
        
            
                
            
        

    


Lhind the Thief



Sample Chapters



Sherwood Smith








[image: Book View Cafe]




www.bookviewcafe.com



Book View Café Edition

August 20, 2013


ISBN: 978-1-61138-292-1


Copyright © 2013 Sherwood Smith





ONE


“Stop the thief! Robber!”



A couple of stones thumped me in the back.



I enjoyed the angry bellows until my pursuers got close
enough to hit me. The stones made me tuck my head down and run faster.



The street narrowed ahead. I scrambled around the corner of
a dingy, crack-walled house, scattering poultry in a cackling wake, and found
myself in a closed courtyard, high fences joining the three cottages that
opened onto the court.



The closest fence stood about twelve finger-spreads high,
made of thin, weather-beaten slats nailed together with warped rails. I risked
a leap to the top, balancing on my toes, and from there another leap to the
tiled roof of a cottage, crouching down as the first of the chasers bounded
into the courtyard.



They stopped, confused to find the court empty, until those
following behind ran smash into them. The hunt became a pushing, shoving crowd,
everyone bellowing and nobody listening. I had to bury my mouth in the crook of
my arm to smother my laughter. Then I raised my other palm and shimmered an
image of myself disappearing over the fence on the opposite side of the
courtyard.



“There,” the blustering bully in the lemon-yellow smock
howled, pointing in the direction of my shimmer. “He’s crawled up the curst
fence like a curst fly!”



“Around, you slow-footed slugs,” someone in back yelled as
Yellow Smock scowled up at the fence. Would he actually climb? I hoped he’d
try, and bring the entire dilapidated rampart down.



One of the warped, iron-reinforced doors opened and a brawny
woman appeared, a carving knife gripped in one of her mighty fists. “You’re
trespassing,” she snarled. “Git!”



As quickly as they had gathered the mob scattered again.



The shouts faded away. The woman cast one last squint-eyed
glare around the empty courtyard, then retreated inside and slammed the door.
Whump! went the inside bolt.



I patted my stomach, where I’d stuck Yellow Smock’s
moneybag, the week’s take from his so-called ‘protection’ service. That might
buy me a corner to sleep in, even if it turned out the local Thieves Guild
(which, I’d been warned by some young orphans who lived at the docks, was run
by the harbormaster) wouldn’t let me join.



Or maybe I ought to get something to eat first. I began the
climb down, wobbling because my head felt light, as if it was about to roll off
my shoulders and float away. Nothing but stale rain water, stolen from people’s
barrels, had passed my lips in nearly two days. No wonder Yellow Smock and his
gaggle had almost caught me.



Breathing deeply until I felt steady again, I reached the
filthy ground. And then, contemplating hot cakes with butter, I eased out into
the street.



I stepped wide to avoid a foul mess in the street , then
heard a scrape behind me, like boots against stone. A dark, heavy cloth flapped
down over my head.



I fought as hard as I could, but I had two unseen foes, and
both were stronger. I was thrown firmly to the ground. A knee thumped across my
back and both my wrists were dragged behind me, and tied. Then someone picked
me up, leaving the cloth still swathed around me, and I began to kick.



“Murder, he’s a scrapper.” The words were in a tongue I’d
never heard before, but as always I got the sense of it right away. The
speaker’s voice was that of a young man, caustic and unfamiliar. “Aren’t we in
enough trouble? Are you certain we have to do this?”



He was answered by a younger male voice—also completely
unfamiliar—in that same language: “I am bound by council rules.”



The caustic one muttered (with difficulty, as I was
struggling desperately), “You might allow another mage this pleasure.”



“A servant of Dhes-Andis perhaps?”



Just then I got a foot free, and kicked hard at empty air. Mages? I thought, distracted. These two
were definitely not Yellow Smock’s blood-lusting friends.



The younger voice now addressed me, this time in Chelan:
“Look you, boy. We have no quarrel with you. Stop fighting. We won’t hurt you.”



Naturally I fought harder. My toes walloped something soft.



“Oof!” someone snorted, and down I thumped onto the ground
again. This time two heavy knees held me flat, and someone wound more cord
around my feet and then around me and the sack, turning me into a kind of worm.
It was getting chokingly hard to breathe, which forced me to give up. For the
moment.



They held no further conversation for a seemly stretch. When
they stopped I was unloaded onto wood, judging from the muffled thunk. The
floor jounced as more thuds and knocks told me somebody else was climbing
aboard, then the conveyance gave a jerk. I heard the clopping of horse hooves.
I was in a cart, then.



The enemy started talking in low voices. Wrapped as I was in
that dratted sack, it was difficult to hear them.



Caustic-Voice said, “We really don’t need any extra
trouble.”



