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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER
1


KARDON stood at the back of the tavern, surveying the night’s clientele, and smiled with a brutal satisfaction. A chilled and rainy night, so he hadn’t expected many customers, and he’d been right. There were a handful of regulars playing chess in the corner or drinking at the bar and eyeing the newcomers with a speculative sideways interest. Kardon wasn’t really a charitable sort, but he almost found it in him to feel sorry for the four strangers scattered throughout the long, low-beamed room. The chances were good that one or all of them would lose his money—or his life—before the night was over.


Kardon’s regular customers were, to a man, thieves, cutthroats, and hired blades whose scruples had never been overnice. Honest work had been hard to come by here in the dead of winter. Who could blame them for taking advantage when good fortune presented them with a few easy purses to pick, a few unwary travelers to dispose of?


Leaning his arms on the wooden bar, Kardon glanced around the room again. There were two whose lives looked to be already forfeit. One was a slim, nervous young man who sat by himself in the farthest corner of the room and seemed to be drinking his very first glass of ale as he scarcely picked at a hearty dinner. He couldn’t have been more than seventeen and did not look like he had led a particularly difficult life. Kardon guessed him to be some lord’s son who had quarreled with his father and run off to seek a life of adventure. Which would tragically end tonight in this tavern or in the alley out back. So much for stupid young noblemen who didn’t know where they belonged.


The other solitary visitor was also a young man, possibly in his early twenties, sandy-haired, strongly built, and a little raffish. This one, Kardon judged, had had some experience street fighting; he would not be so easily overcome, even if two or three assailants came at him at once. Still, sheer numbers would do him in. He might escape with his life but certainly without his wallet or any other valuables he might have on his person. He was drinking cautiously, nursing his second glass of ale after eating every bite of meat on his plate. Hungry, wary, and tough—but solitary. A waterfront tavern in the city of Dormas was not a place to come without friends.


More thoughtfully, Kardon examined the other two strangers, sitting together at a round table in the middle of the room and engaging in occasional conversation with the regular customers who sat close by. Seafaring folk, by their dress, probably docked overnight at the harbor a stone’s throw from Kardon’s place. Successful at it, too, by the cut of their clothes and their freehanded way of tossing a coin to Kardon or his servers when they brought out fresh trays of food and drink. The richest prey in the room tonight—but the hardest to pluck.


For one thing, there were two of them. For another, the man was black-haired and burly, the bulk and strength of his muscles apparent even under the winter layers of wool and leather clothing. Kardon could see the short blade at his belt and guessed he also carried a knife or two concealed in his boot or up his sleeve. The man looked like a fighter, even as he relaxed over dinner. One bell at the front door, one crash in the back room, and he’d be on his feet with a hilt in his hand, unless Kardon greatly missed his guess. No, this one would not go down easily, and Kardon’s friends might find that his sword outweighed his wallet.


It was the man’s companion that Kardon found most curious, and now he turned his eyes to the final stranger. A woman, by the Pale Lady’s silver eye. A woman, whom her companion had addressed as “Captain,” and who held herself so regally that even Kardon, who despised women, could understand why a man might take orders from her. She was seated now, but he had seen her when she entered. She was tall as a man, and dressed like one in leather pants and high boots and a woven vest. Her white-blond hair was cropped so short it stood out around her face in a careless aureole. He had noted her posture when she walked in, how light she was on her feet, how quick and assured her movements were. She was a fighter, too, handy with a blade and not afraid to use it, or Kardon was an idiot. She might look like easy pickings, but Kardon was willing to bet she rarely came off the worse in any encounter. Especially not with that bruiser fighting at her side. He would guess they had dispatched any number of enemies on the high seas or dry land, and wouldn’t object to a little rough-and-tumble now if it came down to it.


As it would. Kardon’s customers weren’t nearly as discerning as the barkeeper himself. They’d see rich woman dressed as a sea captain and think they’d been delivered a bounty straight from the White Lady herself.


“A little more ale, eh, my friend?” the woman called out to him just as Kardon reached this point in his musings. “It’s a nasty night to go back into, and I think I need to fortify myself against the cold.”


“Take care you don’t fortify yourself into a stupor, Senneth,” the man beside her growled. The woman laughed and snapped the fingers of her left hand. Kardon caught a glimpse of smoky white moonstones on a bracelet circling her lifted wrist. It almost made him like her for a moment to know that she wore the badge of the Pale Mother. But even the moon goddess would not be able to protect her tonight.


“You worry too much, Tayse,” she said before lifting her voice to call to Kardon again. “Another pitcher!”


Kardon nodded. “Cammon!” he shouted toward the kitchen. “Our guests need attention.”


A moment later, Cammon came out through the swinging door, bearing a tray of ale and bread. He went straight toward the table with the sea folk, so he must have been spying at the door. He looked even thinner than usual under his shapeless clothes, as if he had been starving himself just out of spite. Kardon promised himself he’d find the time to give the boy a good whipping sometime in the next day or two. When the weather cleared up, when the customers cleared out, when he found a free moment.


Cammon was setting the tray on the table before the sea folk. “Ale,” he said in his soft voice. “And more bread, if you want it.”


The woman called Senneth, who had been arguing in a low voice with her companion, looked up at his words. “You,” she said. “You’ve got a funny accent. Where are you from, then? Not Gillengaria?”


Cammon shook his head, his unkempt hair falling into his eyes. “No, Captain,” he said. “I’ve only been in this country a month or so.”


“Well? Where were you before?”


He shrugged, his thin shoulders rising and falling under the fabric of his shirt. “Arberharst and Sovenfeld, mostly. We moved around a lot when I was little.”


“We?” she demanded. Kardon marveled that she could actually be interested in the life story of a servant boy—an indentured one at that, with a couple of years to work off before he could consider himself a freeman. But she might be the type whose roving attention was caught by any odd detail—the type who remembered things you’d much rather she forgot. For a moment, Kardon felt sorry for the dark man with her, who no doubt hated and feared her. Capricious people were always the hardest to answer to.


Cammon glanced back at the bar to see how his master wanted him to deal with such curiosity, and Kardon shrugged. Let her talk, for now. Let her interrogate. Her mouth would be stopped up soon enough, if Kardon’s friends had their way. “My parents and me. My father was a roamer, and my mother followed him wherever he went.”


“And how’d you end up in Dormas working as a tavern boy and wearing a slave collar around your throat?” she asked, nodding toward the slim silver torque tight around Cammon’s neck. Kardon watched him put a hand up to it and touch the moonstone on the very center of the collar. Kardon had known from the beginning that this boy could be trouble; he had taken no chances. He had bound Cammon with the Pale Mother’s powerful protective jewel.


“My father died,” Cammon said quietly. “We stayed in Arberharst till the money ran out. My mother’s roots were back in Gillengaria, so we set sail a few months ago. She got sick on the voyage and never recovered. We landed and I—I had to pay for my passage some way. The captain bound me to Kardon.”


The woman glanced over at Kardon, her eyes coolly assessing, and he felt a momentary, uncharacteristic urge to explain himself. I paid good money for him! I needed an extra hand in the kitchen! I feed him hearty meals every day, except the days he won’t eat them because he’s such a sly and wretched boy. She looked away, back at Cammon. “Does it hurt?” she asked very softly.


He put his hand back up to the collar. “It’s not really tight,” he said. “It doesn’t choke.”


Senneth lifted her right hand, which unexpectedly held a dagger, and touched the very tip of the blade to the glowing gem. “The moonstone,” she said, her voice quite low but every word precisely enunciated. “Does it hurt when it touches your skin?”


Cammon dropped his hand and stared at her. The cutthroats sitting nearest her table also turned their heads to eye her curiously. The whole room seemed to have grown still and silent, waiting for his answer.


“Yes,” he said finally. “It burns.”


The woman’s fine eyebrows rose. Delicately, she used the flat of the blade to lift up the necklet and expose a patch of red skin under the spot where the moonstone lay. “From what I hear,” she said slowly, “the only ones with anything to fear from the touch of a moonstone are mystics. Are you one of those?”


A whisper went around the room as the other occupants repeated the word. Mystic … mystic … mystic … Are you one of those? Kardon shivered, just a little. He was a plain man, mostly honest, not very subtle, and he hated and feared those who were reputed to possess magical ability. Not two months ago, he had been among the crowd that stoned an old woman to death after she was accused of magic in the marketplace, though she shrieked that she was innocent even as the rocks hit her face and stomach. He had had his suspicions of Cammon the minute the sea captain brought him through the door, because there was something about the boy’s delicate face and huge, flecked eyes that radiated an otherworldly wisdom. But greed had won out over Kardon’s uneasiness—a virtual chattel for a very good price—and he had been sure that he could, with force and the Mother’s protection, control such a slight and contemptible creature as Cammon. So he had made the bargain and welded on the collar, and he’d had no trouble with the boy. None at all.


“He’s no mystic,” Kardon called, still standing behind the bar and watching. “He’s just a servant. He does my bidding.”


