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Diesa de Tyronmen struggled angrily against the shackles, tipping her head back to take a breath. She had complained time and again to her captors that the neck shackle was too small--a complaint that had fallen on deaf ears.

Oh well, Diesa thought grimly, it doesn't matter now.

In a few short minutes she would go on the auction block and whoever bought her would have to provide their own shackles, iron being as expensive as it was.

She closed her eyes against the glare of the winter sun and shivered in her thin tunic. The voices of the market crowd were loud in her throbbing head.

A head that wouldn't be throbbing, she reminded herself sourly, if you could only learn to keep your mouth shut.

Eight days of her constant complaining had at last driven the slave keeper to blows. The evidence, however, was well concealed under her thick, waist-length black hair. It wouldn't do to sell damaged goods.

"Up!" barked a heavy-set man, yanking her to her feet. He prodded her along past other slaves and up the three steps to the auction platform. Once there, he stripped off her tunic in one swift movement, leaving her nude on the platform. A gasp of surprise and embarrassment escaped her, but there was no escape, no place to go. She licked dry lips as her gaze traveled swiftly over those men seated at the buying table. She sized them up swiftly. A Kalaithen--he would be looking for boys. A human, big, ugly and old--he might be a problem. A brothel madam--she would want someone better endowed. A dwarf--he was already turning his eyes away in disinterest. A Diad--he was leering, obviously interested. Another human, younger, more pleasing to look at, but with a cold grin that sent shivers up Diesa's spine. And last, an elf--exquisitely beautiful, with fair skin, hair the color of summer sunshine and cold, gray eyes that appraised her thoughtfully.

The auctioneer brought his gavel down hard, startling Diesa, and the bidding began. It started low and Diesa cringed. Not only was it a blow to her ego, but it meant she could be forced to stand naked for a longer time, shivering in the cold air.

"Come now," the auctioneer whined. "Surely we can do better than fifty yemmocks! She's a fine young specimen with only seventeen years behind her, worthy of any brothel."

"She'd have to grow some knobbies first!" a man's cry came.

Laughter erupted and Diesa flamed red. She knew her breasts were small. But that's the way her body was--small, tight and wiry. Still, it did not give him the right to draw attention to it. She lifted her chin defiantly, suddenly determined not to let the men see how terrified she was, how close to tears, to defeat. But the auctioneer's next words nearly broke her willpower.

"She's part dryad," the auctioneer admitted, "but the other half is all Crayoven. Crayoven! Think of it!"

It was a bold lie, meant to raise the bids. Crayoven! The word stuck in Diesa's mind like poison. To even suggest she could be part of such a sexually deviant race of people brought the taste of bile to the back of her throat. She shuddered and forced herself to look at the buyers.

"One hundred yemmocks!" the madam offered, her heavily painted eyes squinting at Diesa. "Based on trial."

"One hundred fifty, no trial," the young human countered.

"One hundred eighty." The elf's offer was not loud, though it rang clearly.

Oh Gods, Diesa thought. Not the elf. Please, not the elf. She knew his kind. Her clan had told her all about them. How they cared for none but themselves, how they considered humans beneath them, how they could claim a heart with their words, a soul with their touch. But not mine! she thought wildly. She would lose her soul to no one, certainly not someone who was not even human. Nor would she be owned by anyone, least of all an arrogant, narcissistic elf. Her gaze settled on him and their eyes met. The corners of his perfectly formed lips turned up just slightly, although his gray eyes remained cold and aloof. Diesa could not look away, and felt her heart hammering against her ribs. He was beautiful! Painfully beautiful. You'll make me love you and give me nothing in return. Nothing but aching emptiness.

::And you know this?:: His voice came clearly in her mind, startling her.

The Diad bid two hundred.

Quickly, Diesa brought up her shields to keep the elf's magic out.

The elf's smile grew, as if intrigued. "Two fifty," he called.

No, she cried. Not him. Please, let someone else...

"Two seventy five!" The young, attractive human was back in the bidding.

::You'd rather go to him?:: The elf broke through Diesa's shields easily.

Diesa's gaze shifted momentarily to the human. It wasn't hard to imagine what he wanted with her. Anger snuffed out her fear. That was all men ever wanted. To use a woman for their own pleasure, to humiliate and torment them. The elf would be no better, but he would control her mind as well as her body. She glared at him. ::At least his pain would only be physical. That I could live with.::  

"Three hundred," the elf said.

Diesa stared in disbelief. ::I hate you! You know that!::

::Why?:: His question was curious, as the human once more raised the bid.

::You come into my mind without asking. That's the way with your kind. With all men! They take what does not belong to them and then discard it like trash. Get out of my head!:: Diesa strained with all of her psychic power to reform her shields.