Light-Voice chuckled. “I have a plan . . .” And
his voice dropped too low to make out individual words.



Alarmed—and puzzled—I lay quietly, to wait, plan, and gather
my strength for the getaway.



A long time passed before the cart stopped. I heard a lot of
shouting, and other noise that I was unable to recognize, but I was left alone.
After another wait someone lifted me, and as I started to resist a voice said
close to my head, “I’d advise you not to move, lad, or we might drop you and
you’d drown.”



Drown? Was I at Stormborn Harbor? The thought of all that
water—and myself helpless in it—made me stiffen up, my heart thumping against
my ribs, until I was dumped once more on a wooden floor.



The next wait seemed to stretch for three forevers, and I
fell asleep. I woke up when someone began unwrapping the cord that bound the
sack around my body. The cords binding my wrists and ankles were left alone,
but at least that sack loosened, and someone pulled me up to a sitting position
and propped me against a wall. Then the sack was, at last, pulled from over my head.
Cool, tangy air ruffled across my hot face and I sucked it in gratefully,
blinking against tears caused by the brightness of the light coming through a
tiny, round window.



I shook my head, trying to clear my vision. Then I faced the
enemy, scowling from habit.



Two of them sat side by side, both on low chairs. They were
giving me as curious a scrutiny as I gave them, and for a moment no one spoke.
One was a tall, brown-faced young man with long, braided black hair and the
thin mustache of the warrior-lords west of the empire of Charas al Kherval. He
was definitely a noble, complete with device stitched on the breast of his dark
blue tunic, and both sword and knife at his belt. His long fingers sported
several rings which I priced mentally, and decided to pinch before I made my
escape. Fair exchange for being tied up and thrown in a sack when I hadn’t done
anything to them.



Because I hadn’t—I’d never seen them before.



The other was shorter and slighter than the warrior-lord,
fine brown hair just a shade or two darker than his flesh. It was tied back
with the plain black band used by servants or clerks. He wore a simple,
undecorated gray tunic, and no weapons. His only ornament was a ring of pitted,
rough silver worn on the little finger of his right hand; the bumps on the face
might have been age-worn, but the whole reminded me of something a bad prentice
might have made. It wouldn’t bring the price of two meals if I stole it.



This fellow had just begun to speak when the floor gave a
pitch. Since my wrists were still bound, I nearly lost my balance, catching
myself painfully on my elbow. The black-haired one grinned.



Then I realized why the floor had pitched: I was on board a
ship. A ship? I changed my scowl to a slit-eyed glare, and the black-haired
lord laughed. “Caught fairly, you are, young thief,” he said in Chelan.



I scowled so hard my brow began to hurt outside as well as
in.



He only laughed louder. “What a sight! And—are you sure you
want to do this, Hlanan?—what a smell.” He still spoke in Chelan, which meant
he wanted me to hear and understand.



The one in gray frowned as he looked up at the black-haired
Toad-brained Tick-Picker, then back at me. “Boy,” he said slowly and carefully,
“please believe we are not friends of that cross-looking man back in Tu Jhan.
But we saw an illusion cast, while you were hiding behind that house. You did
it, didn’t you?”



I was sorry that my scowl was already at its most terrible.



“Answer him,” the black-haired Son of a Scum-licker drawled.



“You got ale on the brain. Everyone knows no spell-casting’s
allowed in this land,” I sneered. “And if you were thinking of trying same,
they burn you for it in Thesreve.” Then, so they would not think I was afraid
of the threats of any Noble Pig-Wallowers, I spat on the floor in front of
them.



Well, tried. I was too thirsty to work up any spit, but I
gave it all my effort, knowing full well how rude a gesture it was.



The black-haired Night-Crawler reached down and gave me a
cuff on the side of the head. It wasn’t hard, but because I was sitting on a
ship with my hands tied, I lost my balance and thumped my head against the wall
with a hollow thok! that made him look surprised.



The other said “Rajanas,” in reproach.



The black-haired Molester of Slime-eaters Rajanas (I
memorized his name for adding to future curses) said, “I only meant to get his
attention. And to discourage fouling the deck.”



Hlanan said, “There’s no need. He’s obviously used to that
sort of treatment, and he’ll only mistrust us the longer.”



Rajanas the Stink in Man Form shrugged. “He’s a thief. Being
tough with a thief is the only way you’ll get any truth, instead of a lot more
insolence. But very well. As I said at the outset, this is your mistake. Permit
me to withdraw.” He still spoke in Chelan, and he addressed the other as an
equal, not as lord to servant.



He left, but not before I spat again, this time in his
direction. His laugh floated back as he shut the door.



