a water pitcher, glass and an

apple. Above hung a bell cord.






Netta brought me a tray and stayed to watch me eat. Then she

lit a branch of candles and left.






I sat in bed with a glass of water in my hands, watching the

candlelight on it, not really thinking—until I saw a face in the water.






Water splashed onto my quilt as I jerked the glass up. I

held it close to my eyes and shook it, but all I saw was the golden gleam that

liquid and light make together.






The headache crashed on me. Did I cry out? I dropped the

glass and flopped back onto the pillows. Netta reappeared, and I heard her

gasp. “My lady?”






“Saw a face. In the glass,” I muttered, my eyes closed.






“I-I’ll get another quilt.” Her voice shook.






I lay where I was, not even feeling cold or wet. When the

door opened, Netta entered, with Garian behind her.






Garian came close, still dressed, the candle glow outlining

him. “You experienced some sort of vision, I am to understand. Whose face?”






“I don’t know. I think—” I rubbed my eyes, trying to

remember. “Jason’s?”






He took my shoulders. “Jason,” he repeated.






I plucked ineffectively at his fingers. “I don’t know. Ow.

That hurts.”






“Your pardon.” He loosened his grasp. “I don’t want to find

out that any evil mage hired by your father is trying to get at your mind.”






“Evil? Mage?” I shuddered. “Oh, I hope not.”






Garian straightened up. “Sleep.” To Netta, “Bring water when

she needs it, then take it away again.”






He left, I lay back down, and slid into dreams—but not for

long.






When I woke this time, it was from a cold breeze. One of the

windows stood open. And, outlined in front of it, a silhouette.






I opened my mouth to scream as the figure dashed across the

room. Before I got out much more than a squeak, a hand clapped over my mouth.






“Don’t squawk, Flian. It’s only me.” It sounded like a young

man.






“Who’s that?” I tried to say, but it came out sounding like “Grmph?”






The hand lifted, a tentative movement, and a male voice

said, “I know I’m not much of a bargain in your eyes, but you have to realize

by now that I’m preferable to them.”






“Well, who are you?”






I heard him draw in his breath. “You don’t recognize me? I’m

Jaim.”






“Jaim who? I ought to add that I managed to misplace my

memory—”






He stilled, profile outlined against the glass, then slid

out the window and was gone.






My door slammed open. One of the liveried men entered, his

sword drawn, and behind him Netta, a lamp swinging in her hand.






“My lady?” Netta gasped. “Did you cry out?”






“He went out the window.” I pointed.






The guard ran out, bent over the balcony rail, and peered in

all directions. Then he ran back in and through the door, boots and weapons

clattering, a contrast to Jaim’s silent step.






Garian and Jason appeared, fully dressed, each carrying a

weapon. Netta hadn’t been idle; the room was lit by then, and I had my nightcap

off and shawl on.






“Seems to be a night for excitement,” Garian commented,

grinning. “Someone was here?”






I shrugged. “Seems odd to me, too. He said his name was

Jaim.”






“Damnation.” Garian sent a look at Jason, who did not react.






Several more armed men appeared at the door, and Garian gave

out commands for a search.






When they were gone, Jason said, “It has to be Jaim. No one

else could get past your guard. I trained him myself.” That last with a sort of

wry smile.






Garian opened his mouth, then glanced my way. They both did.






Garian forced a hearty smile. “Go back to sleep. The, ah,

thief will be apprehended. Not to worry.”






“What did he want in here?” I asked. “Jewels?”






Jason turned away, but not before I saw that he was on the

verge of laughter.






“What did Jaim say to you?” Garian asked.






“Nothing that made any sense.”






Jason’s face hardened to stone again. “He’s an enemy of

mine. No one for you to concern yourself with. Good night.”






They left, and soon after I heard footsteps outside the

door—a posted guard. Poor soul, I thought as Netta fussed about me. What a

boring job.






She offered to stay with me. I apologized for waking her and

assured her that whatever guarding I needed could best be done by the fellow

outside the door, and I lay back down.






This time I made it all the way to morning without incident.






After breakfast, Netta brought me a pale green silken

underdress and fine, dark green cotton-wool gown that laced over it. In the

corner was a cleaning frame; I did not feel like insisting on a bath, so I

stepped through, and the magic sparked over me, leaving me fresh and clean.






As she combed out my hair, we chattered about little things:

birdsong, the season. She told me about her daughter, who was a hairdresser.






I walked to the window, which opened onto a balcony. I

stepped out into summery air, which was filled with the delicious scent of

flowers and trees after a rain. My headache had receded to a distant throb,

only nasty if I moved or turned quickly.






Below the balcony lay a garden, which sloped away down a

steep hill to a stone wall with sentries walking along it. Adjacent to me were

the corners and towers of a fairly large castle. The rest of the mountain the

castle was built on was hidden in forest and morning shadows. Above the castle,

snowy peaks etched jagged tooth-shapes against the blue sky.