The elf's smile grew. "Four hundred."

::No!:: Diesa shrieked mentally. ::You'll take my mind first, then my heart! I can't stand it!:: Her gaze went to the young human who had been countering the elf's bids. Please, she begged, willing her thoughts to him. Please.

The young man shifted uncomfortably, his face wrinkling into a hard frown. "Four twenty five," he called hesitantly, as if the words had been forced from him.

The elf smiled fully, his gray eyes sparkling with surprise. "Six hundred!"

A gasp went up from the crowd, followed by a heavy, disbelieving silence. The auctioneer regained his senses quickly, slammed the gavel down upon the bidding block and jabbed a finger at the elf. "Sold!" he cried.

"No." The word escaped her in a whisper, and she sagged in defeat as the guard dragged her from the platform. She was barely aware of the elf heading her way, but as he drew up beside her, she stiffened, then watched the gold coins fall from his long, graceful fingers into the dirty, outstretched palm of her captor. Each gold coin sealed her fate.

The collar shackle suddenly became too tight to bear and she clawed at it with desperate fingers, her breath caught in a throat gone dry. The elf motioned to the metal, a grimace of distaste on his face. "Remove that at once," he ordered.

The gaoler twisted the key in the lock, and the shackle fell away, landing at Diesa's bare feet with a heavy thud. Her gaze traveled with it, and even though she knew it to be gone, her throat remained tight and closed. Tears fogged her vision and she rapidly blinked them away. The shackles she now wore were of a different kind, invisible to the eye, yet more powerful than those of any metal. She was a slave. She jumped as the elf shoved her tunic into her hands.

"Dress," he said firmly and when she had, he caught at her chin, lifting her face upward. He stared at her for a long moment, his gaze burning into her mind. She could feel him there, taking up residence, gathering information, but she had no strength left to shut him out. He would take what he wanted when he wanted it. She trembled and he released her.

"Come." He turned and strode off through the throngs of people. Diesa followed numbly, mind whirling. Several times she lost sight of him and, once, she even entertained notions of simply slipping away into the market crowds. The idea was disposed of quickly as the elf sent a quick stab of pain through her with his magic. It was almost as if he were her parent, hurrying her along with a sharp pat to the backside. She hurried to catch up, anger burning in her gut. She hated being owned, but more than that, she hated being treated as a child or a....a pet. Well, he would soon learn--she would be no one's pet. She found the elf near the back wall of an inn, a young boy beside him.

She appraised the youth. He was as fair as she was dark, of a slight, though muscular build, and not much older than she. His blue eyes traveled over her in a quick appraisal.

"This is Kittellan," the elf said. "He is my swordsman. Kittellan, this is Diesa. She will prepare our meals, see to our clothing and satisfy your human needs."

Diesa gasped, embarrassment flushing her face. Kittellan looked just as startled, and, to Deisa's way of thinking, actually seemed appalled at the very thought. Furious, she whirled on the elf, ready to protest, but the look in his eyes stopped her. He continued, "I have secured a room. Follow me." He turned and strode away, never once looking back at his charges. They followed obediently.

It was blessedly warm inside the inn, and Diesa suddenly realized how cold she'd been. But then, eight days with nothing between her and the winter winds except the light tunic she wore had hardened her to the cold. It had become like everything else on that grim trek from her ravaged homeland--a test of endurance and her dryad powers.

The elf led them to a room. Inside, a large bathtub full of steaming water stood against one wall. A fire roared in the hearth, and two sets of clean clothes lay on the single bed; serviceable clothes--heavy woolen tunics and hose, leather boots and hooded cloaks. Diesa took it all in in a heartbeat, before her gaze returned to the elf.

"I will be back in an hour," the elf said. "I expect you to bathe and dress before I return. And wash your hair. I am not fond of lice."

Diesa clenched her jaw, humiliation once more driving her tongue. "And I am not fond of being ordered about," she seethed.

The elf's cold gaze locked on her, and she brought her shields to bear, tensing, waiting for punishment. But it did not come. Instead, the elf smiled, though there was no warmth in it. "My name is Scanlon," he said, his gaze hard on her. "You will both address me as M'Lord or Sir." He turned toward the door. "One hour. Be ready." He pulled the door shut firmly behind him.

Diesa glanced at Kittellan. At least Scanlon's words had cleared up one question. Kittellan was as much a slave as she was. Her gaze traveled to the bath. "Will you go first or shall I?" She fought to keep the tremor from her voice.

Kittellan gestured at the tub. "Please, by all means, ladies first." He sounded as nervous as she felt.