Hlanan left his chair and came forward, sitting cross-legged
directly before me. He had wide-spaced brown eyes, and a thoughtful cast to his
expression.



“Boy, I give you my name. It is Hlanan Vosaga.” He said it
such a way that I suspected there was a part missing. Though I was not certain,
because I did not yet know his rhythms of speech, and also, naming can differ
from place to place. But his tone? That I knew. He wanted me to trust him. Hah!
“I want you to realize I mean you no harm. There are others who do. Who, if
they find someone like you who can cast illusions, enslave them to cast evil
illusions at their masters’ will.”



He waited expectantly. He’d been pleasant enough—for a
captor—so I decided to answer him. But not give him what he asked. “I’ve
managed to avoid the slavers for many years. And there are ways and ways of
cheating a person.”



“I trusted you with my name.”



“Then you are a fool.”



He surprised me a second time by sitting back and blinking
at me, with no trace of anger in his face. I watched carefully, with no
expression—except the scowl—on mine.



“What do they call you?” he asked finally, in a more
cautious tone.



“My name is Lhind,” I sneered. “And don’t see any trust in
the telling. Enchantments on names don’t work unless . . .”



“. . . unless you’ve the cooperation of the
victim, however unwitting.”



As soon as those words were out I saw the real trap. I
jammed my teeth down on my lip in disgust. This is what I deserve for blabbing!
I, who had spent my life guarding my secrets, had blundered like any village
yokel first time in the city.



“Or, put another way,” he said with an interested air, “if
you expect to be enchanted, then you permit it. But there are not many who know
that. Who is your tutor?” His steady gaze searched my face as he waited. I just
glared back, unblinking.



He stood up. “Well. I can see you won’t talk to me at all
now. I want you to think over my words, and these. If you permit, I can help
you make a better life for yourself. Safer, too. Till you decide, I’m afraid I
must leave you tied up. Illusions cast aboard the yacht would be regrettable,
to say the least.” He gave me an apologetic smile, went out and shut the door.



I inspected the cord around my ankles. It was woven silk,
very thin and not uncomfortable, but unquestionably well tied. The knot looked
like a slip knot; if I pulled, it would tighten. The cord around my wrists felt
much the same. No chance of wriggling free. I needed a cutting edge.



I thought with disgust of the dagger in the waistband of my
knickers. It was right in front, just where I couldn’t possibly reach it. Remember this for the future, too, I told myself.



I looked around the little cabin for a substitute. Against
the far wall was a built-in bunk, and below it two cabinets, opposite a table
with three fine carved chairs. Above the table shelves had been fitted, whose
various objects were held in place by a carved guardrail.



I’d just finished my scrutiny when the door opened abruptly,
and in walked the Strutting Root-Mold Rajanas. I had just enough time to give
him a welcoming glower and to tense my muscles in readiness. He kicked the door
shut behind him, then reached down with that deceptive slowness to grab the
front of my tunic and straighten me up.



“I thought I’d better make the time to give you these words,
my foul-smelling little thief. Hlanan is a friend of mine—”



“Pity him,” I started.



He cuffed the side of my head. My cowl and hair were thick
enough to cushion any sting, but I yelled “Ow!” anyway.



“Shut up,” he said evenly. “He’s also tender-hearted and
idealistic to the point of rashness. I expect three things of you, and if you
comply you will be cut loose in the first harbor we come to, with a coin for
your pains. The first is: in the morning he will probably ask you where you
came from and how you came by your ability to cast illusions. You will tell
him. And when he offers to take you up and further train you, you will refuse.
I do not believe you learned that trick by accident, but whatever incompetent
fool of a sorcerer thought fit to teach the likes of you that spell is not
going to learn anything of Hlanan that can be used to harm him. Or if you have
escaped from your master then I do not intend to see you set free with any
information to sell to the nearest practitioner of the dark arts. Do you
understand me?”



He paused, and I tried to work up a good spit. He smiled
suddenly. “The third thing is: you will improve your manners from this moment
henceforth, or I will bestir myself to thrash some into you. Do you understand
that?”



I gave him my deadest stone-face. He stared at me out of
pale eyes, a paleness accentuated by his brown skin, and then, with that faint
smile, he turned away. “You may as well remain here for the night. You have
already rendered this cabin unfit for civilized company—” He smiled a little
wider as he opened the door “—and your presence would probably shock said
company right off my yacht.” Laughing softly, he shut the door.



I snorted. “You don’t frighten me, Offal-Faced Littermate of Skunks,” I shouted at the door. I
added a few more imprecations, then came the comforting thought that I’d had
fair warning. That gave me all night to concoct a plausible lie.