The woman called Senneth turned to look at him, and again he found her gaze unsettling. Her eyes were a crystal gray, wide and thoughtful and impossible to read. She looked like she was having no trouble at all scanning his soul. “Only a mystic,” she said, “is burned by the touch of the Pale Mother’s hand.”


One of the regular customers gave a gruff laugh. “That right, Kardon?” he inquired. “You’re piling up magicians in the back room? What, do you have them doctoring our beer so we fall asleep at our tables and you can rob us blind?”


Kardon himself felt blind with a swift surge of fury. “He’s a boy. He’s no mystic. And I’ll thank you to remember what kind of service I’ve given you all these years.”


Senneth had edged her knife even deeper under the collar, till the point of it rested against the soft flesh under the boy’s chin. He was staring down at her, mesmerized by terror or whatever power she had in her eyes; she was smiling up at him with an expression that seemed to owe as much to rage as mirth.


“What would you do, I wonder,” she murmured, “if I twisted this blade enough to break your collar? What sort of power would you show us then?”


At that exact moment, someone screamed.


Kardon’s attention whipped that way. While almost everyone else had been watching the sea captain question the serving boy, another small drama had been playing itself out in the back of the room. Two of Kardon’s old friends had approached the scrawny young nobleman and backed him into a corner. He now cowered against the wall, arms ineffectually raised before him, looking even more slight and helpless than before. His face was so fine and so white that Kardon imagined he’d rarely seen the countryside outdoors, let alone the rough weather in a training yard. He’d probably never held a sword in his life.


“Please,” he was saying, trying to bat away the weapons pointed in his direction. “I have nothing—but my father, he’ll pay you—if you don’t hurt me—he’s very wealthy—”


“Young handsome boy like you could be worth a lot to us,” purred one of the attackers, poking at the boy’s shoulder and throat with the point of his sword. “I don’t like the idea of a ransom unless the stakes are awfully high, but I bet you’ve got more valuables on you than you even know. What about the pin on your hat here? Is that a set of rubies I see?” And he knocked the hat off with the tip of his blade.


And a cascade of golden curls came tumbling down over the young man’s shoulders.


Over the young woman’s shoulders, Kardon corrected himself.


Everyone in the bar was now staring at the events unfolding in the corner. Even dressed in a velvet jacket cut like a man’s, the woman was suddenly unmistakably female, and terrified. Her face went even whiter; she crossed her arms over her chest as if to protect herself. But her attackers were chortling with unrestrained delight—what a glorious catch! what a prize with a dozen fabulous uses!—and they pressed even closer, weapons falling to their sides. One of them even lifted a hand to brush his fingers across her ivory-smooth cheek.


“Don’t touch her,” a cold voice said. Cursing himself for continually losing track of the other players in the room, Kardon cut his eyes over to the last remaining stranger. The sandy-haired man was on his feet, his cloak thrown over his chair, and he had a dagger in each hand. The weapon belt now revealed around his waist showed an array of other small knives tucked in well-worn sheaths. More than a street fighter—a mercenary soldier, trained for one thing only. “Leave her in peace,” he added.


“You leave in peace before you don’t have a chance to leave at all,” her attacker snarled. “This isn’t your fight.”


“I make it mine,” the mercenary said calmly. “Let her pass.”


“Fight for her,” the cutthroat said.


Then so many things happened at once that Kardon could not follow them all. The mercenary lunged for the cutthroat. The other assailant swung his sword at the golden-haired girl. The girl crumpled to the floor in what appeared to be a swoon—until her attacker shouted with bewilderment.


“She’s gone! Where’d she go?” he cried—and then he howled in pain as something small and feral raked him across the thigh.


Kardon dashed around the edge of the bar, a blade of his own in hand, intending to join the fight. He’d only gotten two steps away from the counter when his way was blocked by the burly black-haired sailor.


“We’re taking your servant boy with us,” the big man said, tossing a handful of silver onto the polished wood of the bar. “This may or may not cover his purchase price.”


“What?” Kardon screeched, but the big man shoved him back so forcefully that he lost his balance and fell heavily to the floor. Winded and dazed, he could only lie there and watch the quick, efficient activity occurring throughout his tavern. The sea captain had come to her feet, her knife still under Cammon’s collar, and she gave her blade one hard twist. The silver snapped in two and fell to the boy’s feet, while his hands went up in wonder to his throat.


“Out the door,” Senneth said, pushing him that way. “Wait for us.”


He stumbled out. She strode forward, knife still in hand, Tayse at her side. They waded into the fight across the room, which now involved every patron of the bar, so that the mercenary was totally overmatched. Not for long; once the sea captain and her bundle of muscle joined the fray, it was clear that these were three seasoned warriors who had fought countless times in battles more hazardous than this one. Their blade work was methodical and unerring, and they beat back their would-be attackers with cold efficiency. Within minutes, Kardon’s friends had either collapsed panting to the floor or run for the kitchen to escape.


Of the golden-haired woman there was no sign, though Kardon thought he saw a small calico wharf cat scurry across the floor and out the front door through which Cammon had disappeared.


The sea captain glanced around once as if to make sure no more danger lurked in the corners, then sheathed her blade in one economical movement. “Is Kirra outside?” she asked the men who stood beside her. Both of them were still holding their weapons in their hands.


“I saw her go through the door,” the sandy-haired young man said.


“Good. Then we’ll be off. The boy rides with you, Justin, if Donnal hasn’t managed to find another horse.”


“I’ll just watch this one a moment while you organize the others,” Tayse said, turning his attention to Kardon. The woman laughed as she ushered the younger man outside.


The barkeeper stayed prone on the floor, raising one of his hands in a gesture of submission. “I’m not doing anything,” he said. “I’m not coming after you. Just take what you want and go. Lousy mercenaries. Thieves of the worst kind,” he could not stop himself from muttering.


The big man smiled as if he was genuinely amused. “We’re not mercenaries,” he said. “We’re King’s Riders.”




CHAPTER
2


THE hard ride down the slick, dark alleys of the city was made even less agreeable by the freezing rain that fell on them the whole way. Senneth could tell that Kirra and Cammon were absolutely wretched. The other three might have been miserable as well, but Justin and Tayse would never show it, and Donnal had ways of dealing with discomfort. The rain bothered Senneth a little more than the cold did; she was never cold. And she didn’t even mind the rain, since it meant there was less chance the barkeeper or one of his friends would come after them.


Donnal pushed his horse to the lead once they broke free of the last, straggling streets of the city, taking them down the main trade road that led straight east. Numb from cold, they followed him blindly, even when he broke off and started going cross-country. He had scouted this terrain over the last couple of days while the rest of them had been in Dormas; he had picked out their next campsite against the chance of a quick departure. Senneth only hoped it was covered and dry. She wouldn’t even allow herself to consider that he might have had time to lay in fuel for a fire.


Another twenty minutes down a path that only a wild creature would have been able to find, and even Senneth was beginning to tire. She heard Kirra’s sharp voice—“Are we going to stop sometime tonight?”—and Donnal’s reassuring answer.


“Just over that hill there. Old dairy house, I think. Must have been a farmhouse nearby, but I couldn’t find it. Maybe it burned down.”


And as he finished speaking, they crested the hill. There it was, a dark smudge against the wet darkness, holding the approximate shape of a house. They all clattered inside, still on horseback, and swung themselves out of the saddle to look around.


Little to see in the dark, but Senneth’s first impression was that it was moldy enough to make her doubt its waterproofing, and not a degree warmer than the air outside. “I’ll make a fire,” she said, handing her reins to Kirra.


“Wood in the corner,” Donnal said.


“Aahhh,” she said, grinning at his shape, barely discernible in the shadows. “May the Bright Mother bless you for all your days.”


She saw Cammon’s head lift at the prayer, but she didn’t pause just then to talk to him. Kirra and Donnal were ushering the horses to the back of the small structure, where there appeared to be some kind of stalls or gates already in place. Justin and Tayse were hauling down saddlebags, getting out blankets and food. Her own task, as usual, was to start the fire. No need to worry about the smoke escaping; this place was rickety enough to allow it all to drift outside.


In something under fifteen minutes, they had a small, dry, almost convivial camp laid out, and Senneth could feel the spirits of her companions rising.


“Good work,” she said, nodding across the flames to Justin and Tayse. “He was not expecting what he got from us.”


As always, Justin scowled at her, and Tayse looked merely indifferent. As she had learned during the one week they had been riding together, they neither liked nor trusted her, so her praise would not move them. Still, she would continue to express her approval when it was merited. So far, they had not failed her; she was pretty sure that pride on Justin’s part and sheer damned stubbornness on Tayse’s would guarantee that they never did.


Finally warm and at rest and still full of wonder, the young serving boy turned his wide eyes her way. “What did—why—who are you?” he stammered. “I don’t know—why did you take me?”


