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CHAPTER
1

THE woman lay facedown on the floor of the hut, her long brown hair spread in bloody tangles across the dirt. She had stopped moving, so it was possible she was dead. She had never cried out, never begged for mercy—never said a single word, not for the entire two hours they had had her. Kelti had found that almost as unnerving as the torture, the fact that she did not answer, did not speak.

This was his first time to go hunting mystics, and he was afraid he would disgrace himself by being sick.

Rostiff toed the lifeless woman with one hard boot. “Is she still breathing? Someone feel for a pulse.” None of the other three men moved, so Rostiff jerked his head in Kelti’s direction. “You do it.”

Kelti knelt beside the battered body and gingerly pushed through the dark hair to find the back of her neck, then slid his fingers around the bruised column of her throat. There—a steady, sluggish rhythm that seemed more obstinate than anything. I am harder to kill than you think. Kelti shivered a little. For her sake, he wished the woman had chosen to be a little less stubborn. The sooner she died, the sooner she would be out of her misery. There was no chance she would be spared.

“She’s alive, Captain,” he said, and pushed himself to his feet.

“Then let’s wake her up again,” Rostiff said.

From over in the corner came the sound of a strangled sob. Everyone else ignored it, but Kelti glanced over. Huddled on the ground, wrapped in a tight a ball of misery, was the woman who had led them to the mystic. Poor woman living on a small plot of land, didn’t appear to have a husband or son or any kinfolk to help her manage, and it was clear she was barely able to scrape together enough food to sustain her body. Always a reward for turning a mystic over to the Lestra’s men, so she’d eagerly made arrangements with them yesterday morning when she spotted them in the village. But, like Kelti, she had probably had very little experience with inquisitions. She had not expected the interrogation to be so brutal or last so long.

One of the other men came forward with a bucket of water and dumped it on the mystic’s head. She stirred and coughed, then lay still again. But Kelti, watching closely, could see the movement of her ribs. Still breathing.

The stupid fool.

Rostiff sank to a crouch beside her and rolled her over. Even by candlelight, it was easy to see that her face was a mesh of cuts and bruises and that blood stained the entire front of her plain gown. Her hands were tied before her with a thin silver chain set with moonstones. It wasn’t a binding that would hold an ordinary person—the chain was so delicate that even a woman could snap it in two—but the moonstones burned the skin of mystics and muted their power. Made them helpless. Stole their magic.

Stole their lives.

“Let’s try this again,” Rostiff said, putting his face down next to the young woman’s. He was a big man and hard in every way. His face was severe and bony, his bunched muscles were tough, and his personality was absolutely unyielding. Until this evening, Kelti had viewed him with an awe so great it bordered on worship. Had wanted to earn his respect. Now he was ashamed of himself for being so horrified at Rostiff’s actions. Wasn’t this the job of the men who served the Pale Mother? Hadn’t they been chosen by the Lestra to seek out and destroy mystics wherever they might be found? Was this not a holy calling, blessed by the moon goddess herself?

Then why did it feel so terrible to watch this young woman being slowly murdered?

“All I want from you is two names,” Rostiff said in a reasonable voice. He had pulled his dagger out again and held it just under the mystic’s left eye. With no effort at all, he could open the flesh on her cheek—or blind her on one side. Tell him what he wants to know, Kelti thought miserably. “Two names of two of your sorcerous friends, and where they might be found. That’s it. Two names, two locations. Then I’ll let you go.”

The mystic had had her eyes closed, but now she opened them. They were a muddy green, unremarkable in color, and pain had dulled whatever brilliance they might normally possess. At the moment, she didn’t even seem to be able to focus, for she did not look at Rostiff, looming over her so menacingly. Instead, her gaze wandered to the others in the room—to the two veteran soldiers standing behind Rostiff, looking impassive and even bored with the whole evening. To a younger soldier standing to the right of Kelti, his face eager, his body tense, a man excited by his first taste of blood. To Kelti. He held his breath as she held his gaze. Almost he thought she might say something—whisper a message to him, beg him to intercede on her behalf. He came a step closer. She blinked and looked away.

Rostiff leaned closer. “One name,” he said in an intense whisper. “One name, one location, and your death will be quick.”

At that exact moment, the door to the hut blew open and a rush of darkness swirled in. Astonished, Kelti fell back. He sensed the other men in his party drawing their blades and dropping into fighting stances.

Two men had burst inside and now crouched just inside the doorway, armed for battle.

“I’m Cammon, and I’m right here,” said one, shaking back his ragged hair. “That’s one mystic’s name. Good enough?”

With a shout, Rostiff lunged across the room, driving his sword straight for the intruder’s heart. Kelti was frozen in place, but the other three soldiers launched themselves right behind Rostiff, blades winking in the insufficient candlelight. Two more bodies to lie on the floor this night, Kelti thought, and watched to see how quickly the mystic was cut down.

But the man who called himself Cammon danced away from Rostiff’s sword. And danced away again as Rostiff sliced and hewed the air. Kelti stared, amazed. No one could outlast Rostiff for more than a few rounds, even the fiercest soldiers in the Lestra’s brigade. But this young man—almost a boy, Kelti’s age, perhaps, and slim as a girl—parried and ducked away and evaded every single blow Rostiff tried to land.

His companion, meanwhile, had made short work of the eager young soldier so entranced at the sight of mystic blood, and was now engaged in a furious duel with the two veteran fighters of the Lestra’s staff. Kelti took a step forward, certain he should go to his companions’ aid, far from certain where he could enter the battle. Blades were flying so swiftly, so mercilessly! One of the older men took a sword to the heart and dropped to the dirt with a choked cry. The other one loosed an oath and redoubled his attack, striking so hard and so often that Kelti was dazzled at the swordplay. But the stranger was simply too good. More thrusts and grunts and oaths, then a single fluid dart of silver, and the third soldier fell.