I pushed myself against the wall and stood up. My head was
light—though not nearly as empty as my belly—but I still managed to judge the
rhythm of the water under the ship and hop over to the little window over the
narrow table. Being somewhat short, I could just barely see through it, but
what I saw was enough to convince me I was indeed on a very fine yacht, with no
land in sight. A swim, then, was definitely out.



Not much of the yacht was in view: part of the gangway, along
which two people in splendid dress strolled slowly. Beyond the rails, the water
reflected sunset colors, and above marched a line of heavy clouds. Rain was
coming.



Fine. If a storm was due, I wasn’t going to spend it on the
floor just because I’d been put there. I reached the bunk in two hops and a
somersault dive. Glad to find my balance still good despite my dizziness and my
hair and tail being confined, I wriggled around until I was as comfortable as
those cords would allow—and then I sank into sleep.



Within an unknown stretch of time I woke up again, to find
the ship rolling and pitching. Outside the wind shrieked, and under me the wood
groaned like a live thing. My stomach lurched queasily, but I tightened it,
thinking, Quiet, gut. Not enough in you to make a
fuss. Curling up, I slid into more uneasy sleep, dreaming of
ghost-riders in the thunder.



Nothing happened to me, though—that is, nothing until my
door opened. I woke to see pale morning light slanting across Rajanas’s angry
face, and gleaming on the naked blade of the long knife in his hand.



TWO


Still hazy with sleep and hunger, I brought my feet up to
make a last try at defending myself.



“Hold still,” he said curtly, swatting my ankles aside. He
reached down and grabbed the neck of my tunic, then flung me over onto my face.



“The yacht seems to have become separated from the other
ships by the storm and the fog,” he said. “We’re about to be boarded by
pirates.”



He was interrupted by a long scream, followed by sudden
shouts and clangs of weapons. I tried to sit up.



“Even a little rat of a thief deserves a chance to fight for
its life,” he said grimly, shoved me back down again, and sawed quickly through
the silken cords binding me.



“Here.” He pressed the blade into my hand, then dashed
through the door. From outside came the sounds of cries and the clash of
weapons.



I jumped down from the bunk and shook my head, trying to get
my scattered wits to focus as I moved to the door. What do I do now?



Rajanas shouted a command, then he himself appeared a ways
down the deck, running toward a knot of struggling people as he pulled a sword
free of the sheath across his back. He turned his head and snapped more orders
at the sailors swarming up from below-deck.



I looked up. The air was thick with swirling mist, making it
hard to see the sails and rigging. Apprehension chilled me: this fog carried
the taint of magic. I shivered, looking again along the length of the yacht.
Most of the fighting I could see was going on at the front end of the ship,
beyond which I could just make out the outline of another ship.



At the main hatch a few steps from me, a pirate yanked hard
on a violently struggling woman half-wrapped in a cloak. He pulled her to the
deck, one hand on her arm, one scrabbling at her neck. She flung away the cloak
and something gleamed in her hand. The pirate struck at her. She whirled out of
his grasp and stabbed him in the side. He stumbled away, howling, then more
figures appeared, everyone fighting furiously.



I crept out. The deck was wet, cold, and slippery beneath my
bare feet; forward, all the fighters were having a hard time keeping their
footing as high waves splashed down one side of the yacht, foaming over the
rails.



I leaped to the ropes leading upward, and when the yacht
rolled away, I slung myself onto the masthead.



Now I could see more of the deck, through the rigging and
the forward storm-sails.



A cloud of fog thinned momentarily, revealing individuals
more clearly. I picked out Hlanan and Rajanas fighting against several pirates
wearing scarlet tunics slashed up the side, with black trousers and shirts
beneath. My throat dried. Those scarlet tunics were worn only by the Skull
Fleet, one of the worst pirate federations plaguing the entire Azure seacoast.
I had crossed them twice before—which was two more times than anyone needed to
encounter the likes of them.



Think, I told myself,
shaking my head again. I knew these pirates would not stop fighting until
everyone was dead, unless someone was worth a great deal of ransom money.



I could make a shimmer. But how would a mere illusion help?



Rajanas’s voice came back to me: “The yacht was separated
from the other ships . . .”



A shimmer might help if it’s
big enough, I thought, rubbing my clammy hands down my tunic. Well aware
of the penalty for trying magic in Thesreve, I hadn’t dared try anything but
small shimmers for a long time, ever since I’d crossed the border. Now, with
aching head and empty belly, was not the ideal time to try more magic, but I
did not seem to have any choice.



I tucked Rajanas’s heavy-bladed knife into my waistband and
raised both my hands, holding them palms out. I concentrated, whispering
magic-gathering commands that I seemed to have learned in dreams. I was
repeating words I did not understand, I only knew what they were capable of. As
I muttered the litany, I pulled all the magic to me until my hands tingled and
burned. When they began to pulse, I gathered the internal heat.