Senneth turned to him with a smile. He was sitting between Kirra and Justin, his hands folded in his lap, waiting with a shocked patience for whatever the rest of the night might bring. She was pretty sure it would be just dinner and a well-deserved sleep, but he might worry that he had gone from one form of misery to another.


“I’m Senneth,” she said. “The lady with the lovely hair is Kirra Danalustrous.”


Kirra smiled in her friendly way. “Hey there.”


“Justin—Tayse—Donnal. They’re traveling with me on certain errands for the king. Your name, I understand it, is Cammon.”


He nodded, but his attention had fixed on Kirra. Clearly he was remembering some scene from the barroom brawl. “You’re—you pretended to be a boy, then you showed you were a woman, and then—did you change shapes?” he asked with some wonder. “I saw a cat where you’d been standing—”


Kirra was grinning. “It’s a skill I have. I’m a shiftling,” she said. “So’s Donnal.”


Cammon looked around at the faces ringing the fire, but Senneth thought he looked more intrigued than frightened. “So that’s why you took me from the bar? All of you are mystics?”


Tayse snorted. Justin said shortly, “No. Just those three.”


Cammon gave Senneth a questioning look, and she nodded. “I can’t shape-shift, though. Or at least not very well. But yes, Kirra and Donnal and I are mystics—and, yes, that’s why we rescued you. Because I think you’re a mystic, too.”


Cammon put his hand to his throat, where the red mark of the moonstone still lingered. “I don’t know,” he said in a low voice. “I never had any kind of magic when we lived in Arberharst.”


Kirra tilted her head to one side. Any such movement always caused her glorious hair to ripple with light. Senneth grinned to see how the four men, all unwilling, turned to watch that sight. “But you’re from Gillengaria, aren’t you? Originally?”


Cammon nodded. “My mother was. My father—I don’t know. He never talked much about his past, so I’m not sure where he came from.”


Kirra shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Somewhere in your mother’s family or your father’s, someone was a mystic, and you’ve inherited the power.” She glanced at Senneth. “Or so some of us think.”


“Yes, she just saw you emptying a chamber pot in the alley behind the bar, and she said, ‘He’s a special one,’” Justin said in a mocking voice. Senneth could tell he was still furious at the detour and delay in plans, though he had no responsibility for their timetable and even less for their mission. He had played his part well, though. Give him a chance to fight somebody, and he was always willing to oblige. “So we had to stop and free you, and now I don’t know what we’re going to do with you.”


Cammon looked apprehensive, but Senneth said, “We’ll take you someplace safe. Don’t worry.”


“Food’s ready,” Tayse said briefly and began handing ’round plates. Tayse, Senneth, Kirra, and Justin had all ordered dinner at the tavern—but Senneth, at least, had been too tense to eat much, and the long, cold ride had left them all hungry again.


“We’ll talk about all this after dinner,” Senneth said.


Which did not take very long, since the meal was plain and there was little conversation. Donnal and Kirra were murmuring together, as they often did, and Justin got up once to check the horses, but the rest of them just forked meat into their mouths and rejoiced at how much better they began to feel. Warm, dry, fed. All a traveler could ask for.


Donnal cleaned up afterward. Tayse and Justin sat together, oiling their swords and inspecting their other weapons. Senneth cared for her own blades, but not with quite the same obsessive attention. Then again, she had to admit it: Either one of them could best her any day in hand-to-hand combat, and until she’d met these Riders, she’d considered herself a damn good fighter.


Kirra drew closer so that she and Cammon and Senneth sat in a little triangle on one of the camp blankets. “Now,” Senneth said. “Let’s talk a bit more about you.”


Cammon shrugged again. “Like I said. I never had any magical abilities before I came to Gillengaria. I don’t know that I do. It’s just that—since I’ve been here—I’ve felt strange. Like thoughts and ideas are pouring in on me all the time, from everywhere. I can look at a man and know when he’s lying. One day a woman came in, and I knew she was dying. I could feel this—this blackness oozing out of her. She took a room next door, and she was dead in a week. Kardon was furious, because she owed him money, and she didn’t have a coin on her.”


Senneth exchanged glances with Kirra. “Sensitive,” the golden-haired woman said.


“Reader,” Senneth added. “Did you know Kirra wasn’t a man when she came in the bar dressed like one?”


Cammon frowned a moment, trying to remember. “I just got a glimpse of her before everything started to get crazy,” he said. “But—yes, I did. Everyone else gasped when her hair came down. But I wasn’t surprised.”


“How did that barkeeper—Kardon, is that his name?—how did he know you were a mystic?” Senneth asked.


Cammon shook his head. “I don’t know. He was always telling me not to be trouble, he knew my type. I think he’s just suspicious of people in general, and being a mystic was the worst thing he could think of. So he gave me the moonstone.” He rubbed his neck again. “I never thought—I’d never felt anything like that.”


“Keep it on long enough, and it can actually kill you,” Kirra said. “Poison your blood. It really is anathema to people like us.”


Cammon’s eyes were on the bracelet around Senneth’s left wrist. “Then how can you—?”


Senneth grinned and shook her hand so the stones tinkled together. “Pretty, isn’t it?”


“Are they fake jewels?”


“Oh, they’re real, all right, as you’ll know if you touch them,” Kirra said dryly. “She’s the only mystic I’ve ever met who can actually bear to touch moonstone.”


He looked at Senneth. “But why? Doesn’t it hurt you?”


Senneth shrugged. “I can feel it. Like a small fire across my skin. But I find the bracelet useful. It makes strangers fail to guess my identity. And it—” She shrugged again. “It keeps my power in check somewhat. When I was younger, I could not always control it. Now I can, but I don’t mind keeping the intensity a little low.”


“What exactly is your power?” Cammon asked, and then looked embarrassed, as if it was rude to ask.


From across the building, Justin raised his voice in a sardonic question. “Yes, Senneth, what exactly is your power? Donnal and Kirra at least have shown us what they’re capable of, though I’m not so impressed at people who turn themselves into beasts, but you’ve never been exactly clear on what it is you can do.”


Kirra half-turned to shoot her answer over her shoulder. “She is power, you stupid gutter boy. She can do anything. She can create heat, and light, and fire. She can heal someone better than I can. She can change shape if she wants to. She can cast darkness. She can—she can do anything.”


Cammon’s eyes were wide. “Can you?”


Senneth was laughing. “I can do a lot,” she said, not caring to be too specific. “I’m particularly good with fire. And it’s true I can heal you if you’re hurt, but you’d be in pretty desperate straits to submit to my ministrations, especially if Kirra were nearby. Now Kirra’s a talented healer.”


Donnal had drifted back to join them, and he settled on the blanket next to Kirra. He was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and wore a close dark beard; a taciturn and restless man of peasant stock, he was never far from Kirra’s side. Cammon glanced at him.


“Are you a healer, too?”


Donnal grinned. “Not me. One skill and one skill only—changing.” He flickered into wolf form and back so quickly that it was almost possible to believe he hadn’t done it. “But it’s the skill I’d have picked if I’d been given a choice.”


Cammon looked confused. “How do—where do your clothes go when you take animal form?”


Donnal grinned. “I can change them as easily as I change my skin. What can you do?”


“Cammon’s a sensitive,” Kirra said.


Donnal shrugged. “Don’t know what that means.”


Cammon laughed. “I don’t either, really.”


“I’m guessing you’ll have to do some work to really develop your skills,” Senneth said. “Most of us have known from childhood that we had some—abilities—and we worked on them.”


“Or we worked on hiding them from the people around us,” Kirra said. “So we wouldn’t be cast from our houses and left to die.”


Senneth grinned faintly. “Your father never turned against you.”


“No, but it happens often enough.”


“It does,” Senneth agreed. She turned back to Cammon. “You may not know, if you left Gillengaria when you were young, how suspiciously most people view the mystics. Some parts of the country are very receptive to the idea of magic, and in the royal city, mystics live quite openly. And a few of the Twelve Houses tolerate them, even among their own heirs. But in many places—especially in the south—it can be worth your life to be discovered. So those of us with some power are often cautious about how we display it.”


Cammon put his hand to his throat again. “This doesn’t surprise me. I saw a few things in Dormas—” He shook his head.


“So, as you might guess, many of us had to train in secret—but train we did,” Senneth continued. “I’m wondering where you should go to get some experience.”


“We could send him to Ghosenhall,” Donnal suggested.


“The royal city,” Senneth explained. “We could, but he’d never make it there safely on his own.”


“Too bad we’re not heading toward Kianlever,” Kirra said. “But if we’re going to Fortunalt or Rappengrass—” She shrugged.


Senneth nodded. “Yes. There are people there I’d trust to take care of him.” She glanced at Cammon. “But those are some distance away, and we tend to travel at a hard pace. You might not enjoy the journey.”


“I’d rather be with you than where I was,” he said instantly. “I’ll go anywhere you take me.”


“He’ll slow us down,” Justin muttered from across the room.


“He won’t,” Senneth said. “And even if he does, you’ll just have to get used to it.”