Remembering my unknown visitor, I tried to figure his route:

up a smooth, white-boled tree to the adjacent balcony, over the vine-covered

wall to mine. Not an easy journey at night, in the rain.






He must have had some fairly urgent purpose. And what was

that about preferences?






I remembered the mirror, then discovered that it had been

taken out. I really must look terrible!






I opened the door, found myself face to face with a huge man

of determined mien.






“Can you show me to the dining room?” I asked.






“Prince’s orders are, you can’t negotiate the stairs.”






“Oh, I can walk, I feel perfectly fine—except for this great

bruise on my head. And I do really want to leave this room.”






“I can carry you, my lady,” the man offered, his gaze

lowered.






“Well, I have no objection if you don’t.”






And so the man picked me up and carried me down two flights

of curving stone stairs, directly to a dining room built long and narrow out of

stone, with a high ceiling. Halfway up the walls banners hung, new and old, a

variety of colors and designs, none of which looked familiar to me. A long

table had been set below a short table perpendicular on a dais at the fireplace

end. The room was cold, the fireplace bare. Despite the wall of tall

diamond-paned windows that looked over a terrace, it was not a very inviting

chamber; I couldn’t say why, since there was nothing ugly about it. But I

misliked the atmosphere.






The guard set me gently on my feet, and I heard Garian’s

voice. “Good morning, Flian. How do you feel? Essaying the rest of the house?”






“I’m bored,” I admitted. “As for how I feel, I am

fine—except for a pang here, if I move too quickly, but a slow walk takes care

of that.” I touched the side of my head. “I wish you’d return the mirror. I

can’t imagine that the sight of a black eye and a few bruises and scrapes will

kill me—but it might jar my memory back.”






“That’s exactly why we won’t.” He took my elbow and escorted

me out again. “I consulted a healer. He said you might try so hard it will make

your head feel worse, and your recovery will be twice as long.” He smiled. “I

feel obliged to tell you that you’re somewhat, ah, stubborn, often preferring

immediate gratification over sense.”






I grimaced, resenting his words. I had to remind myself that

he was my favorite cousin, and so we must have been honest with one another.






“We usually eat in here.” He led me along another

stone-floored corridor. “Less drafty than that blasted room, which I only use

for formal occasions.”






We entered the library I’d seen the day before. I looked

around—but the lute was gone.






Jason sat in one of the chairs, dressed much as he’d been

the day before. He greeted me, I greeted him, and the conversation foundered

there until servants came in, bearing covered trays.






Garian dismissed the servants. He prepared my plate first

and served me himself, saying easily, “I’d propose a topic for conversation,

but I suspect you won’t have much to contribute about the latest fashions or

plays.”






I gave a laugh at the joke, then sighed. “I apologize for

being so boring. I bore myself, lying up in that room and not knowing what I

ought to be doing.”






“Resting.” Jason’s voice was flat.






“He’s right.” Garian made an elaborate gesture to Jason to

help himself.






Jason looked over at the three trays of fresh food, some of

it steaming invitingly, but all he took was a roll. He stood on the other side

of the fireplace, tossing the bread up and down on his palm as he watched me

eat. Garian shrugged, loaded a plate, and sat in the chair opposite mine.






For a time there was no sound but that of cutlery on

porcelain and the snapping of the fire. I’d happily worked my way through

braised chicken, rice-and-cabbage, and a tart before Jason appeared to remember

his bread, which he ate.






Garian finished first, got up, and went somewhere behind me.

As I set my plate onto a side table, I felt warmth spread through me again, and

the headache dissipated. I felt great. Maybe I could take a walk. Fresh air, I

was certain, would thoroughly restore me.






Then Garian appeared at my side with a small, gilt-edged

goblet. “Here. A sip of spiced wine.”






“In the morning?” I made a face. Though I didn’t remember

who I was or what my life had been like, this suggestion did not seem even

remotely part of my habits.






“Healer said it would be good for you. Get rid of the

headache. Help you to sleep better.”






“All right.”






He pressed the cup into my hands, and I raised it to my

lips. Over its rim I saw Jason’s pale blue eyes watching, their expression

impossible to interpret.






The wine, despite the cinnamon and other fine spices, had a

bitter edge. I shuddered, then drank it all off in a quick gulp.






“There.” I shivered again.






Garian put his hands on his hips. “A comment on the quality

of our Drath wine?”






“Pardon.” I got to my feet and curtseyed. “I really wasn’t

ready for wine in the morning.”






“Never mind. I was teasing.” He held out his arm. “Shall I

walk you back upstairs?”






I rose. My head felt odd—light, almost. “I think—I fear I’d

better.”






It was a long journey, but Garian talked the entire time.

Inconsequential chat, mostly, at least I found it increasingly difficult to

focus on his words, which were about horses, and a ride, and the menu for

dinner on the wedding day, and he really believed the dressmaker would have

something for my inspection that evening.






When we reached my room, I made for the nearest chair, which

was set by the open balcony window. Garian bent, kissed my fingers with easy

grace, and departed.