"Your back, then," she said, and when he had turned, she quickly shed her slave tunic and slid into the water. She had not bathed for at least two weeks--eight days shackled like some animal and six days before that, wandering hopelessly through a land gone dead, destroyed in a fierce battle between opposing warlords. Everyone and everything she had known was gone, perished in the raging fires that had consumed her beloved forest.

Tears stung her eyes, and she let the water close over her head. Why was I allowed to live? she wailed to herself. It would have been far less painful to burn as the forest had burned, to offer herself up to the Gods and their will. Perhaps she still could. She had only to breathe now, beneath the water, and her life would end. It would be so simple. She closed her eyes, steeling herself against the panic of self-preservation. So simple.

Sudden pain flared through her scalp as Kittellan hauled her from the tub by her hair. "Are you mad?" he cried. She gasped and struggled free of him to collapse in a puddle of water on the floor. "Fool!" he spat and tossed a towel at her.

Diesa came to her feet, trembling with rage. She reached for her magic, magic that would send this human into spasms of agony, and found it blocked by Scanlon. Fury swelled in her, a growl escaped her lips, and she swung her fist with all the strength she had left. It caught Kittellan soundly on the cheek. He reeled, surprised and in obvious pain. His reaction was swift. He picked her up and threw her onto the bed. She rolled, expecting to feel his weight upon her. Instead, he peeled off his dirty clothes and plunged into the tub, sinking beneath the water, ignoring her completely.

Diesa watched in disbelief as he resurfaced and began to wash vigorously. Slowly she reclaimed her towel, dried and dressed, aware as she did so that Kittellan never once looked at her. With a scowl, she sank down on the wooden floor out of his sight, her back against the bed. She heard him leave the tub, and rummage about. Several moments later he rounded the bed, fully dressed and drying his hair. For the first time, Diesa really looked at him.

He was remarkably handsome. His blond hair was long and curly, framing a V-shaped face with a sharp, pointed chin, a full mouth, delicate nose, and wide, innocent blue eyes. Diesa felt homely by comparison. She with her slightly round face, blunt features, dark skin and pale green eyes, all offset by the black hair that spiraled in tight, wet ringlets to her waist; hair that seemed too thick and heavy for such a small frame.

"Scanlon left a brush," Kittellan said. "I suggest you use it."

Anger flared through her at his tone. He was no more than she, a slave, and she resented him ordering her around. Still, she rose and snatched the brush from the table. She watched Kittellan from the corner of her eyes, as she fought to draw the brush through her hair. His brush moved easily through his hair, tempering the curls into soft waves and bringing out a shine, while her hair seemed to have a will of its own, wrapping and tangling about the brush. She jerked against it, pulling fiercely, each tug of pain only increasing her anger.

"Here." Kittellan caught her hand and removed the brush with one easy movement.

"I can do it myself!" Diesa snapped.

"Be quiet and turn around!" he ordered. "Scanlon will be back any moment and we'd better be ready." He spun her around, quickly and expertly brushed out her hair and plaited it into one heavy braid, tying the end with a thin strip of leather he found on the table.

His touch was incredibly gentle and soothing and, in spite of her anger, Diesa relaxed. She was tired, so very tired. Her eyelids drooped and her shoulders sagged. All she could think of was collapsing on the bed for a good long sleep.

"No time for rest," Kittellan said, jolting her back to the fore. He set the brush down and turned to the tub. "We'd better get this water cleaned up."

Diesa looked at the puddle. It surprised her when Kittellan began mopping it up instead of simply ordering her to do so. Chewing thoughtfully on the inside of her cheek, she joined him. In moments the floor was dry, the towels hung over the back of a chair, the bed straightened and the dirty garments heaped in a pile. Diesa glanced at Kittellan. The large red spot on his cheek would be a hideous bruise by tomorrow. Remorse crept in, and Diesa winced.

"Kittellan," she murmured. "I'm...I'm sorry I hit you. I had no right to vent my anger on you."

He grimaced and opened his mouth as if to speak but at that moment the door opened and Scanlon stepped into the room. He had a large burlap bag in one hand, and a sword and leather scabbard in the other. His steely gray gaze swept over the room and the two before him. Slowly, silently, he closed the door and put his purchases on the table, his gaze never leaving Diesa.

Without looking at the boy, Scanlon addressed him. "What happened to your face?"

Kittellan answered steadily, calmly. "A fall getting into the tub, M'Lord."

Diesa caught her breath. The elf watched her a moment longer, then turned away. She shot a glance at Kittellan, but he ignored her.

"I have brought you something," Scanlon said, opening the bag. He dumped the contents onto the table. Rolled packs, blankets, waterskins, tin mugs and eating utensils tumbled out--two of each. In addition, there were medical supplies, a digging spade, and a fine dagger in a leather sheath. The latter was handed to Diesa, the sword to Kittellan.