The swordsman pivoted quickly, taking in the scene with a single glance. He was burlier than his companion, maybe five or six years older, fair-haired, clean-shaven, and alight with righteousness. His gaze came to rest on Kelti—assessed him as being of no immediate threat—and then went on to take in the motionless mystic on the floor, the weeping woman in the corner, and the heated but inconclusive battle still under way between Cammon and Rostiff. He charged forward, bloody sword upraised, and entered the fray at Cammon’s side. Kelti held his breath, afraid to watch, afraid to hope for one outcome or another. Rostiff snarled out a string of taunts and curses, but the fair-haired swordsman did not answer. Cammon fell back as the other men wove their swords together in a complicated pattern of threat and rescue, keeping his own weapon ready but not as if he thought he’d need it.

Indeed, he did not. A rush—a clash—a great cry of anguish—and Rostiff crumpled to the ground on top of one of the other corpses.

Kelti could not move or speak. Four bodies on the floor. And the mystic still lives.

The ferocious young soldier spun around one more time, as if looking for new adversaries, but his companion shook his head. “That’s all of them,” Cammon said. “There aren’t any reserve soldiers on the road, either.”

The other man pointed the red tip of his sword in Kelti’s direction. “What about him? Will he be a problem?”

Cammon gave him one long, considering gaze, and Kelti found himself shivering, waiting for a terrible judgment. He had failed everyone tonight. Failed Rostiff, whom he should have been defending; failed the Pale Mother, whom he had sworn to serve; failed the Lestra, who had believed in him.

Failed this wretched mystic girl, who had not deserved such a dreadful fate at anybody’s hands.

“He’s harmless,” Cammon said.

His friend snorted. “Not wearing the Pale Mother’s colors, he’s not.”

A strange, flickering sort of smile came to Cammon’s face. He was still watching Kelti. “I don’t believe he understood until this night exactly what it meant to be a soldier in the service of the moon goddess. I don’t think he has the stomach for too many nights like this one.”

Another grunt from the swordsman, and he dropped to his knees next to the mystic on the floor. “What about the woman? Can you tell? Is she alive? Will she survive?”

Cammon knelt beside him. “She’s alive, but she—Justin, untie her hands. I can’t touch the moonstones.”

Kelti shivered again. A mystic, of course, this peculiar boy. Possibly the kind they referred to as a reader—the kind who could pick up the thoughts in a man’s head, tell what he was thinking, what he was feeling. How had these two happened upon this but, in the back of an untraveled wood, in the middle of the night? What had led them in this direction at such a critical moment? Could this young man have felt the woman’s pain—even through its silence and over an appreciable distance? Was such a thing remotely possible?

If so, wasn’t the Lestra right to fear mystics and their friends?

Justin had snapped the slight chains with two quick twists of his hands. Cammon bent over the still form, touching his hand to the worst of the cuts, murmuring indistinguishable words in the woman’s ear. She must have closed her eyes sometime during the fight, and she did not open them now, but Kelti saw the regular movement of her chest. Still alive. Still breathing.

“Surprised she’s not dead,” Justin said. “Pretty bad wounds.”

“She’s a strong one,” Cammon replied. “And she’s—amazing. She has some kind of healing power that she can bring to bear even on herself.”

“The others can’t do that,” Justin said.

“I know.”

“So how quickly will she be well? Will she be able to sit up in a few minutes?”

“Not that fast.”

“Then how long? We can’t spare much time to care for her.”

A tentative unfolding from the corner, and then the weeping woman came to her feet. “I’ll watch her,” she said in a quavering voice.

“You!” Kelti burst out, taking a step forward. Everyone looked at him, but he was too agitated to subside. “You’re the one who betrayed her to the Lestra’s men!”

“I know, I know.” The woman sobbed. “I didn’t think—there was the money—I didn’t think they’d try to kill her! I thought they’d scare her—and make her tell them things they wanted to know—and let her go. I swear I did, I swear by the Pale Lady’s silver eye!”

“Not an oath that will get you very far in this company,” Justin said dryly.

The woman was back on the floor, kneeling beside the others. “Please let me help her,” she begged. “Please—I have to atone—I have to—”

Justin looked at his friend. “Well? Can she be trusted?”

Cammon didn’t lift his gaze from the hurt woman’s form. “She’s sincere at the moment,” he said. “But I don’t know how long the conversion will last.”

Justin sighed. “Then we stay awhile.”

“Possibly no more than a day,” Cammon said. “It’s miraculous, the way the power is moving through her body. Healing her.”

“Who is she? Do you know? What’s her magic?”

Cammon shook his head. “I don’t have any idea. I’ve never seen anything quite like this. I’d have to ask her. I wish I knew her name.”

The other woman looked up eagerly, as if glad to have something of use to offer. “It’s Lara,” she said.

“And what do you know about her?” Cammon asked.

She shook her head. “Not very much. She helped one of my neighbors with his vegetable garden this summer. Made plants grow like you’ve never seen before. Big and delicious. Other folk, they were amazed, but I was afraid. I knew she had to be a mystic.”

Cammon looked at her, his boyish face severe. “And when had she ever hurt you or anyone you loved, that you had to turn her over to the Lestra’s men?”

“She’s a mystic,” the woman repeated, starting to cry. “Everybody’s afraid of them. They’re evil.”

