ELEANOR ARNASON
THE ACTORS
A Hwarhath Higtorical Romance

THERE WERE TWO WOMEN who fdl in love. At first thiswas no problem. Their
familieswere dlies and trading partners whose ships plied the narrow ocean
between the coast of Sorg and the Great Southern Continent.

The northern family was Sorg itsef. Numerous, prosperous, clever and arrogant,
these folk gave their nameto an entire region.

In recent centuries the coast of Sorg has been improved in many ways: land
drained and turned to agriculture, canas dug to carry away excess water and for
transportation. The coastal people still prefer boats to the railroad, which

they clamisnoisy, dirty and unnaturd. "If the Goddess had meant usto ride
onironrails, shewould not have given us so much water."

Mogt of the year asteady wind blows off the ocean. Modem silent windmills stand
everywhere, their meta blades flashing "like aflock of little suns' inthe

words of afamous poem. These power the country's many drainage pumps and the
even more numerous air cooling machines, which make the climate of Sorg
tolerableto foreigners aslong asthey remain indoors.

In ancient times the coast was a place of brackish marshes, dow rivers, shalow
bays and heat. The inhabitants would have been gray if they'd kept dl their

fur, asthey do now, being influenced by air conditioning and the opinions of

other cultures. In those days, however, both men and woman cropped their outer
layersof hair, leaving only the soft white undercoat; and many decorated
themselves by shaving certain areas down to the bare dark skin.

Imagine afolk with snowy fur so short that it hidesno detail of the bodies
underneath. Dark lines zigzag or coil over their angular shouldersand long
narrow backs. (The Sorg have dways been atal and bony people.) Often their
faces are partidly shaved aswell, becoming patterned masks from which stare
eyes as blue as the ocean. Savages, wed call them now. In their time they were
matriarchs, warriors, explorers and merchants.

Thelr country wasrich, providing them with fish, shdllfish, birds of many kinds
and luatin, which came into the coastal baysto breed. Though it is never easy
to kill these massive animals, lust makes them lesswary than usud; and many of
the bays could be turned into traps. In the coastal marshes the wis plant
bloomed, red as blood or fire. Its sap made (and makes) afamous scarlet dye.

The southern family was Helwar. Their home was an idand which lies off the
northeast corner of the Great Southern Continent. A polar current runs up the
continent's eastern coast and coils around the idand, bringing cold water, cool
air, rain, and fog. The rain nourished the Helwar forests; theicy current gave



them fish; the cool air made their flocks grow long thick wool. The family
wedth, such asit was, came from these four sources: fish, wool, lumber, and
ships. At thetime of this story the Helwar made the best shipsin the world.

It was the Helwar ships, seen in their own harbors and other places, which drew
the Sorg south, traveling in wide wallowing barges better fit for riversthan

the ocean. Asrich asthey were, they lacked the Helwar kill. Togainit, or at
least the use of it, they offered an dliance.

How could the Helwar refuse these towering white and black people? An agreement
was made and confirmed with gifts, though the Sorg did not offer the one gift

that makes an dliance unbreskable: their men asfathersfor Helwar children. No
bond is stronger than kinship. The offspring of such amating would connect the

two families aslong asthey and their descendants lived.

The Hlwar made hints, which the Sorg pretended not to understand. Growing
desperate, for they redly wanted this aliance, the Helwar matriarchs made an
offer of their own. They would send the five best and most promising young men
inther lineage north to father children among the Sorg. The Helwar's new

alies hesitated and consulted among each other, while the Helwar waited
anxioudy; and some of the idanders began to muitter that this might not be such
agood dedl. Maybe they ought to find more willing trading partners. Findly the
Sorg agreed, though in away that seemed grudging and reluctant.

"Thisisabeginning,” said the Helwar matriarchsto each other. "Once they have
our ships, they will understand the gppedl of astronger dliance.”