"Prepare your packs and join me in the dining hall," Scanlon ordered. "Twenty minutes."

"Where are we going?" Diesa asked, looking over the items. Scanlon eyed her with raised eyebrow, and she glared back defiantly. She had not addressed him as M'Lord or Sir, nor did she intend to. She would not accept her position as slave and he could not make her.

::Can't I?:: he asked and the tone was so incredibly aloof that she actually flinched. ::We shall see.:: He studied her for a moment longer, then spun on his heel and strode from the room, closing the door behind him.

Diesa stared at the door for a long moment, puzzlement furrowing her brow. She had read something there, something in Scanlon's anger; as if he were questioning his own ability to bend her to his will. And if there was a hesitation on his part, that would be her advantage, small though it might be. She shook her head and turned to Kittellan. "Are you trying to get yourself punished? He knows what happened. He can read my mind."

Kittellan stared at her, obviously startled. "You could have said the truth."

"Aye, I could have. And brought his wrath down on me at once," she replied. Her voice softened. "I'm sure I'll pay later, Kittellan, but thank you."

He said nothing further about it but divided the articles on the table. They finished with the packs and Diesa drew the dagger from its sheath. It was a fine blade, well balanced and sharpened to a wicked edge. She looked at it thoughtfully. "He buys us as slaves, outfits us as brethren, and arms us as comrades." She brought her gaze up to Kittellan's face. "We'll be traveling, that's certain. But to where and for what purpose? What do you suppose our future holds?"

"I couldn't say," Kittellan returned. "But it may be a short one if we're late to supper."

Diesa sighed and followed him downstairs. Scanlon had already ordered. Large bowls of steaming vegetable stew waited, along with fresh bread still warm from the oven, butter and honey to spread, and some sort of custard-like dessert. A carafe of wine stood nearly full, only Scanlon's serving gone.

Diesa stared at the food in disbelief. She had never seen such a feast and couldn't believe Scanlon would order such for mere slaves. Her stomach reminded her audibly how long it had been since she had eaten anything at all, and she slid onto the bench next to Kittellan, her mouth already watering in anticipation.

"By your leave, M'Lord?" Kittellan asked politely.

Scanlon nodded and Kittellan attacked his soup, obviously just as famished as Diesa was. She hesitated, then drew a deep breath, and followed Kittellan's example. "By your leave, M'Lord?" she asked, although the words left a bitter taste in her mouth.

Instead of nodding, Scanlon studied her. ::The truth?:: Scanlon's voice came into her mind.

Diesa frowned, confused. It took her a moment to figure out what the elf wanted. She licked dry lips. "I hit him," she said.

Kittellan stopped in mid-bite, his gaze darting from Diesa to Scanlon and back. The elf shot him a glance and the boy warily resumed eating.

::Continue,:: Scanlon ordered Diesa.

::He--::

::Aloud,:: Scanlon interrupted.

Diesa drew a deep breath, humiliation and fatigue driving her tongue, stilling any caution. "I tried to drown myself and he stopped me!" she snapped. "I didn't want him to!" Tears of rage leapt to her eyes and she forced them back. "And I will try again and again to take my life," she went on, her voice thick and shaky. "I should have died weeks ago. My own stubborn stupidity has kept me alive. But no more, Scanlon. You may own my body, invade my mind, but you'll not corner my soul. I will not be owned by you or anyone else!" Her tears spilled over, running down her cheeks to fall soundlessly on her tunic. She closed her eyes, trembling, but Scanlon's words brought them open again.

"Too late," he said quietly. "I do own you. You may eat."

Anger replaced her despair, and she brushed the tears from her face. "I seem to have lost my appetite, M'Lord," she seethed, unable to stop the sarcastic bite on the last word.

Anger flitted across the elf's face. "Then find it," he said curtly.

Diesa stared at him, but was no match for his cold glare. She snatched up the spoon and ate the stew without tasting it, then gulped two glasses of wine in rapid succession, feeling it go immediately to her head. She didn't care and would have downed a third but that Scanlon stopped her, his smooth, cool hand overlaying hers on the carafe. She felt a tingle shoot through her at the touch. Her breath rushed from her and she reeled dizzily, jerking her hand away.

"Kittellan," Scanlon said. "Take Diesa to your room. I will awaken you in the morning when it's time to go."

"Yes, M'Lord." Kittellan rose, pulled Diesa to her feet and half dragged, half carried her upstairs to their room where he lowered her onto the bed.

Diesa watched him through eyes blurry with drink. "And what now, Kittellan?" she murmured. "Scanlon bought me as much for you as for himself."

Kittellan grimaced. "Then he made a poor purchase."