Sound! A horn—



A sudden, clear, low belling, like a hunting horn, rang out.
My head buzzed warningly, but pride surged in me. Sound magic was so difficult,
but I’d done it!



I threw all the rest of the power into the biggest shimmer I
had ever tried. Snap! The spell finished, my fingers tingled so hard they were
almost numb, but I watched in satisfaction as a black silhouette of a huge
three-master slid close and noiseless near the yacht.



I laughed for joy. It looked real, cutting menacingly
directly behind the stern of the yacht. Cries of fear and astonishment rose
from the front of the yacht.



I stretched my fingers out again.



This time my hands did go numb, and I knew I wouldn’t be
able to gather and hold this much magic but once more—if that.



Fear helped me concentrate. Snap! Weak sunlight glimmered
off half a hundred steel helmets, shields and drawn swords along the rail of my
ghost-ship. The fog swirled close, masking the lack of detail that I did not
have the power left to make.



But it was enough. My shimmers were aided by the pirates’
own fog.



The pirates shouted and howled with rage, anger, betrayal.



My arms were heavy, numbing fast. But something more was
needed.



I aimed my thumbs, and grappling lines snaked through the
air toward the yacht’s rails. My head pounded like twenty boulders had fallen
on it, but I kept my arms locked and still, my attention focused just beyond my
fingers. Then, with the last of my strength, I clapped—and a massive surge of
water rose up to give the yacht a single, heavy lurch, as though the lines had
snagged us and took hold.



An angry, raw-voiced command cut through the mist.



The pirates began to hack their way back toward their
vessel. I spotted Rajanas’s black head as he chased after, inviting death until
the last moment. I sent my three-master heeling against the wind in the
direction of the pirates, hoping the fog would cover the increasingly
indistinct lines. The grappling hooks winkled into oblivion.



A sudden, hoarse cheer rose behind me. The pirates had cast
off, and sail after sail billowed aboard their vessel as they began to run.



I let the shimmer fade into the fog, and as I released
control, all the soreness of my head and limbs settled on me. Get back to that
cabin! Pretend you were too scared to fight! I climbed back down the rigging.



When I dropped onto the deck, I was startled by a voice
inside my head.



Hrethan! It was a call
of recognition.



Who is that? I
thought in fear, and as the presence entered my mind again, I shouted “Get
out!” so loud I thought my skull would split. The voice and the presence
disappeared.



I grabbed at the rail, fighting against the worst headache
I’d ever had. Rajanas’s knife clattered down beside me. Long years of never
leaving a free weapon lying around made me bend instinctively to retrieve it.
When I tried to straighten up, the deck rose to meet my face, and I had to give
in to the dark fog that closed in on my thoughts.



o0o



When I woke I was stretched out on the bunk again. As I
turned my head the sharp twinge of sore muscles ran along my arms, and my
fingers twitched under my back. I was tied up again. A sigh of disgust escaped
me—then my gaze fell on Hlanan.



He knelt beside the bunk, watching me intently. Behind him
stood Rajanas, looking disheveled and tired, and next to him an unfamiliar,
bearded man. I smelled something pungent: mulled wine. At the thought of
anything wet and drinkable, I swallowed convulsively, and my tongue, which felt
like a long-dried-out stocking, moved thickly in my mouth.



“Want some?” Hlanan smiled encouragingly. “I hoped the aroma
might bring you around.”



He slid a hand behind my hood and lifted my head, then held
a cup to my lips. I tasted spicy hot wine. After a moment, vertigo faded and I
felt a little more awake. Unfortunately, I was also very thirsty.



“Can I have some water?” I croaked.



“You’re still thirsty?” Hlanan asked.



“It’s only been three days . . .” I began.



Hlanan’s dark eyes widened in surprise, and he gave a wince
of regret.



“Maybe four . . . five . . .”
I added in a pitiful voice, hoping to make him feel worse.



Instead his lips tightened. A smile? The quirk of his
eyelids gave him away as he turned to the bearded man. “Captain Hucharwe, may
I—”



A gruff voice from the captain: “I’ll attend to it, Scribe.”



Silence fell, and I shut my eyes, remembering that voice
inside my head. Hrethan. I knew that word,
but it, like the magic words, were buried in my past, difficult to retrieve
except in shards of images, sounds. Once in a while a familiar smell.



Trying to think made my head feel worse. I opened my eyes as
the hand slid behind me again, and this time I tasted water. Ahhh! I sucked it
up until I couldn’t breathe.



“Halt a moment, Lhind,” Hlanan said. “Not too much at once.”