“I’ve met a damn sight more mystics than I ever thought to, or wanted to, and I haven’t yet come across one of them that particularly struck me as evil,” Justin growled. “Not the way these men are, hunting down and killing people who never offered them any pain or trouble. If you want to start looking for people loosing harm into the world, look to the Daughters of the Pale Mother and the soldiers who fight for them.”

The woman was still crying. “What am I going to do now?” She wept. “Dead men in my house and an injured woman on my floor—and him! Him!” She was pointing straight at Kelti, and her voice had risen to a hysterical pitch. “He’ll go back to the convent to tell the Lestra what I did, and next she’ll send her soldiers after me!”

Now the mystic and his friend, reminded of Kelti’s presence, were staring in his direction. “Yes, just what do we do about him?” Justin demanded in a menacing voice. “Let him go running back to the convent to describe this night’s activities? I’m not opposed to having the Lestra discover that four of her men were killed as they were off on her witch hunts—let her know that she can’t send her men rampaging through the countryside at will! But I am not so eager to have her learn that I am in the vicinity. Which he will certainly tell her if we let him go.”

Kelti fell to his knees, his hands raised in an attitude of supplication. Now they were all on the hard dirt floor—the dead men, the hurt mystic, the weeping woman, the avengers, and Kelti. “Please don’t kill me,” he begged. “I will do whatever you say. Please let me live.”

“You don’t deserve to live,” Justin said in a stern voice. “Look at what you and your fellows were about tonight! Torturing a helpless woman—almost murdering her! What made you think you could do such things? Why would you want to?”

“The goddess—” Kelti stammered, meaning to tell him the whole philosophy, but the words stuck in his throat. The goddess abhors mystics. The goddess demands of her faithful followers that they eradicate magic from the land. It had seemed to make so much sense back at the convent.

It had seemed so brutally senseless tonight.

Justin leaned toward him over Lara’s body, his face fierce. “Any goddess who demands wicked behavior is wicked herself,” he said flatly. “Why would you choose to serve a deity like that?”

From Cammon, a choking sound. Disbelieving, Kelti saw that the younger man was trying to hold back a laugh. “Oh, and from you. A lecture about the gods from you. No one will believe the story when I tell it.”

Justin settled back on his heels, a suggestion of a grin on his face. “Then don’t tell it.”

“Ah,” Cammon said, “I think she’s reviving.” He leaned down and spoke deliberately at Lara’s ear. “Can you hear me? What can I do to make you more comfortable?”

Lara opened her green-brown eyes and looked up at him. No surprise she didn’t answer; she had not said a word all night, no matter what Rostiff did to her. But she must have communicated something to Cammon, for he nodded and looked over at the others. “She needs time. A day, two at most, and she will be able to travel on her own.”

“So we can leave her? With this one?” Justin made a sweep of his hand to indicate the traitor woman, and disgust colored his voice. “Will she be safe?”

Cammon shook his head. “I’m not convinced.”

“I’ll care for her,” Kelti said.

Everyone in the room was surprised to hear him say the words, Kelti included. The others stared at him, even Lara watching him with her dull eyes. “I will,” he repeated.

Justin studied him with elaborate skepticism. “So that you can then return to the Lumanen Convent and tell your mistress where she can find a mystic in greatly weakened condition?”

Kelti shook his head. “I won’t ever return to the Lumanen Convent. I’m done with that way of life.”

Justin still sneered, but Cammon shook his head. “He means it,” the mystic said. “He can be trusted.”

Kelti waited for Justin’s ridicule or disbelief, but apparently this rather fearsome swordsman was willing to believe whatever the slim young mystic said. “Then we’re done here?” he said. “We can be on our way?”

“Well,” said Cammon, “I think we first ought to take the bodies out.”

A snort from Justin. “Woman who betrays someone to the Lestra’s men deserves to have corpses rotting in her house.”

“But the mystic who will be recovering here does not,” Cammon said gently.

Justin nodded and came easily to his feet. “Then let’s get started digging.”

“I want to stay with her a little while longer,” Cammon said.

Justin turned his bright gaze on Kelti. His eyes were light brown and full of a restless intelligence. “Then I guess you’ll have to help me,” he said, an edge of malicious laughter in his voice.

Kelti stood rather unsteadily. “I—I will,” he said. He turned to the woman who was now nominally their hostess. “Is there a shovel anywhere?”

Sniveling, she rose and led them out the front door. The night air felt cool and velvety against Kelti’s skin, for all that it was still the tail end of summer and the day had been over-warm. But the air in the hut had turned rank with sweat and terror and blood. Any fresh breeze would have been a relief after that.

They collected the woman’s tools—a dull shovel with a splintered handle and a couple of rusty hand trowels—and picked their spot. “I’ll just go in and put on a kettle,” the woman said in a hopeful voice.

“You just go and do that,” Justin said indifferently. He had already begun to dig.

Kelti was not surprised to see that Justin attacked this task with the same energy and intensity he had brought to the swordfight. He seemed like the sort of man who did nothing by half measures. Quickly enough, they fell into a sort of rhythm, as Justin shoveled out big scoops of dirt and Kelti darted in after him to clear away loose clumps. He only faltered once, when he allowed himself to realize what he was actually doing. Digging a grave for four companions.

Never had he expected his day to end like this.

“How long have you been with the Lestra’s men?” Justin asked after a period of silence. His voice sounded normal, not even winded. Kelti thought the muscles under his dark clothes must be extraordinary.

“About four months,” Kelti said, trying to keep his own voice level, unalarmed.

“This your first trip out hunting mystics?”

“Yes. I didn’t know—I—” He couldn’t figure out how to explain himself. Maybe there was no explanation. He just stopped talking.