I don’t think I was aware of him going. I meant to look out

at the whispering trees, but sank into sleep.






Chapter Three






Netta woke me. My neck ached, and my mouth was horribly

dry.






“Oh, my lady, are you well?”






“I—” I swallowed, determined to say I was well, and what’s

more, to be well. I had no idea what

sort of person I’d been before, but right now I was very tired of being an

invalid. “Yes. I am.”






Netta smiled. “The gown is here. His highness sent me to

seek your approval. He said any adjustments can be made by morning.”






“That’s all-night work.” I rose, no longer bothering to

wonder how I knew that. “If you see the seamstresses, please convey my

appreciation.”






Netta bowed. “I shall.” She gave me a troubled glance.






My head swam nastily, then righted. “May I have water,

please?”






Netta went out again. Once I’d drunk a full glass of water I

felt measurably better. Soon I stood in the middle of the floor while she fitted

me into a gown of cream lace and green ribbons over a green silk underdress.

Netta frowned, twitching the folds and clucking to herself about the laces,

while I admired the pearls sewn along the edges of the long sleeves and the

hem.






At last she stood back. “What shall I say, my lady?”






“That I approve. But I wish they’d permit me a mirror. Heyo,

the black eye must be a fetching green by now—matching the gown.”






My attempt at humor only made her cluck louder as she helped

me out of the wedding dress. When it was laid aside, she brought the nightgown.

So it was to be another long evening alone, then? I pulled it on, and presently

a quiet maid brought in a tray on which there was, besides the handsome gilt

porcelain dishes, another glass of wine. Netta sat down with me as I ate, and

when I was finished, she looked at me with faint worry. “His highness insists

that you drink the wine, my lady. I’m to stay and see it done.”






I made a face. “Either I don’t care for this grape, or else

the healer gave him some sort of draught to put in. Latter, most likely.” I

sipped the bitter drink. “Eugh!”






But I finished it, then climbed into bed, wondering what I

ought to do, as Netta took away the tray. I considered asking Netta to bring me

something to read, but dozed off listening to the sound of the trees rustling

outside the balcony.
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I woke with the usual dry mouth and lassitude. The dull

lack of light in the windows indicated that rain was on the way, but someone

had lit a fire.






With an inward jolt, I remembered that this was to be my wedding

day.






To the library I was taken, where I found Garian waiting. He

greeted me with a broad smile, his hazel eyes very green against the splendid

emerald velvet tunic he wore, all embroidered over in gold.






“The guests are beginning to arrive.” He made a grand

gesture toward the windows. “Jason’s doing the honors as bridegroom. Since you

have ventured forth, let’s have this last meal together, you and I, if you’ve

no objection, cousin?”






“None,” I said.






He sauntered to the bell-cord and pulled it. On his hand a

great square emerald glittered in the light of the fire. “Are you delighted

with the prospect of your wedding?”






“To speak truly, I don’t feel anything at all. I know that’s

scarcely fair to Jason. I do wish we could wait.”






“Alas.” Garian made an airy gesture and smiled. “There is

the little matter of politics. Great matter.”






“Politics?” I repeated. “Oh. Well, he’s a king, that I

remember. King of—”






“Ralanor Veleth.” Garian’s eyes were narrowed in mirth. “You

don’t remember?”






“Ralanor Veleth.” I shook my head slightly. “Means nothing.”






“It will all come back soon. I promise that much.”






A tap at the door.






“Enter.”






And in came a steward carrying a meal on trays.






The food was excellent and did much to revive me. But as

before, Garian gave me spiced wine, and stood before me until I had drunk it

all. Afterward he summoned another servant. “Send Alem down.”






The guard appeared as I began feeling that weird floaty

sensation and he offered his arm.






“See you this evening, Flian,” Garian said, now grinning. “I

fear I have to resume my duties as host.”






He watched the guard escort me out. The man matched his pace

to mine. We proceeded slowly up the stairs. On the first landing, I was vaguely

aware of footfalls and a dark shadow appeared on the edge of my vision.






I looked up to see Jason standing on the lowest step of the

next stairway.






“Flian.”






The voice was quiet enough to take a moment to register. I

thought I had imagined it, paused, and nearly lost my balance. Waves blurred my

vision, as though I were swimming underwater, sinking down farther by the

moment. I staggered.






“I came,” he said, “for a last interview. Are you ready to

go forward with the plans?”






My mind sank deeper into the shadowy depths of my underwater

hideaway. “As you wish . . .” Like a silver eel, a stray thought

appeared, one I’d worked at all the day before, and I grasped it, endeavoring

to express it before it vanished again. “I don’t—I wish we needn’t be in haste.

But our troth. It means you once had my trust. I must trust you again. Must I

not? Isn’t that part of the vows?”






I tipped my head back to look into his face. There was no

reaction to be seen at all.






“I don’t make sense, do I?” I swayed. A fierce yawn took me.