Diesa sat up, the words stinging. Anger tried to take hold, met with the wine and turned into self-pity. "Am I that awful? That pathetic to behold?" She rose, stripped off her tunic and regarded her half-naked body in the mirror, the drink banishing any embarrassment. "Seventeen," she murmured. "Seventeen, and I look as though I've not seen my tenth year." She frowned at herself. "It's no wonder no one wanted me."

"The bidding sounded good to me," Kittellan replied, dropping into a chair before the fire. He looked at her steadily but his gaze was not on her body, only her face. "Are you indeed Crayoven?"

Diesa studied him for a long moment. "Would that please you?" she finally asked.

Kittellan shrugged. "It wouldn't matter, except that I would be more wary of where I chose to sleep."

Diesa laughed lightly, though it was without mirth. "So, the sexually deviant are not your type? No, I am not Crayoven. I am dryad. At least, partially."

"Ah, that's why Scanlon can read your thoughts then?"

Diesa nodded, returning to her self-appraisal. She could see Kittellan's reflection in the mirror beside hers. If Scanlon was perfect, Kittellan was next to it. She belonged to him, yet clearly he did not want her. Her self-pity grew to self-loathing and she spun, gained the bed and huddled under the heavy blankets, cursing her own conflicting emotions. Yet, she knew it would be her anger that would sustain her in the days ahead and she quietly drew it forth.
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Diesa woke with a thick tongue and a roaring head. But at least she was warm and dry--something she had not awakened to for quite some time. She glanced toward Kittellan. He was sprawled in the chair, his head thrown back, his mouth slightly open, gentle snores escaping. He looks like an angel, Diesa thought, but for the purple bruise across one cheek. A bruise given to him by the devil herself. She shuddered as old, painful memories came back to haunt her. She had been called many unkind words in her young life, but that perhaps hurt the worst--Devil Woman. Given to her because of her dark tresses, and her brilliant green eyes. Eyes some claimed were not normal, not God given, but given by a demon to one of his kind. She again shuddered, and rose, absently wondering what kept Kittellan in the chair and not sleeping in the bed beside her. Perhaps he was as wary of her looks as those in her own village had been.

Kittellan's blanket had slipped to the floor and she noticed he shivered in the cool air of the room. She reclaimed her tunic, slipped it on and crept toward the boy. Carefully, she retrieved his blanket and placed it over him. But before she could withdraw her hand, Kittellan's eyes snapped open. His hand shot out, gripping her wrist like a band of steel--like the manacles she had only just shed.

Momentarily frightened, Diesa fought to pull away from him, and as he came fully awake, he abruptly released her. She lost her balance, stumbled and fell hard against the fireplace. The large fieldstones bit into her back and she cried out, arching away, collapsing at Kittellan's feet. She fell forward against him as waves of pain assailed her spine, and nausea gnawed at her stomach.

The door to their room flew open and Scanlon burst inside, his fine face alarmed. When he saw Diesa with her head on Kittellan's lap, he stopped, clearly flustered. Diesa easily read his thoughts, though they sent color rushing to her cheeks. It was obvious he thought he'd interrupted some ritual of human lovemaking.

::I'm wrong?:: He seemed almost embarrassed to ask.

::How dare you?:: Diesa returned hotly, struggling to stand. She felt warm wetness on her back and knew she bled. Yet, her rage kept her on her feet. ::I am not a whore! Remember that, elf!::

Anger flashed across Scanlon's face and a swift jolt of magic swept through her. She gasped, stumbling backward. For a moment, no one moved, no one spoke. Then Diesa's stomach chose that moment to retaliate against the pain, her fear and the previous night's drink. She flung herself toward the tub and heaved several times into the now cold water, before sagging to the floor beside it. She gripped the edge of the tub, and trembling, pressed her forehead against the cold metal. She heard a sigh of irritation escape Scanlon, as he moved toward her. She shrank away, and he stopped.

"Kittellan, help her to bed," the elf ordered.

"No!" Diesa snapped. "I can get there on my own." She staggered to her feet, swaying dizzily.

"Kittellan!" Scanlon's voice was like the crack of a whip.

Kittellan leapt to Diesa's aid at once, helping her to the bed. He had her lie face down, then he gently peeled her tunic upward to reveal the wound. "It's not large, M'Lord," he stated. "I can wrap it easily."

Diesa felt a peculiar warmth surge through her, a warmth with Scanlon's touch behind it. The feeling was gone as quickly as it had come but her heart quickened in alarm. "You may proceed, Kittellan," the elf said. "When you are done, I expect both of you to join me downstairs for breakfast."

Diesa heard the door close and she exhaled sharply.

"I'm sorry," Kittellan said as he gathered some bandaging material from his pack. He returned to the bed and sat beside her. His hands were gentle, his voice comforting. "I startle easily from sleep."