“Harder than you think it’s going to be to take someone’s life,” Justin said. “Even when you think he deserves it.”

“You did it,” Kelti said in a low tone. “Killed Rostiff and the others.”

Justin grunted, more a conversational element than a response to the effort of digging, Kelti thought. “Easier to do when someone’s trying to kill you.”

“How did you get to be so good?” Kelti burst out. “No one’s ever been able to take Rostiff! He wins every contest! And you kil—you killed him after you’d already taken down three others.”

Justin paused a moment and peered at him in the dark. “It’s my life,” he said quietly. “Combat. It’s what I’m built to do. I only know three or four men who are better than I am. And I’ve beaten even them a time or two.”

“No one’s that good,” Kelti whispered. “Unless you—are you a mystic, too? A warrior mystic?”

Now Justin’s grunt sounded more like a laugh. He returned to the digging. “No. Though if I was going to ask for magic, that’s what I’d ask for. A cool head and a strong sword arm. The ability to fight anyone and win.”

“Seems like you’ve already got that,” Kelti muttered.

Justin laughed outright. “So what do you do next?” he asked. “Once this mystic—Lara?—once she’s well enough to travel and you move on. If you’re not going back to the convent—”

“I’m not,” Kelti said quickly.

“Can you go back home? Or will you be shamed to have deserted the Lestra?”

Kelti thought a moment. He was the seventh of eight children, most of them boys, living in a house too small for half that number. He had been so pleased to find a place for himself at the convent, where even the crowded barracks seemed roomy, where everyone welcomed him because every new convert to the Lestra’s cause was another sword arm trained to serve the Silver Lady. He could not return to Lumanen, but there was no place for him in his father’s house.

“I won’t go home,” he said at last. “I’ll find someplace—I don’t know. Work somewhere.”

“You any good with a sword? You didn’t fight tonight, so I couldn’t judge.”

“Not really,” Kelti admitted. “I’m getting better though. Was, anyway.”

“The king’s raising an army,” Justin said in a casual voice. “If you wanted someplace to go.”

Kelti almost dropped his trowel. “An army …” he said, his voice trailing off.

Justin shrugged and kept shoveling. “Lot of people think there’s a war coming. King Baryn is one of them. He needs recruits. Some of them are training up by the palace in Ghosenhall and some are on the regent’s lands in Merrenstow. Steady work, good pay, something you can be proud of doing. Defending your king.”

It would never have occurred to Kelti to think of such a career, but now, the instant the words were out of Justin’s mouth, it was something he passionately wanted to do. But. “He wouldn’t have me—the king wouldn’t,” Kelti said bitterly. “He hates the Lestra and she hates him. He’d never take me after he learned I was in the guard for the Daughters.”

A sort of hooting laugh from Justin. “Well, it’s not the king you’d be answering to, not if you join the soldier ranks, but I think any captain would be happy to hear you knew the layout of the Lumanen Convent and were willing to share the information. As for whether or not they’d take you—” Justin shrugged. “Many a man has started out on one side and found it wasn’t as just as he’d thought. Mind you, you’d have to be loyal. You can’t keep switching sides, or no one will ever trust you. You have to find the cause you believe in, or the man, and stick to it, no matter what comes. If you can’t be faithful, you’ll never be any kind of man.”

Rostiff had said similar words when he’d come recruiting Kelti and other boys in the village, and they had sounded good then, too. “How do you know?” Kelti said, almost stammering. “How do you know it’s the right cause or the right person? I’ve never met the king. Why is it any better to be killing for him than killing for the Lestra?”

Justin nodded, as if that was a question worth asking. “It’s hard to know. And killing should always make you sick. But it should make you sicker to stand by and watch it being done than to stand up and hit back. You should always feel like you’re fighting on the side of someone who only fights when he has to.”

Kelti dropped one trowel and rubbed his muddy hand across his eyes. He was suddenly so tired. What a night of tragedy and radically shifting emotions, of hard labor and even harder thought. And not done yet, for the injured woman would need care all through the night. “I don’t want to fight for the Lestra anymore,” he said in a small voice.

Justin nodded. “Then go to Ghosenhall and sign up with the king.”

“Is that what you are?” Kelti asked a little nervously. Justin’s reluctance to have the Lestra know he was in the area had made him think the other man was here in some kind of disguise and might not appreciate questions. “A king’s man?”

Justin laughed aloud. “Yes,” he said, “that’s exactly what I am.”

And so swiftly that Kelti might almost have imagined the motion, Justin put up a hand to his black coat and pulled it briefly open. Within seconds, he had covered himself again, but in that instant Kelti had seen the golden insignia proudly rearing across a black field, the royal lions parading across a dark sash. He sat back on his heels, staring, his hands lax on his tools, his mouth agape. No wonder Justin was such a skilled swordsman—no wonder he spoke so eloquently about loyalty and grand causes. He was a member of a handpicked cadre, one of fifty elite fighters, chosen to guard the royal house and do anything his monarch bid him.

He was a King’s Rider.


CHAPTER
2

JUSTIN and Cammon rode into Neft shortly before noon, having camped beside the road and slept in late. Justin was usually a light and restless sleeper, particularly when he was traveling and no guard had been posted. But he trusted Cammon’s extraordinary senses to wake them both if trouble came prowling, and so he had allowed himself to relax enough to fall into a deep and dreamless slumber. They were both exhausted after the events of the night before—rescuing a mystic from the Lestra’s men, engaging in desperate swordfights, digging graves until well past midnight, then traveling on by moonlight. Still, Justin had been annoyed to see how late in the morning it was by the time he finally rolled over and sat up.