When the Sorg |eft, five Helwar men -- sturdy warriors -- traveled with them.
The motion of the Sorg bargeswas terrible, they reported later. "No wonder
these folk want our ships. And the hest of their homeand! We're surprised that
wedidn't shrivel up likefish in asmoke house. But thejob isdone. All five
women are pregnant.”

Reassured, the Helwar built shipsfor their new dlies: degp-hulled ocean

flyers. When the ships were finished, sailors had to be trained; and thisis how
this story's heroine came to Helwar. She arrived in the southern autumn, along
with other young folk, female and mae. All had short hair. Many shaved. What a
sght they must have been among the furry, fog-gray southerners!

The Helwar divided them, assgning each gender to the proper kind of ship. Like
most of the peoples of the narrow ocean, they had both male and female vessdls.
Theformer explored new regions and traded in areas known to be dangerous. The
latter kept to established routes, doing businesswith dlies.

Sorg Ahl ended on the Foam Bird. The captain -- Hewar Ki -- was short, sturdy,
and as gray asthe winter ocean or the cloud-wrapped peaks of her idand home.

Now we have brought together the story'sfirst pair of lovers, as gangling Ahl
walks up the gangway of the Bird, carrying her journey bag over one shoulder. Ki
looks down at her, admiring the foreign woman's grace and evident confidence,
but despising the unfamiliar haircut.



There are dark triangles below Ahl's eyes, both pointing down. A third triangle,
this one pointing up, occupies most of her forehead. Rows of dark squares go
down her arms. A final downward-pointing triangle rests between her upper pair
of breadts, in no way concealed by her vest, which seems scanty to Ki.

The ship had two private cabins. Onewas for the captain. Ki put the foreigner
in the other one, safely away from the test of the crew. She wasthe only
daughter of Sorg on board.

At first, asmight be expected, Ahl kept herself doof, though shewas ahard
worker and eager to learn. Then one day Ki noticed Ahl had stopped shaving. She
asked about this,

"It'snot easy to shave on board aship,” the northerner answered. "Especidly

in the weather we've been having; and | don't enjoy the fedling that ice-cold

rain and spray produce when they beat againgt my bare skin. Findly --" She gave
Ki asdewaysglance. "I'mtired of looking like aforeigner.”

After that Ahl became more friendly. By midwinter shed stopped cutting her fur.
"Y ou people look so comfortable," shetold Ki and ran a hand aong the other
woman'sarm, ruffling, then smoothing the winter-thick hair. Ki noticed she was
fdlinginlove, but kept quiet, having no idea how to court a person who came
from so far away.

In early spring they carried acargo of pickled fish to aharbor on the eastern
coast of the Great Southern Continent. The trip was stormy. By the time they
reached land and tied up in protected water, al of them were exhausted.
Nonethel ess most of the crew went on shore. The lineage that held this part of
the coast was connected to the Helwar by generations of interbreeding. They all
had relaivesin the houses that lined the harbor town's narrow, winding

drests.

Ki and Ahl stayed on board, Ahl because she was not kin to anyonein the town,
Ki out of courtesy and affection. The storm had blown out to sea, and the sky in
the east was black; but where their ship rested, the sun shone, and the clouds
were mostly white. Farther west, above low hills covered by a semitropical
forest, the sky was clear. Hah! It was pleasant tolie on the Foam Bird's deck,
sharing sunlight and ajug of hdin. Ahl had unfastened her vest. Her four
breastswere visble: rather flat, especidly the lower pair, but with prominent
nipples and large ova areolae so dark that they seemed black. Ki felt desire,
stronger than before. Something about the day-- the stillness, the brightness,
their fatigue, thejug of halin -- made it possible for her to speak. Voice

halting, she confessed her love.

Ahl listened courteoudy, heed tilted, blue eyes half closed. When Ki finished,
shesaid, "If that's so, why don't we have sex?'

Ki could think of no reason.

An awning had been raised in the middle of the ship and thick rugslaid under



it, so crew members could deep in open air. They went there and, inthe dim
light coming through the canvas, gave each other pleasure and release. When they
were done, Ahl rolled onto her back and sighed. "It's been along time."