"And why is that?" Diesa asked.

"To keep from being killed," he answered. "This will sting." He rubbed salve into the wound.

Diesa sucked in her breath, going stiff. When the brunt of the fiery pain had passed, she spoke. "You have a lordly presence. Were you a squire?"

"Your mind is quick," he replied, applying the dressing.

"And your knight? The House you served?"

"Gone. And I am left as wartime spoils." His voice was bitter. He finished his task and lowered her tunic, then sighed and helped her sit up. He went to the wardrobe and opened it.

"A fully trained squire is a commodity," Diesa said, watching him. "How is it you ended up at a slave auction?"

Kittellan paused, pulled out a clean tunic and hose from the wardrobe and brought them to her. Without missing a beat, he helped her to her feet, gently removed her blood-stained tunic and slipped the clean one into place. "My sexual preferences were not in line with the conquering House," he said bluntly as she pulled on the hose.

Diesa stared at him, shocked, then began to laugh. Kittellan went red, and whirled away from her.

"Oh, Kittellan," she cried, at once chagrined. "I didn't mean anything by it. I just find the situation amusing."

"The situation?" he seethed, turning on her.

"Scanlon doesn't know," she explained. "He thinks you should be quite pleased with me. How could he know that you'd rather have him?" She dissolved into giggles, while Kittellan stood red-faced and trembling with anger.

"And what of you?" he breathed. "You practically bed him with your eyes!"

Her laughter stopped abruptly. "That's not true! I despise him! I despise anyone who buys another person as if they were stock! But I especially despise elves and their arrogance. I won't..." She stopped, staring at him in disbelief, knowing in her heart he was right. But she wouldn't, couldn't, succumb to Scanlon. She placed one hand on Kittellan's arm. "Look what he's done! He puts himself before us so beautiful and perfect that our hearts cry out for him. We can't have him, so he gives us each other and we can't have that either." She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the sudden pain that tore through her.

"Diesa." Kittellan took her hands in his, sighed, and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. "Perhaps we can't be lovers as he intended, but we can still be friends."

Diesa opened her eyes, and looked up at him. "Friends, then, Kittellan," she murmured. "And let's play a game. Let him think we are lovers. It's the one thing we'll have that will be ours alone."

"But he can read your mind," Kittellan pointed out.

"Aye," she whispered and blushed. "But my thoughts of you are not so far from our deception. I am doubly cursed."

"I'm sorry," Kittellan whispered back, then turned toward the door. "We're late already. Scanlon will not be pleased."

They hurried down the stairs, each step jarringly painful to Diesa, and stepped into the dining hall. It was crowded and loud. Scanlon sat near the fire and, although he made no movement, Diesa knew he had seen them. They pressed through the crowd to join him. Two bowls of porridge and two mugs of tea awaited them.

"Sit," Scanlon commanded. "Eat."

Diesa took a spoonful of porridge and grimaced. It was cold and tasteless. She glanced at Kittellan, who had also downed a spoonful.

"When next I tell you to join me for breakfast you will be on time," Scanlon said, obviously annoyed. He glanced at the clock on the mantel, as if pressed for time. "Eat."

They said nothing, but gagged down the cold, sticky cereal as quickly as they could. Scanlon watched every bite, and when their tea, lukewarm at best, was gone, the elf rose.

"Go to your room and get your things," he instructed. "Meet me in front of the inn. And do not delay."

They exchanged quick glances and dashed upstairs. Kittellan quickly strapped on his sword and shouldered his pack before turning to Diesa. She had once more unsheathed her dagger and was examining it. It was sharp, deadly and efficient. Her hand trembled as she re-sheathed it and strapped it about her waist, wincing as the strap touched her wound. She shouldered her pack carefully and followed Kittellan back down the stairs and outside.

The air was cold, the wind brisk, and Diesa and Kittellan took a moment to don their heavy cloaks. Scanlon waited impatiently, two horses at his side. They were without saddles, and had only blankets and bridles, although packs were fastened across the back of one. That one was a gray-white gelding, the other a jet-black stallion, and Diesa thought how like her companions the animals were--both beautiful to behold and both beyond a mare's reach, for very different reasons.

Scanlon motioned Kittellan to the gelding, then grasped Diesa's arm as she followed the boy. "You will ride with me," he said. He swung astride the stallion, leaned down and pulled her up behind him in one easy movement. Startled, surprised at his strength, she took hold of his cloak. She caught Kittellan's eye and saw there--what? Sympathy? Envy? Longing? She quickly looked away as Scanlon turned his horse's head to the south. He gently urged it to a canter and to keep from being jostled off, Diesa was obliged to wrap her arms about Scanlon's waist.