Jason stepped aside and gestured to the guard.






He picked me up and bore me the rest of the way upstairs.






I think I was asleep before we reached my room.
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When I woke, I felt worse than I had that first day in the

cottage when I came to with my memory gone. Night had fallen, but two branches

of candles had been lit, as well as the fire.






Netta had fresh listerblossom leaf, which she gave me in

such a furtive way that I was confused. It wasn’t until after I’d drunk it all

down and she poured water into the cup that I wondered if she’d sneaked it to

me, and why. Perhaps she did not have the faith in Prince Garian’s healer that

he had.






I certainly felt better as I stepped through the cleaning

frame and into the linen underdress. Netta lifted the heavy over-gown, I put

head and hands through, and she let the ribbon-edged hem fall to my feet.






The lovely fabric foamed around my feet as I sat down again.

She wove flowers and green gems into my hair. My throat felt raw and dry, my

body heavy. This was my wedding day, but the thought raised no emotion

whatever.






Presently a tap at the door caused Netta to scurry in fright

to open it. Garian entered, the candlelight shimmering over the gold brocade

and embroidery on his long tunic. Gems sparkled with star-bright color in his

hair, at his ear, and on his hands. Round his brow he wore a golden circlet.






“Are you ready, Flian?”






“Yes. You look quite fine. Netta, first may I have a drink

of water?”






Garian waited while Netta brought me water in a crystal wine

goblet. I raised it, looking into its depths. The swirling reflections of the

fire coalesced into two eyes, and I almost dropped the goblet.






“Seeing again?”






Garian was right next to me; I could feel his breath

stirring my hair, and his fingers gripped my wrist.






“A face. Jason’s, I guess.” I shrugged.






Garian let me go and I drank the water, which eased the

dryness of my throat. Garian took the goblet from my fingers and set it with a

crystalline ching on the table.






“Let us depart.” He took my arm and led me from the room.






“I wish I could see myself once.” I frowned down at my hair

swinging against my skirts.






From the gloom on the stairway came a quiet voice. “Why not

let her?”






“It’s too late to do any harm.” Garian chuckled.






An arched door stood open off the first landing. Garian led

me inside, Jason’s quiet tread behind us. The room was lit by several branches

of candles. Jason was dressed for the first time in something besides riding

clothes. Over a tabard-woven, loose-sleeved linen shirt, he wore a long, dark

green velvet tunic belted with blackweave, undecorated by any trim or finery,

his black hair as always tied back. Except for the wedding green, he looked

less a bridegroom than did Garian.






Then Garian gestured, and I faced the mirror.






Vertigo—memory—made me dizzy. I peered into the wan face of

an ordinary young lady with rather bland coloring—skin and hair more or less

the shade of honey, and eyes too pale to be considered blue. The gown was

beautifully made, but I scarcely gave it a glance, for I was more interested in

myself. The bruises were visible, dark smudges that made my features difficult

to descry, but I did not faint or quail away. I felt no reaction at all besides

a faint curiosity, even when I gazed straight into my eyes. They were the eyes

of a stranger.






A tall shadow moved to my side. Jason stood next to me; the

top of my head came to his shoulder. His smile at my reflection was brief. “Come

along,” he said.






“The guests are waiting,” Garian added.






I glanced up into Jason’s face. “For a moment I almost had

it.”






“I know. I saw.” He slid his hand under my arm.






I whispered, feeling acutely self-conscious, “I wish it had

come. I am sorry I cannot pretend a happiness I ought to feel.”






“No matter.” The answer was quiet, and without any emotion.






Garian stepped up on my other side and took my other arm.






Together the three of us walked downstairs to the dining

hall. The panes in the windows were old-fashioned diamonds, which glistened

with fire-reflections from the candle-sconces along the walls. Above the

candles, the banners glowed with muted color. Around the perimeter of the room

about thirty well-dressed strangers waited, their jewels winking and gleaming.






Most of the people smiled. One tall, black-bearded man

laughed, then turned away quickly and coughed.






Jason led me to the high table.






“. . . all right?” A matronly lady was before

me, giving me a questioning look.






The man who had laughed said in a hearty voice, “As right as

she’ll ever be.”






Garian responded in a similar hearty voice. “We explained

about the carriage accident, Lady Ordomar. Flian is otherwise quite well, are you

not?”






“Of course.” I willed it to be so.






The three of us took our places behind the chairs at the

high table, and Garian lifted a goblet high. He spoke our names, the guests

echoed, and they all drank to Jason and me. We would share wine after the ceremony—






How did I know that?






I closed my eyes, dizzy.






Crash! Glass shards from the windows flew everywhere,

glittering as bright as the guests’ gems as they recoiled, screamed, shouted,

cursed.






Silent black-clad figures leaped in, one of them on horseback,

glass crunching and tinkling under the animal’s hooves. They spread round the

perimeter of the room, their faces obscured, some holding bows, others swords;

the two men-at-arms converged on the mounted figure, whose sword arced and

hummed. In five strokes he wounded both men. They dropped to the floor,

groaning.