He was annoyed about this whole trip. Annoyed wasn’t the right word, not strong enough. Angry was too strong. He had objected strenuously when Tayse suggested him for this assignment: setting himself up as a footloose laborer in the city of Neft, so close to the Lumanen Convent. He was to watch the comings and goings of the convent guard and see if he could discern any pattern. Was Coralinda Gisseltess raising an army? Making alliances with noble marlords from the Twelve Houses? Was she, as some reports had whispered, sending her men off in the middle of the night to burn down the estates of individuals who were sympathetic to mystics? In fact, was Coralinda Gisseltess—the noblewoman who had given herself the fancy title of Lestra as she took over the religious order known as the Daughters of the Pale Mother—plotting against the king?

Important work, Justin agreed, to be spying on her. But he didn’t want to be the one doing it. He wanted to be in Ghosenhall, where armies were being trained and decisions were being made and all the action of planning for a war was centered.

He did not say that he disliked the assignment because he would be alone, dependent on his own wits, far from his friends and fellow Riders. Tayse suspected it, but Justin would not admit it aloud.

“It must be you,” Tayse told him. “You know the city, you have some familiarity with the convent, and you have a healthy respect for Coralinda Gisseltess, so you will not be careless enough to fall into her hands.”

“No Rider would be so careless,” Justin grumbled—then remembered that Tayse had been just that careless about six months ago. He hesitated, saw Tayse’s ironic smile, and grinned. “No other Rider,” he amended.

“I also think you have the ability to pull off a disgruntled air that some of the other Riders cannot manage,” Tayse added. “Yes, that one. That very expression. Anyone would believe you’re a malcontent who left some rich man’s employ because you could not get along with your captain. No one will think to question you too closely.”

“Moxer and Brindle can be just as loutish as I can,” Justin said. “Send one of them.”

“I trust you more,” Tayse said, and that was the end of it. Since Tayse had recruited Justin a little more than twelve years ago, there had been nothing Justin wanted more than to earn Tayse’s respect. Though he was sworn to protect the king and to put the king’s interests and well-being above any other consideration, Justin knew that it was Tayse for whom he would die, Tayse whose opinions and judgments drove his own efforts. If he ever had to choose between saving the king’s life and saving Tayse’s, he would save the king’s, but only because that would be what Tayse would expect of him.

“You won’t be alone the whole time,” Tayse told him next. “I’ll send messengers now and then so that you can safely courier information back. And you can take someone with you for the journey down.”

“I don’t mind being there alone,” Justin said.

Tayse grinned and didn’t answer that. “And Senneth thinks you should learn something within a couple of months. You won’t be gone that long.”

“I don’t mind,” Justin insisted. He had not been on his own, of course, for practically more years than he could remember. Even when he was running with packs of thieves on the streets of Ghosenhall, he’d had friends at his back. Once he’d joined the ranks of Riders, five years after Tayse found him, he had not spent a day or a night by himself.

“None of the Riders likes being on his own,” Tayse said seriously. “I don’t, either. You get used to having a comrade you can count on. You get used to someone validating your plan. But I think you have to be solitary on this mission. We have drawn too much attention in the past. We need stealth. Someone who will not excite any interest.”

Justin snorted. “You couldn’t send Senneth then,” he said, making a joke of it. “She’d set the place on fire.”

“And Coralinda Gisseltess would recognize her,” Tayse said, smiling faintly. “And she would recognize me. And you are the one I want to send to Neft to spy on the Lestra.”

And so Justin had gone.

He could have taken any of the other Riders with him, all of them his friends and all of them willing to make the journey. But he had asked Cammon instead. It was strange. Since the trip last winter with Tayse, Senneth, Cammon, Kirra, and Donnal, no other friendship quite measured up. If he could be with one of the other five—even Kirra, who was the most infuriating woman he’d ever met—Justin would always make that choice before looking for other companions. He did not bother to analyze that too closely. He tended not to think too much about his own emotions. He was just glad Cammon had been happy to come along.

Cammon was riding beside him now, glancing around Neft with interest. It was a crowded, bustling place, bigger than the average market town, though by no means the size of Ghosenhall. “Doesn’t seem to have changed much since we were here last,” the young mystic commented. “See that? There’s the shrine to the Pale Mother we saw last time. And I still see moonstones hanging in the windows. Look, there’s even some novices from the convent stopping travelers on the road.”

Justin glanced up the slight hill to see four young girls, clad in white robes, standing on the side of the main road and calling out greetings to passersby. Some travelers stopped, clasped the girls’ hands and accepted the benediction of the Pale Mother. Others nodded curtly or hurried on by, not interested in the goddess’s attention. Last time they’d been here, Justin remembered, convent soldiers had massed behind the novices, paying strict attention to who received the Pale Mother’s blessing and who did not. The four mystics in their group had excited quite some attention when they refused to give their hands to the novices. But all of the Daughters of the Pale Mother wore bracelets and rings made of moonstones, and mystics could not bear the touch of those gems.

“Better stay back,” Justin said abruptly. “You don’t want them burning you with their stupid jewels.”

Cammon grinned. “I think I can stay clear of them,” he said. “It’s pretty hard for anyone to take me by surprise.”

“Someday someone will surprise you,” Justin said, grinning back. “I hope I’m around to see it.”

They picked their way through the crowded streets, getting a feel for the city. Most of the commerce was clustered around the crossroads of major thoroughfares, and here the corners were packed with shops and taverns and inns. North and west of the commercial district were residential streets lined with one- and two-story houses, and even farther out were smaller houses, mostly unadorned and in need of repair.