Behind him I heard a noise of disgust—from a female. I
opened my eyes again, to see the cabin crowded with several unfamiliar faces.
One of them was a young woman with a beautifully shaped but sulky mouth. Her
oval face was framed by a coronet of jewels bound into her curling yellow hair.
She was dressed in beribboned peach and green silk, embroidered with gold—a
gown more gorgeous than any I had ever seen in Tu Jhan, and her face was rigid
with distaste, her chin lifted with assured arrogance, as she stared at me.
Here was someone used to everyone else getting out of her way.



At her shoulder stood another young woman, with a pug nose
in the middle of a round, smiling face. Her wide-set eyes were grayish-brown,
and a coronet of reddish-brown hair framed her face. This was the one I’d seen
fighting with a knife. Her air reminded me a little of Hlanan, that steady,
intent gaze with the slightest tilt of head, conveying an air of question.



“Where did this creature come from?” the yellow-haired
beauty said in one of the Southern languages. “Is this your idea of a little
jape at our expense, Alezand?” She turned a sulky shoulder toward Rajanas.



He said, “He’s a thief we saw in Tu Jhan. It seems he
followed us aboard, and stowed away.”



Stowed away? Indignant, I tried to rise, but the headache
hammered me, and I fell back. The pug nosed woman pressed a gentle but firm
hand against my shoulder, as if to stay me. Or protect me.



The doorway darkened, and a tall figure appeared, handsomer
than the statue of King Bessemar the Just in Dunleth’s capital. His long,
ruddy-tinged blond hair lay waving on broad shoulders exquisitely molded in his
velvet tunic of darkest midnight blue, edged with gold. His thin brows rose as
everyone fell back, save Rajanas, and the lazy eyes turned my way.



Then the slack, bored expression hardened into disgust. He
turned to the pouting princess. “Really, Kressanthe? You really want to be in
the same breathing space with this noisome creature?”



“I want to know if that disgusting stowaway somehow got
those pirates after us,” Kressanthe demanded.



“Throw the worthless offal overboard, then you need worry
yourselves no further,” Prince Copper-Hair drawled.



“Since stowaways usually risk their lives to hide from
danger, I am going to assume that he would not summon it, even had he the
means,” Rajanas said ironically. “You’ll have to seek some other cause,
Kressanthe.”



“I’m already bored to death. Kressanthe?” Prince
Beautiful-but-Evil lifted a velvet-molded, perfect shoulder, and left.



As the golden-haired princess hovered uncertainly, Rajanas
said, “Of your courtesy, Kressanthe and Thianra, we would like to question our
little thief, and I think it would be best if fewer people were present. The
rest of you,” he raised his voice slightly as he looked at the sailors crowding
at the door, “have things to do, have you not?”



With a shuffling of feet and a whispering of skirts, the
crowd dispersed. Then Rajanas shut the door and stood with his back to it.



“Stowaway?” I demanded. “Really? That is such a lie it hurts!”



“I’m very sorry about the lie. And the ropes, Lhind. These
things are a backhanded turn for your saving us as you did, but the method you
used has made us very uneasy,” Hlanan said seriously. “Lhind, we need to talk
about that magic.”



“Wasn’t me,” I said the first thing I could think of.



“It was the pirates, of course,” Rajanas murmured, smiling
faintly.



Hlanan gave him a quick look, and Rajanas half-raised a
hand, a gesture meaning he’d stay quiet. Hlanan turned back to study my face,
which by now I had squinched into my sourest grimace.



Hlanan said steadily, “Lhind, magic is exceedingly rare in
Thesreve. Any practitioners come from outside the country, and few dare to risk
the stake and fires of Thesrevan law by practicing magic openly. Most of them
are there for a reason just as deadly—to act as spies, for powers such as
Dhes-Andis in the West. I promise I will not give you over to Thesrevan
authorities. Indeed, we are past the border now. But I must know who your tutor
is. That illusion was too large and complicated for most sorcerers’ prentices. I wasn’t able to construct anything suitable, and
you can believe I was trying.”



It was obvious they would not believe continued denials. So
I muttered in my most grudging voice, “Wasn’t any tutor.” That much was the
truth. But then, to protect myself, I added a lie, “I stole that spell.”



“What?” Hlanan exclaimed.



“A good thief can steal more than just money,” I pointed
out.



Hlanan sat back on his heels, looking at me in silent
amazement. Rajanas laughed softly.



Determined to ignore him henceforth, I gave Hlanan the story
I’d concocted before I fell asleep. “I was sitting on a roof over on the Street
of Doves. A lot of wealthy merchant folk live there, and the houses are close
together and easy to break into. Anyway, I was waiting for a jewelry-maker and
his wife to leave for a party. Their house was next to an inn.” I stopped.