Garian was hemmed by two of the intruders, so he could not

reach the bell-pull. The horse skidded on the glassy slate flooring, and

pranced toward the high table.






A hand tightened on my arm. I felt curiously distant, as if

this all happened on a stage, and I watched from far away.






Jason gripped a long dagger in one hand. But before he could

raise it, a sword slashed down from behind and stopped at his neck. “I wouldn’t

if I was you,” growled a man in Garian’s livery. “And I might add I’m glad I

ain’t.”






At that moment the dancing black horse reached the high

table. It tossed its head, eyes wide. The black-clad figures collected weapons

from the guests.






“Stand, Flian,” commanded the horseman.






Garian’s face was white with rage, but a gauntleted hand

held a sword at his neck as well, held by a sturdy man dressed in Garian’s own

livery. Garian’s eyes flicked back and forth, back and forth, sweat beading his

brow.






Jason stood very still, his attention entirely on the rider

of that horse.






The animal stepped closer. Round dark eyes reflected the

candles behind me as I got to my feet. An arm slid round my waist and I was

lifted into the air.






A grunt, and I sat astride the horse’s withers. A hard arm

held me against a slim body whose heart beat a steady tattoo. I smelled horse

and human sweat, a sharp scent over the wine and perfumes of Garian’s hall.






“Do you desire the consequences, Jaim?” Jason asked wryly.






“No.” The man holding me laughed. “But the thought of

putting a hitch in your gallop will warm me those cold nights on the run.”






I felt the rider nod.






The second man in Garian’s livery reversed his blade and

brought the hilt down across the back of Jason’s head. Jason dropped

soundlessly to the floor. The second man served Garian the same way—shouts,

screams—and next to my ear, the rider clucked. An edge of cloak was flung over

my head, so I no longer saw the shocked faces of the guests or the shard-framed

window. The horse gave a powerful leap, landed, trotted, and then gathered

speed.






Chapter Four






After a time the horse slowed and stopped.






The cloak was pulled from my head and cool, sweet air

ruffled across my face. A number of mounted people waited under a great

spreading oak.






“Cover ’em.” My rider hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “The

rest of us ride.”






I twisted around. In the weak moonlight, Jaim looked a lot

like Jason, only without the mustache.






“So you’re Jaim.”






“Yes. We have a long ride. Will you cooperate?”






I said with as much dignity as I could muster, “I have

neither the strength nor the inclination to scuffle.” Added more normally, “Where

are we going?”






“Away from here.”






He raised a hand. The horses began their gallop.






He was right. It was a long ride. The gallop eventually

slowed to a trot and then to a walk. Jaim began turning this way and that.






A sigh went through him when someone rode out from a shaded

gully, leading a string of horses. In silence the riders all exchanged mounts,

and once again we galloped.






I did not stay awake for the entire night, but drifted in

and out of a kind of strange sleep, my dreams disturbed by the rhythm of the

horse’s hooves on the road, by the heartbeat beneath my ear, by the memory of

those swords reflecting the firelight in blood-red glow. Down and up mountain

roads, across bridges that spanned thundering falls, and at last into a narrow

tree-protected valley, and thence into an old cave.






At once people crowded around, everyone talking.






Jaim lifted his voice. “How about letting us dismount?”






The press of people eased.






Jaim climbed down, then pulled me after and set me on my

feet. “She’s had a rough month. First let me get her settled.”






“If you’re going to talk about me,” I said, “I want to hear

it as well.”






“Anon.” Jaim led the way through a narrow crevice into an

oddly shaped room lit by candles. It was bisected down below by a dark, rushing

stream. At the other end was a kind of shelf, with a pile of woven yeath-fur

rugs and pillows. “You can sleep here.”






I dropped onto the inviting rugs. “I don’t understand

anything.”






“I’ll explain come morning. And there’s plenty to explain.

You have to be awake to hear it all.” He pointed a finger at me. “That means

you need to sleep off whatever potions Garian’s been slipping you.”






“Healer’s draughts, he said. In the wine. So that’s why I

kept getting sicker!”






Jaim snorted. “Sounds like Garian’s usual trickery, all

right. Never mind. It’s over. Sleep!” He left, taking out the light.






I tried to unlace the wedding gown, but it was too much

work. So I just stretched out, pulled the soft rug over me, and slept.
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I woke when lamplight flickered over my eyelids.






Jaim walked in carrying a lamp. He leaned against the wall,

which glinted in layers slanting upward at an angle. “Do you feel any better?”






“A lot better. But ravenous.”






“Food is being prepared. For now, I really want to hear what

happened to you.”






“You don’t know?” I asked.






“Not the way you understand it.” His jaw tightened—fighting

a yawn.






I paused, looking at him more closely. Bony face—no

mustache—long black hair tied back. His shirt was unlaced, rolled to the

elbows, his posture the tight stance of someone who needs to sit—has needed to

sit for time past counting.