Justin grunted again and turned back to his sword. Kirra leaned forward, inspecting Cammon’s face. “I want to try something,” she said. “Close your eyes. No, let me blindfold you, just to make sure.”


He didn’t hesitate. Senneth wondered if his ability to read people made him realize that he could trust them. Kirra, at least, would never offer him harm. “All right,” he said, and closed his eyes. In a moment, she had fished out a pocket handkerchief and bound it around his head.


“Every time someone snaps his fingers, I want you to tell me who’s standing in front of you,” she said. “Man or woman. Mystic or not. Can you do that?”


“I’ll try,” he said.


They all stood, and Kirra spun him around a few times, and the rest of them rearranged themselves so he wouldn’t be able to identify them by memory. Kirra motioned Justin over, and, reluctantly, he joined them.


Tayse, of course, had not looked up once, or commented at all, or even seemed to notice that the rest of them were alive and in the same room.


Kirra pushed Justin in front of Cammon first and snapped her fingers together. It was clear, even through his blindfold, that Cammon was struggling to read the person before him.


“Man,” he said at last. “Not mystic. Justin, I think.”


Justin snorted and stalked away. Donnal took his place.


“Man. Mystic,” Cammon said, speaking with a little more confidence this time.


Senneth stood before him next. He actually swayed backward a little after trying to sense her. “Senneth,” he said quietly.


“Why did you do that?” Kirra demanded. “Pull away like that?”


“I can—it’s like heat is pouring off her body,” he said. “I didn’t notice it before, and I was sitting right next to her. But now that I’m trying—it’s such a strong sensation—”


Senneth laughed and stepped aside. “I’ll have to learn how to disguise that.”


Kirra had shifted her features while Cammon was talking and now, styled like a man, she stood in front of the sensitive and snapped her fingers. “Woman,” he said without hesitation.


Kirra laughed, concentrated, and made herself into an exact replica of Tayse. Then she snapped her fingers again.


“Still Kirra,” Cammon said.


“Does she seem at all different to you?” Senneth asked curiously.


“Different in what way?” he asked. “It’s just—I know it’s a woman, and I know it’s not you. So it must be Kirra.”


Senneth nodded at Donnal, who melted into the shape of a bear, features drawn back in a snarl. He lumbered over to face Cammon.


“Donnal,” Cammon said.


“Are you sure?” Kirra asked. “You know it’s Donnal and not just a male with power?”


Cammon thought about that. “Someone who’s slipped in here when we weren’t paying attention?” he asked with gentle irony. “No. I can tell it’s Donnal, him specifically.”


“Take a look,” Kirra said, and pulled off the blindfold. Cammon started back at the sight of Donnal’s feral visage, but recovered quickly.


“That’s what he looked like when I tried to read him?” he asked.


Kirra nodded. “Seems like you have the ability to identify the essence of things even when they’re in disguise,” she said. “I don’t know exactly how they’ll train you, but it certainly seems like a useful ability to have.”


“There are things you can work on, maybe, while you’re traveling with us,” Senneth suggested. “Differentiating a lie from truth. Trying to read passing strangers and telling us what you know about them. Paying attention to everything around you, animate and inanimate, to gauge what speaks to you and what does not. Who knows, you might be the kind of man who can look at the ground and tell if a diamond field lies below it. That could make you a rich man very quickly.”


Cammon looked intrigued. “I don’t think I have much ability with rocks and stones,” he said, “but I’ll try.”


Across the room, Tayse stood up. As always, Senneth found herself noticing just how big the man was—tall, yes, but broad in the shoulders, massive in the thighs. He had shaved during the two days they were in Dormas, and his face looked big, too, broad cheekbones and stiff chin. Something about the darkness of his coloring added to the impression of size and menace—black hair, black eyes, weathered skin. A man you would not lightly cross.


“It’s late,” Tayse said, strolling closer to the fire. “If we’re moving on in the morning, we’d better turn in now.”


Justin turned to him for orders, as he always did, even though Senneth was nominal head of this expedition. “Post a watch?”


Tayse looked briefly undecided. Here so close to the Storian lands, Senneth knew, they’d felt safe enough to sleep unguarded. But there had been that altercation in Dormas—


Tayse nodded. “We’d better, this night. Though I don’t think anyone will come looking for us in the rain.”


“I’ll stay awake first,” Senneth volunteered.


The others claimed their hours, and then they took their places beside the fire. Within minutes, having learned by hard necessity to rest when an opportunity presented itself, they were all asleep. Even Cammon, who was probably too tired to stay awake and brood, even if that had been his nature.


Senneth listened to them breathe and watched the flames. She loved nothing so much as fire, variegated as autumn and leaping with an uncontainable vitality. To her it was the source of all beauty, all power, all creativity, all destruction. She could build a city with fire; she could bring it down. She stretched her hand out to the flames and felt the heat lick along her skin, still no hotter than her own blood. She held it there a long time, till her flesh seemed to become a wick, till the fire danced around her fingernails, red and gold and jagged. If she lifted her hand up, her skin would still be on fire.


She curled her fingers into a ball, and the flames went out.


Two more hours she sat there, unmoving, cross-legged before the blaze. She added no more fuel, and the flames never sank lower. The heat radiating from the central fire never dimmed; the whole dairy house was comfortably warm. A little before midnight, she heard a change outside—the sound of silence after the long thrum of rain—and knew the storm had broken. It would be cold in the morning, with white frost overlaying the hard ground, but once they got moving, the ride south would be refreshing in the newly washed air.


When her hours were up, she finally stirred, stretching a little and turning to look at Tayse’s sleeping form. He was not asleep, of course; he always woke, unaided, a moment or two before his watch began. He lay there a few feet away from her, watching her, no expression at all to be read on his face. She could see the gleam of the fire reflected in his dark eyes and wondered, not for the first time, if he loved or hated it.


It was dark and late, and the whole world seemed to be sleeping. She spoke the thought in her head, something she rarely did. “Tayse,” she said, low enough to keep from waking the others, “why do you distrust me so much?”


He rolled to a sitting position with a single easy motion. “You’re a mystic,” he said, as if that explained it all.


“Donnal and Kirra are mystics, and you don’t distrust them,” she said. “You just despise them.”


She saw a smile almost make it to his face. “You’re different,” he said.


“Why?”


He shook his head. “Go to sleep. Dawn will come soon enough.”


She pushed herself away from the flames and made herself comfortable in her blanket. But when she glanced back at him, he was still watching her. He was always watching her.


“Why?” she said again.


He didn’t look away. “You have too many secrets.”




CHAPTER
3


IN the cold, clear morning, they resumed their trip south. Kirra was in a festive mood, and she rode beside Donnal, teasing him. She had bound her golden hair into a braid and pinned it to her head, but there was still no disguising either her femininity or her gentility. Senneth smiled a little to see Cammon glance her way again and again. Kirra had that effect on most men.


Soon enough, though, Cammon fell back to ride beside Senneth. He really had little enough choice of companions. As was his habit, Tayse had ranged some distance ahead, scouting for trouble; Justin had lagged behind to watch the road just traveled. Donnal and Kirra were absorbed in each other.


“I realized in the night that I still know very little about you,” Cammon said. “Any of you. You said you were on a mission for the king?”


Senneth nodded. “Yes. Tayse and Justin are Riders, and I am—well, I’m not a Rider, but King Baryn trusts me. I have done some work for him before.”


“What’s a Rider?”


“A hand-picked group of soldiers who are exceptionally devoted to the king,” she said. “They train at a special facility in Ghosenhall, and they learn skills in weaponry that I am constantly amazed by. No one can be named a Rider unless another Rider recommends him and the king personally accepts him, and even then he must undergo extremely rigorous training. He swears a fealty to the king that is fanatical—that supersedes any other vow he might make to lord or wife or self. No Rider has ever deserted or betrayed his king, not for five centuries—even bad kings who should have been betrayed commanded loyal Riders. And everyone in Gillengaria who might wish to harm the king is afraid of them.”


Cammon was assimilating this. “So King Baryn has asked you to do a favor for him, and he has sent some of his men with you to protect you,” he said. “What is the favor? Or can you not tell me? I don’t wish to be rude,” he ended in a rush.


Senneth smiled. “I don’t think you’re rude. I’ll tell you what I can. The king is growing old, and he has only one heir, his daughter Amalie. She is only eighteen. He remarried a few years ago, but his second bride has not produced another heir. Some of the Twelve Houses of Gillengaria think now might be a time to test the strength of the monarchy. I am riding through the countryside to see if I can discover signs of discontent.”


“What are the Twelve Houses?” Cammon asked. “I’m sorry, I know I seem stupid, it’s just that—”


“You’re a stranger here. Which is odd, because you don’t feel like a stranger,” Senneth said.


“No,” he admitted. “I feel like I belong. It’s clear to me that this is the place I’m supposed to be. And today, this morning, waking up for the first time without the moonstone around my neck—I feel so strong. I feel like a new man woke up inside an old body.”