“Yes, go on,” Hlanan urged.



“Some water first? Those long, dry six
days . . . No food for at least a week before
that . . . Then being jumped and tied up like a turkey for
market . . .” I said pitifully.



Rajanas rolled his eyes upward, but Hlanan’s brow puckered.
“I’m sorry, Lhind. Here’s the water.” He held the glass to my lips, but when I
was done drinking, he went right back to the topic. “So you were next to an
inn, in the Street of Doves. Please continue.”



“Was last summer. The attic window of the inn stood slightly
ajar. I heard voices. A man, talking about illusions. I didn’t really listen to
the side-talk, but I sure liked what the spell could do. So I shifted over, and
peeked in. He was talking to a sniveling fellow whose strength went into
growing, not brains, because by the time he stumbled through the words and
gestures, I had it all by heart. I thought it would be a great aid in getting
take for my friends. In the Thieves’ Guild. Who will be looking for me.”



Hlanan listened with an air of courtesy, but didn’t answer
any of these hints.



So I sighed, and continued my lie. “Anyway, that magic
tires you out so—and you have to be careful not to forget your surroundings.
But when I stole that spell, the harbormaster, who runs the Thieves’ Guild, you
know, was so happy with me I went back to the inn next day, but a family of
weavers was staying in the room. So I robbed the jeweler that day, instead.”



Hlanan listened without interrupting, his brown gaze never
wavering. When I stopped, I scowled again, hoping he’d believed me.



He didn’t look skeptical or even angry, but when he spoke
his words froze my gizzard: “I wish we could get you a bath, Lhind. I would
like to see what you really look like.”



“His looks might be just as repulsive as they are now, but
it’s bound to cure the smell,” Rajanas said, grinning. “How long have you been
wearing that cowl, boy? Since you first learned to walk?”



I snarled a couple of choice curses, adding heartfelt detail
when I saw Hlanan’s eyes narrow as he studied my cowl.



“We dare not spare the water until we find out where the storm
drove us, Lhind,” Hlanan said at last. “But you might enjoy it. Except, we
would have to get you some new clothes. I don’t think anything short of burning
will do for those you have, and we have no one aboard who’s small enough to
provide a rough fit—”



“Call those a fit?” Rajanas interrupted. “I’ve been
wondering why you weren’t able to steal something closer to your size. Those,
ah, knickers, look like they were last owned by that yellow-smocked bruiser you
robbed.”



“Easier to hide the take in,” I said disgustedly. “And if
you don’t like my smell it’s your problem! I didn’t ask to come on this ship.
Since I can’t abide your looks, why don’t you free me and we’ll both be happy?”



“Manners, boy,” Rajanas drawled, flashing a smile of
amusement. Him, I understood. Though neither of us had the least respect for
the other, he no longer saw me as a threat, nor did I see him as a threat.
Hlanan was far more unsettling because I didn’t understand him at all.



I snorted explosively.



“Why were you so reluctant to tell us how you got that
spell?” Hlanan asked, gentle but persistent.



“Because you already grabbed me against my will, for doing
nothing,” I said promptly. “I thought if I told you I stole that spell you’d
hand me right off to the mage-burners.”



“Would you like to learn more magic?” Hlanan asked, leaning
forward as if proximity would enable him to see inside my skull.



“No! One spell’s enough for me,” I said promptly, avoiding
that steady gaze. I looked down at the crust of the rotten onion that I had so
carefully smeared over my smock to help keep people at a distance. My stench,
made up of smears of the stinkiest foods and spices I could find (plus vintage
horse sweat when I sneaked into stables to catch some sleep) rubbed into my
unwashed clothes, was a work of art. “I just want to get back to the Guild.
They’ll be worried about what’s happened to me.”



“You mean, what’s happened to that purse you stole,” Rajanas
put in helpfully. “You still have it on you?”



I tensed, bringing my knees as close to my stomach as I could.



“Cease your fret,” Rajanas said, with a lazy wave of one
hand. “I haven’t any desire to put my hand near that clothing to find it. The
question was inspired by the repellent notion of having to sleep on a bag of
coins . . . but you probably have a number of other oddments
secreted in those garments as well, don’t you?”



I worked up another good grimace.



Rajanas’s smile flashed. “I never imagined housing a thief
would be so entertaining. Shall we risk turning him loose among the company, do
you think, Hlanan? Half of them have already seen him lying there on the deck
by the galley, and I mislike locking up someone who very probably saved our
lives.”



“If he’ll promise not to use the spell against the
passengers,” Hlanan said slowly. He frowned up at Rajanas, who met his look
with a faint shrug. Turning his gaze back to me, he added, “And Lhind. This is
even more important, and we must have your promise. To protect you, not just
us. I’ve told the others that it was I who managed that spell. It really would
be best if you did not mention you had magic.”