“What kind of work do you want to take up? Where do you want to live?” Cammon asked, as they circled back toward the crossroads after investigating the outlying neighborhoods.

“Not sure,” Justin said. “At first I thought I’d try signing on as a guard if there were any nobles living here, but that would restrict me too much. And, well, the first time I worked out, someone would start asking questions.”

“You could try to fight badly,” Cammon said.

Justin laughed. “I don’t think I could pull it off. No, I’d probably have better luck working in the stables. Or maybe hiring on as a laborer if there’s some kind of industry. Looked like a shipping yard back there. I could haul barrels and load wagons. I’m strong enough.”

“Moonstones in all the windows at the freighting office,” Cammon observed.

“Maybe, but they won’t burn me.”

“Still, do you want to work for someone who’s that devout? You might get into trouble quicker.”

“‘Quicker,’” Justin repeated. “Like you think it’s going to happen sooner or later anyway.”

Cammon gave his quick, boyish smile. He’d worn relatively new clothes for this trip, had his hair cut, and shaved every day on the road, but he still looked like a gutter urchin without a copper to his name. “It always seems to,” he said, “with the six of us.”

“Anyway, I might get a moonstone of my own,” Justin said. “So I blend in a little. I don’t know where I go to get one, though—I mean, do they sell them at shops? Do you have to get one from the Daughters?”

“You could have borrowed Senneth’s,” Cammon said. Senneth was the only mystic Justin knew who could wear moonstones. She claimed the gems didn’t burn her skin and in fact worked to keep some of her power in check. Since, even fettered, her power was frighteningly strong, Justin often wondered what kind of ability she would display if she took the bracelet off.

“Too late now,” Justin said. “But I’ll figure it out.”

They circled the town again so Justin could fix its layout in his mind, would know where the alleys lay and where the main roads emptied out. He would spend the next few days exploring, of course, but it was automatic with a Rider to want to familiarize himself quickly with his terrain.

You never knew where the next attack might come from. When you might have to fight, when you might have to run.

“I wonder how she is today,” Justin said, thinking of their adventures the day before.

Cammon did not need any explanation to know Justin was speaking of the wounded mystic called Lara. Cammon always knew what you meant. “I was wondering that, too,” he said. “I told Kelti to take her with him to Ghosenhall, if he goes there, because she’ll be safe in the royal city, but that doesn’t mean she’ll want to go. She didn’t seem like the kind of person who let other people tell her what to do.”

Justin wondered how he could know that when the woman had barely been conscious before they left and had only said a few words, none of them about her personality. Then again, if Cammon made an observation about somebody, Justin always assumed he was right. The mystic had an uncanny ability to gauge emotion and judge character. It had been Cammon, of course, who insisted they detour from their planned route when he somehow picked up the echoes of Lara’s suffering and knew that a mystic was being brutally interrogated. Justin had hesitated only a moment—not because he doubted Cammon was right, but because he was not sure he wanted to start his residency in Neft with such a display of bravado. He was supposed to be in this region incognito, after all. But if Senneth had been here, she would unquestionably have ridden to Lara’s rescue, and Tayse always supported Senneth’s decisions. So Justin pulled his horse off the road and followed Cammon three miles through untracked woodland to find the isolated but where torture was under way.

Three miles. How was it possible Cammon could feel the pain of a total stranger over such a distance? Justin wished one of the others was here so he could share his sense of eerie marvel.

“What kind of power did she have?” he asked Cammon now. “Could you tell?”

Cammon shook his head. “Nothing I’ve ever come across before. It seemed like she was full of—dirt—and gardens—and—and—green. I can’t explain it.”

“Huh. So if Senneth’s right and the mystics all draw their power from one of the gods, what kind of god would be watching over that woman?”

Cammon laughed. “That might be easier to answer if we knew anything about the other gods! But I thought, maybe, a goddess of plants and trees? A goddess of growing things?” He reflected a moment. “Or a goddess of spring, if such a thing could be.”

“Doesn’t seem too useful,” Justin commented.

Cammon stared at him. “Doesn’t seem useful? Well, of course it would be useful! You could have—fields that always yielded crops and trees that always bore fruit, and you could compensate for famine and drought, and you could—”

Justin was laughing. “Useful on a battlefield,” he explained. “I mean, Senneth can call fire, and I can see how you can use that skill in a war. And Kirra and Donnal can change shapes, and that comes in pretty handy when you’re facing enemies. But growing a field of wheat? In the middle of a war? Well, who cares?”

Cammon was shaking his head. “You’re so single-minded.”

“Every Rider is.”

After their second pass through town, Justin settled on the area that would best serve his purpose. It was on the east edge of the city, not far from the main road. If he was living there, he could casually slip out of town and go exploring along the route that led toward the convent. There were a couple of rather run-down taverns in this quadrant as well as some fairly extensive stables, and he thought he had a good chance of finding both work and lodging.

“Let’s try here,” Justin said, and led the way to the stable’s main entrance.

They dismounted and went inside, finding themselves in a fairly large open space that seemed to serve as reception area, granary, and all-around storage facility. Wide double doors opened off to one side, most likely leading to the stalls. The whole building was fragrant with the smells of hay, horse, leather, and dirt.

They called out their arrival and waited a few moments before the double doors swayed open and a short, thin, middle-aged man hurried through. He looked a little harried, as if he’d abandoned another task to respond to them. “Leaving your horses?” he inquired in a friendly enough voice. “How long?”

“Just overnight,” Cammon said.

Justin scowled and let his face turn sulky. “You’ll be going back tomorrow, but I won’t,” he said. “You work for a man five years—five years!—you expect he’ll treat you with fairness. But, oh no! One slip, and you’re out the door, and no one cares what becomes of you.”