Now Senneth laughed. “An old man,” she repeated. “You can’t be more than twenty.”


“Nineteen.”


“I am more than twice your age.”


He gave her one long, slow glance of appraisal. His gold-flecked eyes were a dark brown, though his ragged hair was fair; the contrast gave him a serious look. “You’re not,” he said. “You might be a few years past thirty, but no older.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Good,” she said. “Spotted the lie and pried out the truth. In fact, I just turned thirty-four.” She was silent a moment. “Though, to tell the truth, I feel older than that. Lifetimes older.”


He was quiet, too, and then he sighed. “I can’t do it yet,” he said.


“Do what?”


“Read you. Be able to say, ‘You, the mystic Senneth, were born to a gardener and his wife and studied painting when you were young.’ I should be able to do that, don’t you think?”


She was amused. “And I think someday you might be able to. But perhaps you should start on a more transparent subject. I am not, as anyone will tell you, so easy to read.”


“Too many secrets,” he agreed.


She felt a slight chill at the words, the same ones Tayse had used the night before. Too many secrets, she thought, and too many tragedies. She pointed before her. “Try Kirra,” she suggested. “She shouldn’t be so hard.”


So Cammon gazed at the swaying back and bright gold hair, his smooth face drawn into a frown of concentration. “Rich,” he said at last. “Privileged. Very much loved by—somebody. Her father, maybe. And sparkling with magic.” He smiled a little. “Happy. But I didn’t need to try to scan her to tell you that.”


“No, and a look at her clothes and complexion could probably tell you the part about wealth and privilege,” Senneth agreed. “Very good, all the same. She’s the oldest daughter of Malcolm Danalustrous, one of the most powerful nobles in the country—and you’re right, he loves her very much. When it was discovered that she was a mystic, he didn’t expel her from the estate, as many a nobleman has upon discovering he’s spawned something demonic. Instead, he imported tutors and had her taught at Danalustrous. He forced the other nobles to treat her with respect and accept her into their very rarified social circle. No other fathers from any of the Twelve Houses have been so fond, even when they didn’t disown their magical children.”


“You keep saying that—Twelve Houses. What does that mean?”


Kirra, who might have been pretending not to hear when they were discussing her, caught those words, at least. She reined back a little so she could fall in on the other side of Cammon, leaving Donnal to ride on ahead alone.


“Time for a history lesson,” she said merrily. “But without a map and a piece of paper to write it all down on, you won’t be able to keep it straight. Only those of us who have grown up studying the alliances can possibly follow who’s related to whom and why it’s so shocking when a boy from Merrenstow marries a girl from Gisseltess.”


Senneth ignored her. “There are twelve noble Houses of Gillengaria—bloodlines and property divisions that have existed for centuries. Between them, they own virtually all the valuable land of the country, though some own acres of fertile farms, and some command the coastlines, and others own access to the mountains where gold and silver are mined. The marlords—”


“The what?” Cammon interrupted.


“Marlords,” Senneth repeated. “The head of each of the Twelve Houses is called a marlord. His son would be known as a serramar and his daughter as a serramarra. His brothers and sisters also bear those titles because they’re also considered direct heirs to the marlordship. So, if you wanted to be very proper about it, you would address Kirra as serra Kirra, or even serramarra Kirra, which I have always thought particularly lovely.”


“Kirra will do,” said the serramarra, grinning.


“Anyway, the marlords consider themselves the most elegant, sophisticated, and important men and women of the kingdom. They pretend to owe allegiance to the king, and generally they are loyal, but all of them believe that they are superior to royalty and could rule much better if the chance fell to them.”


Kirra’s smiled had widened. “So you can imagine the level of excitement when the royal line produces a child. Who will marry the prince or princess? Which of the Twelve Houses will gain a foothold at the royal palace?”


“What if the king and queen never have a child?” Cammon asked. “Has that ever happened?”


“A few times,” Kirra said. “But not for at least a hundred years. When it does happen, all sorts of scheming goes on, as families make alliances and try to produce heirs that will be acceptable to all the Houses. Usually, of course, everyone looks first to Brassenthwaite.”


“Why?” Cammon said.


Senneth smiled. “Brassenthwaite has always been considered first among Houses,” she said. “The lands encompass part of the northern seacoast, a stretch of rich mountains, and some of the finest farmland in the country—in short, everything. And the Brassenthwaites have always been most fiercely loyal to the king. It is their heritage—it is what distinguishes them from all other Houses. Thus, there have been many marriages between the royal line and Brassenthwaite. And if there were no heir, Brassenthwaite would consider it had the primary claim to the throne.”


Senneth glanced at Kirra before continuing. “Now, Danalustrous—”


“Danalustrous has always been just as loyal, just as strategic, and nearly as wealthy,” Kirra supplied. “So a son or daughter of Danalustrous might as easily be declared ruler.”


“So if King Baryn and his daughter both died suddenly,” Cammon said, “who would claim the throne right now?”


“Well, Kiernan Brassenthwaite would probably step right up,” Kirra said. “But a lot of people dislike marlord Kiernan.”


“With some justification,” Senneth murmured.


“And I don’t think, say, Halchon Gisseltess would just hand him the crown,” Kirra continued. “And I really believe Ariane Rappengrass and Martin Helven would rather see a Danalustrous on the throne.”


“Perhaps that would be the answer, then,” Cammon said. “There should be an alliance between Danalustrous and Brassenthwaite. Are their heirs of marriageable age?”


Kirra stared at him. Senneth erupted into peals of laughter.


“Yes, Kirra,” she finally managed to say. “If Baryn dies, you should marry Kiernan’s brother, and you and Nate Brassenthwaite can take the throne together.”


“I’d rather see Halchon Gisseltess be named king,” Kirra said flatly. Senneth laughed even harder.


“I suppose that wasn’t such a good idea,” Cammon said.


“Oh, it would be a fine idea, if Nate Brassenthwaite wasn’t such a smug, pigheaded, self-important fool,” Kirra snapped.


“Stupid, too,” Senneth gasped out, and then started laughing again.


“Kiernan’s not as bad, but he’s married.”


“He’s worse,” Senneth said. “Because he’s mean on top of it. Just like their father.”


“But he’s not stupid,” Kirra said.


Senneth sobered almost on the instant. “No,” she agreed. “Kiernan is not stupid. And, were I Kiernan Brassenthwaite, I would be looking toward Danalustrous even now. Even if the king lives another twenty years and his daughter becomes a great queen—well, it never hurts to strengthen the northern alliances. Kiernan should be taking the long view, and that view faces straight west toward Danalustrous. If he’s not thinking of a marriage between Nate and your sister, I would be greatly surprised.”


Kirra made an unladylike sound. “My sister wouldn’t have him.”


“Would your father?” Senneth asked softly.


They rode on a few minutes in silence while Kirra appeared to think that over. “He might,” she said finally. “But he would not force Casserah into a distasteful marriage, no matter how it might benefit the House. And Casserah has a mind of her own. It is very difficult to persuade her to do something she does not want to do.”


Cammon seemed wholly intrigued. “This is very exciting,” he said. “Tell me more. Who are the heads of the other Twelve Houses, and what are they like?”


So Senneth and Kirra obligingly went through the whole litany for him, the sonorous syllables rolling off their tongues—Brassenthwaite and Danalustrous, tiny Tilt, bustling Merrenstow, peaceful, prosperous Storian. Kianlever and Coravann to the east, Helven and Nocklyn on the southern plains. And claiming the southern coastline, rich Fortunalt, elegant Rappengrass, and ambitious Gisseltess.


“And the king thinks there is unrest now among all these Houses,” Cammon said. “Do you really think it might lead to some kind of uprising?”


Kirra and Senneth again exchanged glances, and Kirra shook her head. “Surely not,” she said. “The country has been peaceful for so long.”


Senneth was silent awhile, watching the road ahead of them. Tayse had circled back and was riding their way; he must have thought it was time to halt for lunch. His eyes went to each of them, one by one, as if counting, as if making sure they had survived these few hours out of his immediate line of sight. “I have no idea,” Senneth said softly. “That’s what we’re riding to find out.”


THE rest of the day’s journey passed uneventfully, enlivened only occasionally by conversation. Senneth thought Cammon would be willing to spend the whole day asking questions and learning answers, but she eventually grew tired of talking. Too much time alone or among strangers; she had developed the trick of silence. She could not break her habit of watchfulness even when she was among friends.


Well, some of them at least were friends. Kirra, of course; Donnal, almost certainly, though his first loyalty would always be to Kirra, to the House of Danalustrous. It was too soon to know if Cammon would be trustworthy or not, though Senneth was inclined to like him. Such a fresh young mind, unclouded by all the calamities that had beset him early. He rode beside them like a reflecting pool, casting back their images. She was not sure she wanted to look too closely.