“You’re tired,” I observed.






He nodded. “Very.” Blinked down at the rugs and made a

curious grimace. “Since you noticed, mind if I avail myself?”






Surprised, I shrugged. “There’s room for five here, in

truth. Go ahead.”






He disengaged from the wall, set the lamp down and stretched

out on the blankets just beyond arm’s reach, his nose pointed toward the

ceiling and his eyes closing. “Ah.”






“Why do you look like Jason?”






“I’m his brother.”






“He never mentioned that,” I said. “The brief references

were more that of an enemy. That’s one confusion. The entanglement of relatives

who dislike one another is another. Then there’s my own dilemma, such as: will

I like myself when I regain my memory? From what Garian hinted, I might not be

so pleasant a person, and I can’t for the life of me see why I betrothed myself

to Jason . . .” I rambled on, mixing questions with observations

until I realized I wasn’t getting any answers.






Jaim was breathing the slow, steady breathing of one who is

dead to the world.






I laughed, cast my rug over him, and got up. I’d find that

food myself.






I made my way to the other end of the cave, where I was met

by a tall blond man dressed in rough forest clothing and mocs. He bowed, which

surprised me.






“Good, what, morning? Evening?”






“Good evening, Princess.”






Princess? That explained the bow. Interesting that Garian

hadn’t told me and Netta had called me just “lady”.






“Where may I get something to eat?”






“Come this way, please, Your Highness.”






He led me up a narrow rocky corridor lit at intervals by

torches. A sharp angle opened into a huge cavern that had a waterfall at one

end, as well as a stream. A group of people turned and one came toward me, a

young lady somewhat shorter than I, with a lovely figure. Long, curling black

hair framed an expressive face dominated by vivid blue eyes. She wore a plain woolen

skirt and bodice. Her linen blouse had full sleeves and a low neckline that

made the best of her figure.






“Welcome, Flian.” She put out her hand. “I’m Jewel. Jaim

tells me you’ve lost your memory, but we haven’t met in any case.”






“It’s nice to meet you, Jewel.” I peered past her, sniffing

the air. “Oatcakes! I am famished.”






“You look it,” she said with brisk sympathy. “Far too

skinny, if you don’t mind my adding. Felic, would you fix a plate? Where’s

Jaim? He said he was going to interview you.”






“He fell asleep.”






“Good! I put the sleepweed he stole into his wine. After

all, if it can work for our big brother, it can work for me—not that it took

much. He’s been on his feet for too many days.” She cast me a laughing glance. “I

hope I won’t have to take care of him any more.”






Food appeared then, plain but well-cooked oatcakes and baked

potato with vegetables stuffed inside. We sat on hay-stuffed pillows a ways

from the others, who appeared to be young men and women of our own age, some

older.






For a time Jewel watched me eat. I gathered the impression

that she was endeavoring to be patient—and that patience did not come easily.

When I was done, she pounced. “What happened? What lies did they tell you?”






“Lies?” I told her my story from the time I woke up in the

cottage. I’d thought it innocuous—I could not really believe that astonishing

business in the dining hall had happened to me—until

I ended with, “So I guess what I really wish to know is, why did Jaim abduct

me?”






Her cheeks bloomed crimson, her eyes widened. I almost

dropped my fork as she declared, “Oh! I can’t bear it! Lies indeed, worse than

I thought!”






I sat back. “I assure you I haven’t purposefully lied—”






“You were not abducted. You were rescued.” She jumped to her feet and began to pace, waving her

arms. “Absolute, ridiculous, rotten, miserable lies! No wonder you went along

with everything. Jaim was afraid Garian had broken your spirit, forced you in

some nefarious way to fall into their horrid plans. Oh, Garian’d love that, he

would. Only we didn’t think he’d dare, because too many people would know, but

how else to explain that marriage? When the couriers went out to the local

nobles two days ago, Jaim knew he would have to act fast, or it would be too

late—”






“I’m lost,” I said.






Jewel stopped, snorted, looked back at Jaim’s people, some

of whom were staring at us.






She put her fists on her hips. “Oh, I ought not to get so angry,

I know it, because I exaggerate terribly. But it’s not good to bottle your

feelings inside, like they do. Jaim

does. Jason has no feelings, unless

you count cruelty, nastiness and evil! Do people really feel evil?” She sidetracked herself, looking perplexed. “Well, if

anybody does, Jason is the one. If he’d managed to marry you, once he’d gotten

his claws on your holdings—” She drew her finger across her neck and made a

squelching noise.






I shivered.






“Huh! So, Jaim really did rescue you. He saved your life!

Say, you’re finished, and the dishes barrel is here. We haven’t many luxuries,

but we do have a kitchen cleaning bucket. And a cleaning frame. Or, would you

prefer a nice bath?”






“Oh, would I ever!”






We put our dishes in the water-filled barrel; someone had

managed to get a cleaning frame on it, because I saw the sparkle of magic.