“It was more than one slip,” Cammon said in a reasonable voice. “And she was his daughter.”

That hadn’t been scripted, but Justin assumed Cammon had his reasons for introducing the topic. “Well, I didn’t insult her,” he said, still sullen. “So I’m just a common soldier! I can’t talk to a noblewoman? So what if he’s a marlord, living on his great property? I’m still good enough to talk to his daughter.”

“She wanted to say good-bye to you,” Cammon said. “If you let me tell her where you went, maybe she’ll send a note.”

Justin shook his head. “I’m done with that life,” he said. “Don’t tell her anything. Besides—who knows? I might only stay here a day or two. I don’t even know if there’s work here in Neft.”

The stableman stepped forward at that. He’d stood by quietly while they argued, but it was clear he’d been listening to every word. Sympathetic to Justin’s situation, too, by the warm look in his eyes. Justin wondered if this man had romanced a serramarra at some point in his life and Cammon had that quickly been able to pick up on it.

“There’s work here, if you were looking,” he said. “My nephew ran off to sea and the other boy who worked here went and joined the Daughters last week. Too much for one man to do, but if you’re good with horses, I could use the help.”

He didn’t want to appear too eager. Justin let his face assume a somewhat scornful expression and looked around. “I know horses,” he said. “How many do you usually board? What kind of hours? What do you pay?”

“I can’t afford to pay much, but you’ll pick up tips,” the stableman said. “Lot of fancy folks riding through Neft, hoping to meet up with one of the Daughters, or even the Lestra. Lot of merchants and traders coming through, too. They’re not stingy people.”

“I need a place to stay, too,” Justin said.

The man gestured back toward the recesses of the building. “If you can’t find anything better, there’s the hayloft. You can bed down for a few nights. Longer, if you like.”

It wouldn’t do to be restricted to one location like that. Justin had to be free to move from point to point, with no one having a strict accounting of his hours. He kept his expression just shy of a sneer and said, “I have some coins in my pocket. I think I can pay for a bed.”

“Well, sleep on it if you want, but I could use the help,” the stableman said. “I’m Delz.”

“Justin. Let me go find dinner and look for a room. I’ll be back in the morning, one way or the other.”

“Golden Boar, just up the street, has a good dinner pretty cheap,” Delz said.

Justin nodded. “Appreciate it. We’ll try there. Come on, Cam.”

A few minutes later they were seated in the Golden Boar, which was dark, crowded, and not particularly clean. The place had an appetizing smell to it, though, so someone knew how to cook, Justin decided. Their waitress was young, yellow-haired, and smiling, but Cammon started laughing as soon as she took their orders and departed.

“What?”

“She thought you were handsome. Would have liked you to flirt with her. But you didn’t even notice her.”

Justin was surprised. He never overlooked anybody. He couldn’t—a Rider always had to assess every stranger for threat and ability. “She was about five feet two inches, probably weighed less than a hundred pounds, light hair up in some kind of bun. Moonstone necklace. No visible weapons. Didn’t look very smart. I noticed her.”

Cammon was laughing even harder. “Right. She wanted you to think she’s pretty. She wanted you to smile at her, talk to her a little bit. Be interested in her.”

Justin grunted. “Too much work.”

“That woman or all women?”

“All women.” He thought that over. “Well, not Senneth. She doesn’t need anyone taking care of her and making a fuss over her.”

“Kirra?”

“She wants people to make a fuss over her all the time!” But he had to think that over, too. “Although she doesn’t need anyone to take care of her. But she’s more trouble than anybody.”

“Well, that might be a way to disguise your reason for coming to Neft, and staying,” Cammon suggested. “Find a girl you like. Or pretend to find a girl.”

“Right. Then I’ll have even less time to be looking around.” He grinned. “Anyway, I just left some woman behind, didn’t I? How faithless do you want me to be?”

Cammon smiled. “I think it was a good story. It’ll get around.”

“What was up with Delz? He fall in love with a marlord’s daughter?”

“I didn’t pick up the whole tale. Just some thought that there was a woman he cared about, and no one believed he was good enough for her. Seemed like he’d respond if that was your own situation.”

“Though I’m glad it’s not.”

Cammon laughed. They talked idly till the waitress brought their food and a couple of glasses of ale. Mindful of Cammon’s gaze, Justin gave her a smile, but was annoyed to see her dissolve into giggles and blushes. So then he looked away, concentrating on his food till she left again, slowly as her feet would take her.

Women. The first ten years of his life had been filled with them when he had lived with his mother and three sisters in the hovel that someone called a boardinghouse and was more properly a brothel. But there had been no women in the fighting gangs he roved with once his mother died. Hardly any girls on the streets at all—most of them gone to true whorehouses, or dead before they were fifteen. Too fragile for the kind of life Justin had led. Once he signed on with the Riders, he’d been astonished to find there were women among them, women as tough and skilled and fearless as he was, but they weren’t female the way this waitress was. They were just people, companions, friends to be absolutely trusted, because they were Riders and because they were good.

Then there were Senneth and Kirra—different from all other women in his experience.

“I think you’re right. You shouldn’t try to find yourself a girl,” Cammon said. He was laughing again. “Just stay with your original story. Left a noble’s service and came here to look for work.”

“I think the stables will do, don’t you? Any reason I shouldn’t work with Delz?”

Cammon shook his head. “He seemed honest. Try not to intimidate him too much.”

Justin laughed. “Did I? All right, I’ll be friendlier.” He looked around the tavern, which was filling up even more as they sat there. A group of seven men settled at the last empty table, situated just inches away from theirs. “Not too friendly, though. I’m supposed to be surly.”