Resignation coursed through her, mingling with pain as her pack bounced against her wounded back. They rode at a steady pace until noon and, when they finally stopped along a small, half-frozen stream amidst a grove of trees, Diesa slid from the stallion's back to walk out her stiffness. Kittellan saw to the horses, then brought the saddlebags to her, dropping them at her feet with a knowing glance. She knelt carefully, grimacing in pain, and opened the packs to prepare lunch. Scanlon leaned against a tree trunk and watched her. He offered no words, either verbally or mentally and Diesa was glad of the peace. Still, her hands shook under his penetrating gaze and the round of bread escaped her grip. It fell to the frozen ground and toppled into the stream.

With a gasp, she lunged forward and snatched it up but it was too late. The porous loaf had quickly absorbed the water and was soggy in her hands. She cringed, closed her eyes and waited for Scanlon to punish her. Instead, his response was cool, calm and annoyed.

"It appears we'll have just cheese and fruit for lunch."

Diesa dared a glance at his face but his gray eyes were impassive and unreadable. She carefully laid out the rest of the lunch without another mishap, leaving the soggy bread to the birds.

"M'Lord," Kittellan said when they had finished and repacked, "by your leave, I'd like to look at the wound on Diesa's back. I fear it may have bled through."

"You may examine it."

"It's of no consequence," Diesa said quietly, glaring at Kittellan. "It will heal whether you look at it or not."

"It is of consequence if you ruin another tunic," Kittellan said, "since we have no others. Or," he added, softer, "if you faint from pain."

"I will not faint!" Diesa declared hotly, then withered under Scanlon's gaze.

"You will not suffer yourself to my hands," the elf said, "but you will to Kittellan."

Diesa's gut tightened, but she yielded to Kittellan's examination. He pulled back her cloak and rolled up her tunic. The cold air on her exposed skin made her shiver.

"It is as I feared," Kittellan announced. "It bleeds again." He rose, procured his pack and once more crouched behind her.

::I could heal it with a touch.:: Scanlon's voice entered her mind.

::As could I,:: she retorted, ::if you hadn't bound my magic.::

::I should leave it intact then, that you might use it against Kittellan?::

Diesa started, momentarily caught off-guard. ::Kittellan? Why would I --:: She stopped, remembering how she had tried to pull her magic against the boy when he pulled her from the tub. The fact that Scanlon had known about that irritated her further, and she glared at him. ::Or are you afraid I would use it against you?::

Scanlon laughed aloud at that. ::Dryad magic against elfin magic? How quaint. And how terribly arrogant. It's unbecoming.:: He rose and strode away.

Diesa gave herself over to the pain of her wound to still a scathing retort. Talk about arrogance! He could have given her lessons in such! She glared at his back, watched him feed an apple to each horse, then gently stroke their noses, all the while whispering to them in elfish. She wondered what he said in the beautiful, lilting language. It was almost like a song--a gentle, caring song that wove through the air, touching at her skin playfully, like dandelion fluff floating on summer air.

She found herself sinking into it, letting it embrace her with its tender touch. It enveloped her, held her, and caressed her with its power. Too fatigued to resist, she surrendered herself to it. Peace and happiness flowed through her; two emotions she had not felt for months, maybe years. Certainly not since Kyran had left.

Kyran. The name filled her heart. Kyran, betrothed since birth, befriended since childhood, loved since puberty. It had taken months of despair and depression to accept that he did not love her as she loved him, that their time spent together, so precious to her, had been but a dalliance for him. She had tried to bury the memory of him deep within her soul. She thought she had been successful. But now? With each word Scanlon spoke, a rigid barrier in her heart was removed. She was allowed to feel, to experience all that she had tried so hard to ignore. Her grief consumed her just as the fire in Omerron had consumed Kyran and his new bride. She choked on a sob and shook her head to clear it.

Scanlon still whispered to the horses, and Diesa focused on him. How dare he loose these memories! She was a slave, but of body, not of mind! Her memories were hers to deal with as she chose, when she chose. He had no right to intrude on them, on her! Her anger grew, becoming a hot, living thing fueled by pain, grief, hopelessness and disdain. She wondered how tightly he'd bound her magic, and reached for it, gathered it toward her. She trembled and, as Scanlon turned toward her, she hurled what she had gathered toward him.

He seemed surprised, and brought one hand up as if to protect himself. The magic rebounded sharply, hurtling backward and slamming against Diesa. She gasped, then crumpled. Kittellan caught her, his face white and bewildered. Scanlon appeared equally bewildered, before anger darkened his gray eyes. He swung astride the stallion. "She will ride with you," he stated and started away.

Kittellan helped Diesa stand. "What happened?" he whispered, taking up their packs.