She led me down a narrow passage. I smelled steamy water.

She stopped at the edge of a low crevice and called, “Anyone here?”






“Yes!” Several male voices echoed back.






She sighed. “We’ll have a turn later. Let’s go to where I

sleep, since Jaim’s asleep in his place.”






“I was using his bed?”






“Well, it was the only empty one, because he knew he’d be

staying up, the idiot.” She snorted, plunging up another narrow tunnel. Along

the way I saw various cracks and crannies leading in different directions. Some

had tapestries hung over them, and some didn’t.






Jewel had laid claim to a small water-hollowed cave with one

thin connection of rock left. Stalagmites and stalactites stippled the rest of

the cave, except for a smooth area in the far corner on which she had scattered

brightly colored quilts and lengths of fabric, including silk and velvet. She

also had a small glowglobe, evidence of Jaim’s regard for his sister, for he

hadn’t one in his own chamber.






She flung herself down on this magpie bed, and I stretched

out next to her. “There’s one thing I can safely tell you, and that’s my story,”

she announced. “You’ll understand more about us, don’t you think?”






“Certainly,” I said, though I wondered why I needed to

understand her family.






“Jaim can tell you his part,” she added. “You already know

that the three of us are siblings. Our mother died a few years ago. Drink.

Father was assassinated when I was little. They used to fight a lot, that

previous generation. Of them, only your father is left—and he tried to use

diplomacy or trade rather than fight, which got him sneered at in the past, but

he’s still alive. And rich.” She gave

me a wry sort of grimace. “We’re not, you see. Ralanor Veleth is twice the size

of Lygiera, your kingdom. Larger than twice, probably, but it’s rocky and

soil-poor, and we’ve had a long history of fighting to get access to better

land. We’ve expanded to the eastern mountains and—”






She tossed her curls back. “This is harder than I thought!

Jason took over from our mother when he was, oh, twenty-two or so. That was

because he could best all the warriors, and he thought he could rule. He forced

Jaim to be as good. Jason wants to keep the army large against others coming

against us, or against Norsunder, but actually we think he’s intending to go

over and take Lygiera and maybe even Dantherei. It would certainly solve our

treasury problems! Jaim says we can’t, that all the fighting has to stop, that

we solve our own problems without being grabby with other people’s land and

treasury.”






“Where do you fit in?” I asked.






She made a face. “Jason told me early on I’d marry whoever

he told me to, for alliance purposes.”






“That doesn’t sound like war.”






“Probably to get more warriors for his plans.”






“Ah.”






“So that horrible Garian arrived in Lathandra to court me.

See, Drath’s small, up here in the border mountains, but because of the gem

mines and the wine it’s rich. He pays lip service to your father and to

Dantherei and the rest of the kingdoms, but we think he’s allying with Jason in

order to get some more land that isn’t mountain. We—that is, Jason—provides the

army, and Garian the money to equip it.”






“Do I know all these people and problems?” I asked.






Jewel grinned. “I don’t know.”






I laughed. “It does sound odd, doesn’t it?”






“Yes! But you do know you don’t like Garian. Neither do I.

He’s arrogant and sarcastic, and mean. He was just pretending to court me. I

could tell he thought I was too stupid to see how all his compliments cut two

ways. I was as nasty to Garian as I could possibly be, so he would go away. But

he wouldn’t go away, and then one night he was bored and drinking and he set

one of Jason’s dogs on the castle cat, who was feeding her litter, and I, um,

tried to knife him. Jason got angry and locked me in my room, saying I could

either learn to behave or sit there and starve. Me! It was not I who set the dogs to harry the cat!

Well, Jaim tried to defend me—oh, I don’t even want to talk about it. It was

horrible. Jason locked us up, but Jaim’s got loyal liegemen, same as Jason, and

Daraen came with some of his men and got us out, and so here we are, in an old

hideout for thieves.”






I shuddered. “That sounds terrible. Garian likes cruelty? He

laughed so much. Though when I think back, I really believe he was laughing at

me.”






“Of course he was.” She wrinkled her nose. “Back to us.

Malcontents—people who won’t stick Garian’s rule—or Jason’s—find their way

here. The real criminals Jaim sends away again. The rest, well, some of them

are, um, somewhat rough, but if anyone gives you trouble, tell Jaim and he’ll

straighten them out.”






“So you live by stealing?”






“Yes—from Garian. And from Jason’s strongholds. Good

practice, Jaim says, though it’s risky. And there’ve been times when he’s gone

into Lygiera to forage, but I’ll leave him to tell you why and how.”






“Sounds complicated.” I fought a sudden yawn, and when I saw

her brows curve up in reaction, I said, “I am not bored. I am tired from the

residue of the sleep-herbs Garian forced on me.”






“Well, truth to tell I’m also tired,” she admitted. “Staying

up all night waiting on word. I wish I’d had the patience when Jaim tried to

train me, but I hadn’t. All I wanted—still do—was to dance, and have parties,

and a lovely life—and that sure was not possible in Ralanor Veleth.” She made a

dismissive gesture. “Anyway, if you like you can sleep here with me.”