They were heading almost straight southeast, hoping to cross the tip of Helven lands in a day or two, and as usual, Justin and Tayse were riding behind and ahead. A few hours after the noon meal, Tayse abruptly turned back and awaited them on the road.


“Travelers ahead of us,” he said shortly. Senneth nodded and brought her horse up next to his so that they rode side by side in the lead.


“Donnal to the rear—Kirra and Cammon in the middle,” she called over her shoulder. Donnal was not much of a fighter, but he had a certain brute peasant strength. Kirra was hopeless with a blade, and who knew about Cammon?


The riders appeared around a bend in the road, about nine of them, dressed in Storian livery and looking friendly enough. They pulled into single file to let the other party pass, and the man on the lead horse asked, “What news of the road ahead?”


“Clear when we left it, though muddy,” Tayse said. “Heavy rain the day before, at least at the coast. But no trouble.”


The Storian speaker nodded. “Storms back that way, too. Some trees down across the road, but we pulled them to the side, so your way should be clear.”


Tayse smiled. “We thank you. The next fine lady to pass this way in a fancy carriage thanks you.”


As the Storian men laughed, Senneth found herself thinking, See that? The man can joke and smile after all. Not something she had witnessed much for herself. They exchanged a few more comments and continued on.


“And Justin?” Senneth asked when the Storians were out of earshot.


“He will have stepped off the road as soon as he heard horses coming. He’ll be along in a few minutes.”


Indeed, not long after, Justin came galloping up to make sure they were all well. “And if we had been attacked by these Storians?” Senneth asked in some impatience. “If they had not been Storians at all, but mercenaries or bandits?”


Tayse grinned. “Then he would have arrived in time to add a fresh blade to our battle—or in time to identify and bury our corpses.”


“Though I don’t think a few Storian outriders would be enough to trouble Tayse,” Justin said scornfully. Glancing at Senneth, he added with some reluctance, “Or even you.”


Senneth gave him one quick ironic look, but the compliment warmed her for the rest of the long, cold ride. That night, after they’d made camp and eaten dinner, she stood up and nudged Justin with her toe.


“Come on,” she said. “Give me a little practice.”


He glanced first at Tayse as if for permission, but came to his feet willingly enough. The others hastily cleared the way, giving them one whole side of camp beside the fire.


“Long blade or short?” Justin asked.


“Whatever you think you can beat me at,” she said. “I want to get better.”


Justin drew his dagger, but Tayse spoke up from across the fire. “Practice blades,” he said sharply.


Senneth was annoyed. “I think I can manage not to let him kill me, even if we use metal.”


“Practice blades,” Tayse said again, with even more emphasis. “You’re both too valuable to lose in a training session.”


She would have argued except it was pointless; Justin would do whatever Tayse said. So they laid aside their real weapons and pulled out the wooden ones—wicked enough, if it came down to that, to truly hurt a man. Thrust and duck and feint and lunge. Senneth was fast, but Justin was faster.


“You’re dead,” he said, his point against her heart.


“Again,” she said.


Three times he could have killed her, twice with a blade through the heart and once by cutting her throat, but she inflicted some damage, or would have, had the fight been real. Twice she made him stop and show her some move in slow detail, reenacting it with him till she understood the flow and the mechanics. He was unexpectedly patient, Justin who was so edgy as a rule. She actually found herself liking him by the time the session was done.


“Good,” he told her, taking her wooden dagger and matching it to his. “Practice every day like that for a year, and we might make a Rider of you yet.”


She couldn’t help grinning. “You don’t want me for a Rider.”


Almost, an answering smile. “If you could fight like that, I might.”


Donnal’s voice spoke up from the fireside. “Could I have some training some night, too? I’m good enough to get better.”


Justin looked at Tayse for the answer. The big man, sitting motionless by the fire, glanced up and shrugged. “No reason not to,” he said. “The boy, too, if he wants.”


“Me?” Cammon exclaimed. “Yes! I’ve never handled a sword, though. Or a knife.”


“All the more reason to start.”


They all stared at Kirra, but no one made her the offer, and she seemed to not even notice that there was a great, gaping hole in the conversation. “I guess I’ll be cooking, then, while the rest of you are warring,” she said. “I’m glad I could bring some skills to this little party.”


“Besides the ability to change shapes, of course,” Tayse said politely.


She grinned. “You will see sometime how handy a skill that is.”


He leaned forward to poke a stick back into the fire. “I look forward to that day,” he replied.




CHAPTER
4


THEY encountered nothing of any interest until midmorning of the next day. Once again, Tayse rode ahead and Justin behind; the small group in the middle featured Kirra side by side with Donnal, Cammon beside Senneth, asking his endless questions. Senneth was doing her best to answer them completely and patiently, when all of a sudden he fell silent.


“What?” she said.


He pulled his horse to a stop and then turned it in a complete circle, staring with a frown at the countryside around them. They were riding through a lightly wooded area, though this particular stretch of countryside was mostly poor farmland and the occasional small community. They had passed dozens of cottages set back some distance from the road, and a hundred crop fields waiting to be tilled again in the spring.


“What?” Senneth said again.


Cammon shook his head. “Something’s wrong,” he said, and circled around again, as if straining to hear something or smell something on the cool, slow breeze.


Senneth barely raised her voice. “Tayse!”


Donnal and Kirra had stopped their horses and padded back. “What is it?” Donnal asked.


Senneth shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t think he knows. Says there’s something wrong.”


Donnal slipped from the saddle and bent low to examine the fringe of dead grass that bordered the road on each side before the trees crept in. Even in human form, he was an excellent tracker, a skill developed in childhood when poaching on Danalustrous lands provided a good income.


“I don’t see anything,” he said. “I’ll try smell.”


And that quickly he was in wolf shape, sniffing along the ruts and prints of the road. It always unnerved Senneth, just a little, that he could make the transition so quickly. It unnerved her more that she could see nothing of Donnal’s personality in the wolf’s eyes. They were merely amber jewels set in a white face framed by a hood of black. If he came at her by night in such a guise, she would raise her dagger to kill him.


Tayse was upon them before Donnal had done more than nuzzle his way a yard into the woods. “What is it? What’s happened?” he demanded, arriving at a gallop and reining up sharply.


“I don’t know,” Senneth said. “Cammon says there’s something wrong.”


She expected Tayse’s face to relax to scorn at those words, but she had forgotten the heart-deep superstition of the trained warrior. As much as anything, a soldier survived on instinct, and Tayse respected that almost as much as he respected skill. “What’s the shiftling see?” he asked, watching Donnal.


“Well—” Senneth began, but just then, Donnal gave a little yelp and bounded forward, following some scent or some sound.


“Kirra, Cammon—stay here,” Tayse ordered. “When Justin arrives, send him after us, then draw off the road and find cover till we return.”


He kneed his horse forward and went into the woods after Donnal. Senneth followed. There was no trail that she could discern, but Donnal seemed to know where he was going well enough. He loped ahead, then waited, furred mouth open in a silent pant, till they caught up. Then he trotted forward again. Easier going for him through these overhung trees, and Senneth considered dismounting, but Tayse didn’t, so she didn’t either.


They’d gone maybe three-quarters of a mile before they came to a small stone hut sitting by itself in a muddy clearing. Senneth instantly could see that it was accessible by a path that led away from the woods, probably to some smaller country road that they hadn’t crossed. Donnal had come by a more direct route.


Tayse was out of the saddle and approaching the building in a low, crouching run, sword in one hand and dagger in the other. Senneth followed suit, straining all her senses for danger. Donnal was already nosing at the door, which was unlatched. It fell open when he pushed it aside with his head, and he sprang across the threshold.


Tayse glanced back at Senneth. “I’m guessing there’s no one in there, or he’d show more caution.”


“I’d like to think that,” she said, and followed him inside.


Where they came upon a scene of slaughter.


Senneth stood just inside the doorway, staring around her in horror. Three—no, four—bodies strewn across the stone and rug work of the floor. Blood had sprayed across the walls, across the spare furniture, lay in dark puddles near the bodies. Very little appeared to have been disturbed except what might have been overturned during a fight. A small table in the adjoining kitchen was set for dinner, all dishes and goblets precisely placed; glassware in cases along the wall sat on their shelves untouched.


Four people killed, by whom, for what?


“Donnal,” Senneth said, sheathing her blades. “Can you see how many assailants were here and who they might have been? Which direction they came from, where they went when they left, how long ago?” The wolf put his nose to the floor and began scenting, turning his shaggy head from side to side as another odor caught his attention.


Tayse had put away his weapons, too, and now he knelt by the first body. “Dead a day, maybe,” he said. “Not very long. This one’s a woman.”


Indeed, they discovered as they made a methodical survey of the room, three were women and one was a boy, about fifteen years old. One woman appeared to be Senneth’s age, and the others were older by twenty years or more.


“A mother, a son, a grandmother, and an aunt, perhaps,” Tayse said in a low voice. “They would have seemed harmless enough.”