"Nothing," she returned quietly, still trying to gather her emotions. She took her pack. "We'd better catch up."

Kittellan swung astride and pulled her up behind him. She hugged his waist, laid her cheek against his cloak, and convinced herself it was the cold wind, not the pain in her heart, which brought tears to her eyes.

They caught up to Scanlon easily and followed at a safe distance the rest of the afternoon. Diesa studied the road, the hills and groves of trees around her, knowing the landscape would be important if she chose to run. By early evening, the wind had picked up and the chill drove deep. Diesa was glad to see the lights of a village ahead. Scanlon seemed to know exactly where he was going and led them to a small, comfortable looking inn. He dismounted, then reached up, took Diesa's arm and pulled her down.

"Stable the horses," he instructed Kittellan, "then bring the packs here."

"Yes, M'Lord." Kittellan nodded, gathered up the stallion's reins and turned both horses away.

Scanlon went into the inn, Diesa trailing after. "Warm yourself by the fire," he said. "I will see to our rooms."

He stepped up to the counter as Diesa walked slowly to the fire. She lowered herself carefully onto a bench, aware of the men in the room appraising her. For what? she wondered. Gods, she didn't even know where she was, what the men here might want with her. Except as a slave, whether it was scullery or in the bedroom. She shuddered. By morning she might have a new master. She had no doubt Scanlon would sell her if the price were right. But six hundred yemmocks? Enough to recoup his losses? She doubted any of these men would have that kind of money. And she was equally sure she was nowhere near that worth to anyone. Her gaze drifted to Scanlon and she wondered again why he had paid so dearly for a woman-child with a sharp tongue and a dulled wit.

A tall, muscular man was deep in conversation with the elf. He was finely dressed in silken brocade that shone dully. Heavy, gold rings flashed in the lamplight as he gestured at her. Diesa sat up straighter, alarm coursing through her. Scanlon wore a small smile as he looked her way and nodded slightly. He clapped the man on the shoulder and shook his hand, then approached Diesa. "Come," he said, and turned toward the stairs as Kittellan entered the room with their packs. Scanlon motioned him to follow. He led them up a flight of stairs and down a short hall to their rooms.

"Rest," he said. "I will fetch you for supper in an hour." He said nothing about the man or their conversation, and left Diesa and Kittellan alone.

Kittellan dropped the heavy packs with a weary sigh. He removed his cloak, laid it carefully over a chair, then went to splash cold water from the washbasin onto his face. He dried vigorously, ran a brush through his hair, dusted his tunic clean, then turned to Diesa.

She had done nothing more than to collapse on the bed watching his actions with detached disbelief, Scanlon's actions downstairs finally sinking in. "He sold me," she mumbled, going cold at the words.

"What?" Kittellan paled and approached the bed.

"He sold me. To that finely dressed lord in the dining hall." 

Kittellan drew a quick breath, then hauled her upright, unfastened her cloak and put it with his. He wet a cloth in the washbasin and brought it to her. "Wash," he said gently, then moved around behind her to unbraid her hair. "Why do you think he sold you? That makes no sense. He just bought you."

She winced at the words, and scrubbed the dust from her face, letting the cold water revive her. "One day," she mused, relaxing as he brushed her hair. "One day was all he could stand. Gods, even the slave driver lasted longer than that before he knocked me senseless. Scanlon's not as tough as he acts. Remember that, Kitt. One day you might be his."

Kittellan paused in his brushing. "No one's called me Kitt since my mother," he said softly, resuming his task.

"I'm sorry if I..."

"No. No." He shook his head and began to braid her hair. "It's nice to hear it again. And what makes you think I lust after Scanlon?"

"Don't you? He's beautiful." Her voice softened, her words weary. "More beautiful than a person has a right to be. And you--you're close to that beauty. I feel like an ogre surrounded by gods."

"Diesa! Look!" Kittellan led her to the mirror. "You're no less beautiful. You enchanted a roomful of men downstairs just by walking in. What ogre could do that?"

Diesa stared at her reflection, seeing only panic and despair. She didn't want to leave Kittellan. He was the first person to show her any kindness in months, the first person expecting nothing in return. She whirled and buried her face in his shoulder, her arms wrapping about his neck in a fierce hug. By tomorrow it would be done. He would ride off with Scanlon while she would begin a new life filled with uncertainty and, most likely, pain. She trembled and held on to Kittellan while he stroked her hair tenderly.

The tap at the door startled them both and they parted as Scanlon entered. Diesa's mouth dropped open at the sight of the elf.

He looked radiant. His hair shone as if it had a light of its own and his gray eyes sparkled. His clothing fit him so precisely, it looked like a second skin. She couldn't help her gaze traveling over him, from the top
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