I thanked her gratefully. We buried ourselves in her

collection of fabrics and I slid into sleep despite the soft glow of the globe.






Memories, imagination, and what Jewel had told me, all

formed into a terrible dream from which I was glad to awaken. I lay quietly,

enjoying the silence and the faint echo of rushing water, until Jewel’s eyes

opened.






“Come! Let’s see if the baths are free.”






This time the cavern was empty. At the far end a cold

waterfall mixed with hot water from underground, making a wonderful bath that

swirled around my body deliciously. The last of my aches drained away as the

rushing water massaged my muscles right down to my bones. When she suggested we

dress and go in search of breakfast, I was reluctant to leave.






I had to wear my wedding gown again, but a step through

their cleaning frame snapped away all the dirt and grime, so at least it was

clean.






Cook fires burned at the other end of the dining cavern, and

the great rocks above were stained with smoke, but there seemed to be some kind

of flue functioning among the shadowy cracks overhead, for the chamber was not

smoky. Two women and a man with gray hair appeared to be in charge of the food;

behind their area were sacks and barrels of supplies.






On our approach, one of the women handed us each a plain

ceramic plate loaded with eggs and fried potato cakes.






Jewel led the way to a seat apart from the other people. We

sat on benches and ate, with our wet hair hanging down our backs and dripping

onto the stone floor. A couple of young women glanced my way, expressing

curiosity. One grinned and half-lifted a hand. She was tall, strong looking,

with curly brown hair and a wicked knife at her belt. I liked her grin at once

and waved back.






Jewel said in a casual voice, “That’s just Vrozta, a

weaver’s daughter. She—” Jewel changed her mind, said nothing more.






Jaim walked in shortly after, his black hair wet and slicked

back, his clothes fresh.






Jewel leaped up. “Jaim,” she cried happily. “Sleep well?”






“Quite.” He gave her a mock frown. “Someone slip dream-weed

into my wine? Because I behaved rudely to our guest.”






She chortled. “Fell asleep! Right when she was talking. But

you needed the rest.”






“Obviously, or I’d have noticed the taste.”






It was clear they were fond of one another. She laughed,

then touched his wrist. “Seemed a handy trick—Garian is good for something, who

would have known? Guess what. She saw your face in a glass that night you first

came to her room in Garian’s lair.”






Jaim looked my way. “And you didn’t recognize me?”






I shrugged, smiling. “Your face looked, oh, so serious. I

thought it was Jason at first, only without his fuzz.” I traced a mustache

along my upper lip.






“Oh, you must hear

the rest,” Jewel put in. “Garian told her all these lies about how she was so

in love with Jason. It quite turned my stomach!”






“I’m as glad to find out it’s a lie, if it indeed is.

Because I took one look at him and my heart went thud into my slippers.”






Jewel snickered.






Jaim ran a hand through his wet hair. “It’s funny in

retrospect, but we’re going to have to think of some sort of plan to keep them

from getting you back. I didn’t think you’d last out that month.”






“Month,” I repeated. “You said that before. I only have memory

of a very few days.”






“A month.” He slicked his hair back again, plainly

hesitating.






I said, “If Garian lied about my family as well, and I do

get along with them, I’d as soon go home.”






“We can talk later. Is that all right with you?” Jaim

gestured toward the food. “Right now I can’t think about anything but my empty

gut.”






“Fair enough.”






“Let me show you around,” Jewel offered. “You can even meet

some of our terrible ruffians.”






Jaim got a plate, and Jewel led me away before any actual

introductions could be performed. Before we left the dining area, Jaim sat down

next to the strong-looking woman who’d given me the friendly wave and kissed

her.
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Jewel showed me the trails up to the surface. We emerged

on a narrow ledge overlooking a long, narrow valley thickly forested. Heavy

clouds rolled ponderously toward us, bringing the prospect of rain. When we

returned to their cavern hideout, she showed me their weapons stores, where

several people were busy repairing tack, sharpening steel and doing related

tasks.






We heard the clang and clatter of weapons training before we

reached the cavern given over to that. Jewel was quite proud of the gang’s

exploits, and even more proud of her brother.






Finally she brought me to a chamber containing oddments—old,

worn-out clothes, fabric, broken tools, horse tack that needed mending, and in

the corner a lute. I walked straight to it, but discovered it was missing its

strings. Disappointment hit hard, though I did not know why. When I turned around,

it was to find Jewel watching me, puzzlement plain in her face.






“There’s more to see, if you like.” She pointed behind her.






“Lead on.”






During that tour, I learned not only a wealth of detail

about how Jaim’s outlaw band existed, but about Jewel’s own romantic hopes. For

she was very romantic and not the least subtle. At least a dozen hints were

dropped about her hopes that I would like the outlaw band so much that I would

stay and fall in love with Jaim.
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