But Senneth had glimpsed something under the body of the youngest woman, who had died with her face against a braided rug. “Let’s turn her over,” she said. “I want to see.”


Death held no particular terror for Tayse; he showed no distaste as he competently turned the woman to her back. Her throat had been slashed and her face had been cut up, and blood stained every inch of her face and neck. Her hands were bound together before her with a fine rope, and twisted around the rope was a silver chain set with moonstones.


Senneth swallowed a sob. “Killed because they were mystics,” she breathed, and sat down right there on the hard floor.


Tayse grunted. “All of them?”


She shook her head. “I don’t know.”


He went from body to body, then, hunting for clues. When he came back to crouch beside her, he balanced himself on the flats of his feet. “Moonstones on each of their bodies somewhere,” he reported. “Hands or throat. Why tie them that way if they’re already dead? Or did the attackers bind them with the moonstones first so they couldn’t use their power to stop the blade?”


“As if any mystic had that kind of power,” Senneth said in a choked voice. “Most mystics—have such small skills. They can—change themselves—or heal someone else’s cut—or maybe read someone else’s emotion. They can’t—they can’t fight with their power. They can’t hurt anyone. They’re—they’re—there is no harm in them.”


“Well, someone thought so,” Tayse said. Still squatting beside her, he surveyed the room. “So, let’s see, they lived here for a while—looks like the curtains are old, and the furniture’s comfortable, and probably no one bothered them for years. And then, someday, something happened, someone came to mistrust them, and a party got together to deal with them.” He glanced down at her. “Happening more these days, especially in the south, so I hear.”


“But we’re not in the south,” she said. She had drawn her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her legs. The smell of blood and the reality of what had occurred were making her feel nauseated, but she would not get sick, not in front of Tayse. “We’re halfway between Storian and Helven lands! Those Houses have no grudge against mystics!”


“Today they might,” Tayse said and rose to his feet.


There was a noise outside, and Tayse whipped around, knife already in hand, but it was only Justin. He stopped short on the threshold. “By the Silver Lady’s hand,” he said blankly. “What happened here?”


“Massacre of mystics, we’re guessing,” Tayse said briefly. “See anything on the road?”


Justin shook his head. “I’ll go look out front.”


Donnal stepped through the door in man shape. “Don’t bother,” he said. “They left enough tracks for even Kirra to follow.”


Senneth put a palm to the floor to push upright and was surprised when Tayse reached out a hand to help her up. She took it and let him haul her to her feet before he released her. “What did you find?” she said, forcing herself to keep her voice steady.


“Shod horses, about twenty of them,” Donnal said. “Military unit.” She just looked at him. “Civil guard,” he expanded. “They rode in fanned out for stealth, rode out in formation.”


“Any idea who?” Tayse asked.


“Yes,” Donnal said, and threw something across the room at Senneth. “Personal guard for one of the Twelve Houses.”


She caught what he had tossed her and turned it over and over in her hands. It was a glove, finely made, soft leather lined with thin wool. On the back was embroidered a black hawk carrying a red flower in its talons. She knew that heraldry.


“Gisseltess,” she whispered. “But why would Halchon Gisseltess be murdering mystics hundreds of miles outside his borders?”


“Why would anyone be murdering mystics anywhere?” Donnal demanded.


Justin looked at him. “Nobody likes them. You must know that. Everyone’s afraid of them.”


“Not everyone,” Senneth said. Her mind felt wildly chaotic, as if too many thoughts and pictures were whirling inside her skull at once. She could not force herself to think this through, make herself understand it. “And even so—there is something different—between stoning a mystic in the marketplace and hunting one down in a quiet cottage miles from your home. What brought them here?”


Tayse looked around again. “There’s nothing else we can do,” he said. “Let’s burn the bodies. If there’s anything of value here for you,” he added, addressing Senneth, “take it now.”


She nodded dumbly, thinking that had been a kind gesture on his part. “Donnal,” she said, “fetch the others. We’ll be here a while.”


THEY traveled as far from the hut as they could before making camp for the night. Even so, Senneth assumed that the others carried images all that way with them, as she did. Images of broken bodies, burning pyres, coiled silver ropes of moonstones.


Camp was quick and efficient, everyone taking his or her accustomed task, and dinner was silent. After they’d cleaned up the meal, they all just sat there, by common consent unwilling to seek bedrolls and the nightmares that might come with sleep.


“Does anyone know, do you think?” Cammon asked, the first to break the silence. The youngest, the one who found silence most unbearable, Senneth thought. “Does anyone who loves them know that they’re dead?”


“Anyone who comes looking will find the blood in the house and the bonfire out back,” Tayse said quietly. “They’ll figure it out.”


Cammon shook his head. “People should have someone to mourn them,” he said. “When they die, someone should be sad.”


Who will mourn you? Senneth wanted to ask, but she thought that the answer to that question was probably what had prompted him to make the observation in the first place.


Kirra leaned closer to the fire, tugging on the necklace she always wore. By firelight, it took on a muted gorgeousness, for it was a perfect, multifaceted ruby that loved nothing so much as light. “If I die on the road,” she said, “take off my pendant and send it to my father in Danalustrous. You’ll have to cut it off with metal, though, ’cause it’s welded on.”


Justin looked over at her, ready to express scorn for the nobility once he had the full story. “You wear a necklace that’s been soldered on?”


She nodded, staring into the flames. “Many of the women of the Twelve Houses do. Cut to just such a length, so they fall here”—she touched a point just above her breasts—“to cover up their housemarks.”


Now both Riders were staring at her. “Their what?” Justin said. “Housemarks?”


She nodded again. “Every time a legitimate child is born to one of the Twelve Houses, he or she is marked at birth with the insignia of the estate. Danalustrous is a small D. Very elegant. Gisseltess is a tiny flower. Merrenstow is a circle with a line through it, signifying—oh, something. I forget all the complicated symbols of heritage.”


“Marked at birth—how, exactly?” Tayse asked.


Kirra glanced over at him. “Branded. Burned into the skin.”


“And you think I’m barbaric,” Justin said.


She smiled a little. “I know. Isn’t it the strangest custom? I grew up with it, so it didn’t occur to me how horrifying the ritual was, till I saw a small girl undergo it. I cried for three days.”


“So you’re branded at birth with the crest of your house,” Tayse said. “How come I’ve never seen any of the aristocracy with such a mark?”


“Because we wear these pendants to cover them, of course. At least, the women do. It is considered the height of poor manners to move or dance in such a way that your necklet slips and your housemark is revealed in grand society.”


“I’ll never understand rich folks,” Justin remarked.


Now she looked at him through the flames. “No,” she said haughtily, “you probably never will.”


Senneth was smiling till she caught Tayse’s eyes on her. “And you,” Tayse said. “If you die on the mission. How will we identify your body and to whom should we send the evidence?”


She laughed. “Oh, I don’t wear anything so fancy,” she said, reaching a finger under her collar to pull out a golden chain. It was hung with a worn golden disk decorated with a thin circlet of filigree. “But I haven’t taken this off since it was given to me by my grandmother seventeen years ago.” She kept her voice light. “Upon the occasion of my father banishing me from his house because he didn’t care for witches. She said I should carry something with me that would always remind me someone loved me still. She’s dead now.” Leaving unsaid the corollary thought that there was no one alive who still loved her. “I suppose, if I’m slaughtered on the road, you should send this on to Malcolm Danalustrous as well. I’ve done some work for him, and he’s always been kind to me.”


Donnal was grinning. “Well, then, send word of my death on to Danalustrous, too,” he said. “I suppose news of a chattel’s death might mean more to the marlord than it would to the chattel’s family.”


“You’re not a chattel. You never were,” Kirra said sharply.


Donnal leaned back on his arms. “Near enough as makes no difference when you grow up on Danalustrous land and Danalustrous charity,” he said, but he didn’t sound aggrieved. “But your father’s a grand old man. I’d work for him and fight for him even if I wasn’t born to it.”


This was an old argument; none of them really needed to hear it again. “How about you?” Senneth asked Justin. “Who shall we notify of your demise?”


He put a fist to his shoulder and bowed low over the fire. “Tell King Baryn, of course, that one of his Riders has been gathered to the Pale Mother’s arms. And send my weapons to be divided among the Riders so that they can carry some part of me into their next skirmish.”


She looked at Tayse. “Your wish as well, I suppose?”


“Tell the king, tell the Riders. My father is a Rider still,” he said. “One message will inform everyone I wish to know.”


Involuntarily, they all looked at Cammon, though no one was rude enough to ask the question. But he was a sensitive, and, anyway, he had started this line of questioning. “I assume I’ll be with all of you if I go in the next few weeks,” he said cheerfully enough. “No one else to tell.”


Kirra stirred. “This is gloomy talk,” she said. “Can’t we discuss something else?”


“Name the topic,” Tayse said.


Kirra glanced at Senneth. “Don’t you find yourself wondering,” she asked, “what Halchon Gisseltess thinks he’s doing slaughtering innocents so near to Helven land? Don’t you find yourself wondering what Martin Helven might think of such an act?”