“Better add that he cannot rob them, either, at least until
we reach port. After that they can fend for themselves,” Rajanas said with a
dismissive flick of his fingers, and I understood that he didn’t particularly
care for all of his guests.



“I won’t,” I said, inwardly rubbing my hands. While I had no
interest in the reasons for Rajanas’s dislike, I wanted to find out who’d
earned his ire. These would be my targets. Also my
targets. He still owed me for grabbing me in the first place.



Hlanan gave me a grateful smile. “Good. I’ll feel much
better to see you free. Tell me, are you hungry?” He laughed. “Save your
breath! If that was not a look of sheer appetite then I’ve lost my wits
entirely. I’ll fetch you something right away.”



Rajanas stepped lazily away from the door and Hlanan
disappeared. For a long stretch he seemed to stare right through me, giving no
hint to whatever thoughts went on behind that bony face.



“How about untying me so I can eat,” I suggested with some
hostility after what seemed three forevers.



Rajanas blinked, his focus returning to the present. And to
me. “From the looks of you you’ve never used your hands to eat before,” he
commented, his tone amused as he pulled a thin-bladed dagger from the top of
his boot.



“Ha ha,” I snarled, turning my back on him. “Are you going
to keep your promise and turn me loose soon’s this bucket hits a port?” As soon
as I felt the cords ease I jerked my hands apart and rubbed my wrists through
my sleeves. My feet were free next, and I rubbed my ankles as well, enjoying
the faint disgust that curled his lip when he stared down at the mud flakes
that fell off my filthy feet.



“We shall see,” he said, straightening up. “Ah. Here comes
Hlanan. Watching you eat will probably be a spectacle I’d rather miss.” He
sauntered out.



I made a rude gesture at his retreating back, then followed
to the door, casting my gaze over what part of the yacht lay in immediate view.
I could not see much damage. This was surprising. The Skulls were famous for
destroying what they couldn’t steal, and they usually made quick work of their
victims by doing all at once.



That is, when they were attacking for their own purposes.
Some of their captains hired their ships and crews out from time to time when
normal pickings were lean. The lack of destruction pointed to the possibility
of either slaving or hostage-taking missions. Attacking ships belonging to
lords was a very risky business, and tended to cause the sort of thorough
revenge-seeking that only the rich relatives of lords could afford—unless one
of those relatives had hired the ship in the first place. Hostages? Or—?



Hlanan appeared, carefully bearing a tray. My eyes and nose
welcomed lentil-and-tomato soup, and two wheat-cakes, and a thick, creamy
pudding covering a fruit tart.



“Here you are,” he said, smiling. “I suggest you eat and
then sleep. You’ve earned it. We’ll talk more after you’ve rested.”



The way he carried the tray so carefully indicated he wasn’t
used to performing this task. The best way to get rid of nosy people, I’d
found, was insults. And the quickest insult was against status. “For a servant
you sure are slow,” I said as I picked up the soup bowl.



“Slow at what?” he asked, his tone inviting me to explain.



I slurped in the soup, partly because it was hot, but mostly
because slurping was supposed to be unmannerly.



“How am I slow, Lhind?” Hlanan asked again. “I’m trying to
learn.”



“Just slow,” I said in my surliest voice.



“I beg pardon,” Hlanan said, inclining his head. “How could
I forget? Six days without food!”



I didn’t like having my lies remembered. Safer not to talk
at all.



So I ignored him and concentrated on the food, which was
delicious. I ate as messily as I could without actually wasting any. That meant
making lots of noise, grunting, slurping, and snorting. When I dared a peek at
Hlanan, the smile was pronounced—he was enjoying my disgustingness! Flames of
Rue, how was I to get rid of this person?



“Go away!” I snapped.



“As soon as you are done,” he said gently, indicating the
tray.



At that point I was thumbing up crumbs. His gaze followed my
hand. Alarm thrilled through me—was my fuzz showing? No. I’d sewn my cuffs
tight to my wrists, and my fuzz was thin and sparse at my wrists. None showed,
especially under the coat of grime.



So I shoved the tray away so it almost fell. He caught it
up, the dishes sliding as the ship rolled the other way. Not a word of
annoyance, or even a flash of anger escaped him as he steadied the tray, one
elbow against the bulkhead. Then, timing his movement to the roll of the ship,
he got out the cabin door, and closed it gently behind him.



I didn’t bother to check and see if it was either locked or
warded. Exhausted, full for the first time in days, I stretched out on the
bunk.



I don’t remember falling into sleep.
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