“I think you can pull it off,” Cammon said.

Justin laughed again, but a few minutes later they were arguing, loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. “I’m just telling you that if you would offer him an apology—” Cammon was trying to say, as Justin talked over him.

“I won’t say I’m sorry! I didn’t do anything to be ashamed of! A man has a right to stand up to another man even if he is a marlord from one of the Twelve Houses! Times are changing, my friend.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Justin nodded darkly. “You’ll see. The marlords think they own the world, think things are always going to go on like they have. But there are people who don’t want to be living on the sufferance of the Twelve Houses. They’re going to take what should have been theirs all along.”

Cammon slapped a hand on the table. “I am so tired of all your vague talk of war.”

“Well, it won’t be vague for long. You’ll see.”

“So—what? You’re just going to keep riding around Gillengaria, looking for other malcontents? Come home, Justin. This can all be worked out.”

“No, I won’t come home! You’ve been a good friend to me, but you don’t understand. I’ve left that life. You go on in the morning, but I’m staying here. Or I’ll find some other place. Someplace they’re not in fear of the Twelve Houses,” he added with a snarl.

Their quarrel had drawn the attention of the men at the adjoining tables, and from across the room, Justin could see the blond waitress watching them with a worried look. She didn’t seem to like loud, outspoken men. Good.

A patron sitting with the group of seven now leaned over to give Justin a nod and a serious look. “Plenty of men in Neft who aren’t afraid of the marlords,” he said. “This’d be a good place to settle down.”

“Well, if I can find work,” Justin said crossly.

“Always looking for men over at the convent,” one of his tablemates said. “Any good with a sword?”

“I can fight some,” Justin said. “But I just left one civil guard. Don’t feel like shackling myself to a captain again anytime soon.”

“Other work to be had in Neft,” the first man said. “Good place to be—if war really does come.”

Justin lifted his glass in a toast. “Oh, it’ll come,” he said. “About time, too.”

The other men raised their glasses and drank in agreement, then turned back to their own conversation. Justin caught Cammon’s eye and nodded infinitesimally. That had been just enough. Any more ranting would draw too much attention. He just wanted to have a story in place, a persona that had been shaped from the very first moment he rode into town, in case anyone seemed interested in him later and started investigating. He stood, tossing coins to the table, and turned to go, Cammon right behind him. Then he paused and turned back to the table of seven men.

“So, if I’m going to stay a few days,” he said, with studied disinterest, pretending he didn’t care. “Where would be a good place to put up? Honest place, not too expensive, but clean.”

“Harry’s got rooms by the week at his place,” said one of the men at the table, and his companions all murmured agreement.

“Left as you walk out the door, then not but a quarter mile from here,” someone else directed. “Two-and-a-half stories. Easy to find.”

“Appreciate it,” Justin said, nodding again, and walked out the door.

They found Harry’s with no trouble, and Justin haggled just loud enough and long enough to convince anyone who might be listening that he didn’t have much money but did intend to stay awhile. Eventually, they agreed on the attic bedroom, Justin to take care of all his own needs, and a weekly bath thrown in. When they climbed to the third floor, they found two narrow, lumpy beds, a window that wouldn’t open, and severely slanted rooflines that allowed Justin to stand only in the very center of the room.

“Well, you definitely don’t want to be courting a woman if this is the place you’d be bringing her back to,” Cammon said.

“Slept in worse,” Justin said, slinging his travel pack onto one of the beds. He’d left the bulk of his possessions with his horse at Delz’s stables. “So have you.”

“And will again,” Cammon agreed, stretching out on the other bed. “So what will you do tomorrow?”

“Go back to Delz. Take his job. Spend a couple of days in the city looking around, trying to see if there’s any activity. I want to be in place a few days before I go off roving toward the convent. I don’t want to make people suspicious.”

“How long are you going to be here?”

Justin shrugged, irritable again. “Senneth thinks a couple of months. I don’t know. I suppose till they call me home.”

“Maybe I can come back and visit in a few weeks.”

“That’d be good. Tayse said he’d send messengers now and then so I can give him news. Maybe he meant he’d send you.”

Cammon sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. His odd eyes were alight with excitement. “I know. You can try to send me information. See if I can pick up on it all the way in Ghosenhall.”

Justin laughed in disbelief. “And do you think you can?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I knew something was wrong with Senneth the other day, and I was worried, but she’d only turned her ankle.”

“And you were both in Ghosenhall,” Justin reminded him. “Not hundreds of miles apart. Besides, what kind of information do you think I could send you? Details about troop movements? Names of nobles who’ve come to visit Coralinda Gisseltess? You can’t pick up on anything so specific, can you?”

“I don’t think so,” Cammon said regretfully. “But you could try.”

Justin rolled his eyes. “All right. I’ll try. If I remember. We’ll see how good you really are.”

They talked awhile longer, but they were both tired, and these were the first real beds—however uncomfortable—that they’d had for more than a week. So it wasn’t long before they both started yawning, then dropped off to sleep.

In the morning, they shared a quick breakfast and headed to the stables. Cammon was gone with a cheerful wave, and Justin was left moody and alone.

Well, alone except for Delz. “So did you give any thought to taking a job here?” the stableman asked.

Justin nodded and said, “Sign me up.”

He was here, and he would do his best, because that was what Tayse expected of him, but he couldn’t bring himself to be happy about his circumstances. What was a Rider without Riders at his back? There was nothing for him in Neft. He would endure his sentence of separation, but he would find it an entirely joyless time.
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