“Yes,” Senneth said. “We might find out a great deal if we were to make a visit to Martin Helven.”


“How would you do that?” Tayse asked, his voice sounding interested. “Just ride up to his estates and ask him?”


“His primary residence is in Helvenhall, only a few days away,” Kirra said. “Fairly large city, as cities go here in the inland properties. We could take a room at the most expensive inn in town, and I could send a message to his estate. I am, though none of you seems to appreciate it, the oldest daughter of a very wealthy man, and I can move in the most elite circles. I think he would come visit me one afternoon. And maybe he would tell me some of the things we wish to know.”


Senneth sighed. “I like that part of it. The rest doesn’t sound like so much fun.”


Tayse turned his attention back to Senneth. “Why?”


Kirra was smiling. “She knows I’ll want her to pose as my maid, since obviously a serramarra of Danalustrous would not be traveling unaccompanied.” She glanced around the fire. “There are just enough of you to appear to be a respectable guard. We would have to do something about your clothes, though. You would need to be wearing proper livery.”


“That’ll be easy to come by hundreds of miles from your father’s house,” Justin sneered.


She was still smiling. “You forget,” she said. “I’m a shiftling. I can change anything to look like anything else. I can make myself a ball gown out of these travel trousers, and I can dress you in the colors of Danalustrous.”


“Can you make Senneth look submissive?” Tayse asked. “Because I would think that would take some pretty strong magic.”


There was muffled laughter around the fire. Senneth felt her face twitching into a childish scowl.


“Senneth has enough of the shape-shifter’s skills to disguise both her strength of body and strength of will,” Kirra said. “I am sure she can make herself look quite dull.”


“I’m willing to dress up as a nobleman’s guard,” Tayse said. “I think it would be interesting to see what we might learn.”


Everyone else murmured an agreement. Senneth sighed again, for she knew the plan had merit. It wouldn’t work in Rappengrass or Gisseltess, but Martin Helven had always been a reasonable—and not particularly observant—man. “Very well,” she said. “On to Helvenhall.”




CHAPTER
5


TWO days later they rode into a tidy little city that rose with a self-important grandeur in the middle of the flatlands. Tayse looked around with interest, for he’d never been there. With him, it was an automatic thing to begin assessing and cataloging. Here was where the city was vulnerable to attack, here was where the back alleys lay if someone needed a quick exit. There were no gates to pass through, though there were guards lounging along the main road that led into the city. They were dressed in Helven green and gold, and they looked suitably well-trained, but they also looked as if they’d never seen a day’s real combat in their lives. Tayse shared a look with Justin, knowing that they had the same thought: We could take any five of them and win.


The local guards didn’t seem to read their expressions. Indeed, many of them gave friendly waves to fellow soldiers, since Tayse and the other men of the party were wearing sashes colored with Danalustrous gold and red. It was interesting to be greeted with such casual respect. Riders, of course, wore black embroidered with the king’s gold lion when they wished to be recognized, and this generally evoked a reaction of awe bordering on fear. When they traveled incognito, they were more often mistaken for mercenaries or outlaws, and therefore treated with suspicion and caution. Rarely were they viewed as compatriots who might be good for a drink or two once the shift was ended.


Kirra swept ahead of them all like a disdainful queen. Even in travel clothes, going four days without a bath, she was a beautiful woman, but dressed like the noblewoman she was, she was literally breathtaking. She and Senneth had spent an hour braiding jewels and gold ribbon into her hair before dressing her in a red and gold gown.


“You produced that from oak leaves and meadowgrass, I suppose,” Tayse had said.


Kirra had grinned over at him. Even her face looked finer, as if she had let herself gain some coarseness and weariness while they rode and now cast off those unnecessary disguises. “From buckskin and dirty linen,” she said. “Do you like it? Would it make you want to confide in me?”


He had grinned back. “I don’t think fine clothes would move me as much as you’d like,” he replied. “But this Helven lord might be a different matter.”


Senneth’s transformation had been more subtle but, to Tayse, more shocking. She had stepped out from Kirra’s shadow, and he had just stared at her. Her fine white-blond hair had darkened to a muddy brown, and her alert gray eyes looked washed out and tired. Even her skin, so smooth for someone who had led such an adventurous life, looked matted and ill used. Worst of all was her expression: docile, bland, and distant. “I am sure marlord Martin will respond to serra Kirra just as he should,” she said in a repressive voice.


Kirra had burst out laughing, but Tayse had not been able to shake off his disbelief. “What did you do to her?” he demanded. “She doesn’t look anything like—I don’t know that I would recognize her.”


“I didn’t touch her. I told you she had enough shiftling magic in her to change her appearance.”


“Does it hurt?” he found himself asking.


Senneth didn’t even smile at him for the question, as he supposed serving maids never got a chance to smile. “Does what hurt? To make a transformation like this? No, but it’s a little tedious and requires more of my concentration than I’d like.”


“I mean—does it hurt to hold it all back? To swallow all the energy and intelligence that’s usually on your face?”


For a moment she looked truly surprised, so he must have said something he did not intend. “No,” she said again. “But I’m starting to think I must look even worse than I meant to.”


Tayse shook his head. “I’d have sworn on any Rider’s life that you had never been a servant, but right now I’d have to be rethinking that. You look the part completely.”


“You’re right,” she said dryly. “I’ve never been a maid, though I’ve played a lot of different roles in my life.”


“More roles than I can keep track of,” he said.


A small smile for that. “And you don’t know half of them.”


“That’s the trouble,” he said and turned away.


He knew a few of them, though, and he reviewed them as he followed her and Kirra into the city. She had the guildmarks of half a dozen professions tattooed on her left wrist, partially covered by the moonstone bracelet. She’d worked in the gold mines, spent a summer laboring on an inland farm, been a horse trader, a fisherwoman, a blade for hire. He was still not clear on how she had hooked up with Malcolm Danalustrous, though he had finally worked out that she was one of the tutors who’d been brought in to school Kirra when she was discovered to be a mystic. And perhaps it had been Malcolm Danalustrous who had introduced her to the king, but he was not certain of that either; it could so easily have been the king who brought her to Danalustrous.


Tayse loved his king, and he would die for the man, but he was far from sure royalty had made a wise decision in trusting so much to this footloose and unpredictable woman. Her only true allegiances seemed to be to herself and to her magic, and though he knew no ill of her, he also had seen nothing to make him believe in her.


Then again, he believed wholly in no one but the king and his fellow Riders, so perhaps that was not surprising.


They rode down the broad main avenue of Helvenhall, Tayse still mentally cataloging the sights around them. A handful of taverns, all of them doing a brisk business; a number of shops that catered to a wealthy clientele; few beggars on the street. A well-run and prosperous little town, this city in the middle of Helven.


Kirra headed without hesitation down the street as if she knew exactly where she was going, and in a few moments they had turned into the courtyard of a very fancy inn indeed. It was three stories high, built of quarried stone, and looked more like a private estate than any inn Tayse had ever stayed at. Ostlers ran out of the stables to catch the reins of their horses; footmen hurried through the double doors to take charge of their woefully small pile of luggage. A thin, obsequious man—the owner himself, unless Tayse missed his guess—came straight up to Kirra and handed her down from the saddle.


“How delightful to see you, serra Kirra!” he exclaimed. “I did not know you were traveling! How may I help you? How long will you be staying? Whatever you need, we’ll be happy to accommodate you—”


“Thank you,” Kirra said in a languid and supercilious tone. “I would like a suite for my girl and me. And an adjoining room for my men. Unusual, I know—I’m sure you have perfectly adequate rooms closer to the stables—but I feel much safer with my own guard within call. You understand. My father is so protective of my safety.”


“Yes, indeed, indeed, many of our clients prefer to have familiar swords nearby,” he said. “We have just the suite of rooms to suit you—I’m sure you’ll be happy there. Shall I have food brought up? Wine? Is there any other service I can do for you?”


“Indeed. If you would,” Kirra said, stepping through the door that he held open for her and not even looking to see if the others were still following. “Martin Helven—I have a message for him. I wonder if he is in town?”


“Ah, marlord Helven—I will have a boy run ’round with a note. I believe he is at his estate, but I will certainly have an answer for you before nightfall.”


“You’re too good.”


The proprietor led them up one set of stairs and down a wide, airy hall painted a gleaming white. Tayse counted doors and hallways so he could have a sense of how many people might be present to contend with if some mishap occurred; Justin, he could tell, was doing the same. Cammon looked around with barely restrained delight at the high ceilings and painted ornamentation. Tayse wanted to nudge him but didn’t want to draw any attention to the boy. Of all of them, Donnal seemed least impressed by their surroundings. But then, Tayse assumed, he had seen even greater magnificence at the Danalustrous estate—where, from what Tayse had been able to piece together, he had spent some time as Kirra’s playmate or fellow student in the mystic arts.
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