"Do you have alover at home?" asked Ki.

"| did, awoman whose family is closdy tied to mine. Mogt likely, she has found
someone else by now."

Ki repeated that shewasin love.

Ahl raised hersdf on one ebow and looked at the little southerner. "More
likely you find meinteresting because I'm foreign.”

No, said Ki. It wasthe true emotion. To prove this she listed the qualities she
loved: Ahl's hardworkingness, her courage, her even temper, her sense of
judtice. "There ought to be afifth qudity, but it doesn't come into my mind.”

"This sounds like repect to me," said Ahl.

"Well, then, | love your thin body, your small breagts, your slver fur, your
laugh and the place between your legs, which bas ataste faintly reminiscent of
fish"

Ki loved fish, especidly when just pulled from the ocean and lightly cooked in
the grill on deck, so thiswasnot aninsult.

Ahl laughed. "Maybe you'rein love. Let's continue and see what happens next.”

At first they tried to be secret. But it's difficult to keep anything hidden on

aship full of women. Soon Ki's cousinstook her aside. " Stop this acting and
sneaking back and forth between cabins. Everyone knows what's going on. Be open
and honegt!”

The two women became acknowledged lovers, holding handsin public, kissng and
using the persond form of "you" and "she." This continued until Ahl'straining
ended, and she was ready to go home.

"I'm going to ask my mother to send me back here as soon as possible,” shetold
Ki. "l don't know if I'minlove; it's not aword that comes easily to me; but |
know I'll missyou and the Foam Bird."

Ki could say nothing. All her words had become stuck together in alump &t the
back of her mouth. Sorrow lay in her mind like aheavy stone.

They parted, Ahl going up agangway onto one of the ocean-flyersthat Helwar had
built for Sorg. Theflyer spread its sailslike great white wings and carried
her away across the ocean. Little Ki went back to her own ship to grieve.

THE TRIP NORTH was easy, except for the jokes that everyone made about Ahl's
long fur. Sheignored her relatives, remaining quiet and aoof.



"Isanything wrong?' they asked findly.
"I'mthinking.”
"Don't make yoursdf ill with idess."

At home it was the dry season. The marshes of Sorg baked under a cloudless sky,
their vegetation turning yellow. The great house where Ahl's mother lived was
surrounded by gardens, kept watered except in times of severe drought. Ahl
carried her journey bag past brightly colored ornamental plants. She dropped the
bag in the entrance room and went looking for her mother.

The matron's favorite place was a porch a one end of the house. Thewallswere
carved wood screens, pierced by many holes. White gauze curtains hung insgde the
screens, keeping out most bugs, but admitting whatever light and air came though
the holes.

Thisis how you should imagine the room: mostly shadow, but flecked with
sunlight which has been dightly dimmed by its passage through gauze. Inthe
middleisalarge square table, where Ahl's mother does her accounts, arranging
colored stonesin rows. Now and then agust of wind gtirsthe curtains. When
this happens, the room'’s pattern of light and shadow flickers and shifts.

"Well," the matron said, looking a her daughter. ™Y ou need ahaircut.”
"It'scold in Helwar; I'm planning to return there."

Her mother frowned, then moved a stone from one row to another.
"I'm not certain the dliance will hold."

"Why not?"

"They areasmdl lineage and far away. Asde from their ships, they aren't
important. Allies should be neighbors or lineages so powerful they can't be
avoided. That'stherule. Everyone knowsit." Ahl'smother lifted her heed,
giving her daughter another look. "None of the children fathered by Helwar is
dive"

"What happened?' Ahl asked sharply.

"One woman was not pregnant, though she seemed to be; or possibly she miscarried
amost at once. Another woman miscarried a midterm. Two women remained
pregnant, but their children died at birth." Her mother's tone permitted no

guestions. Maybe the children had been deformed or too weak to survive. If so,

the midwives would have killed them, rather than let them diedowly or livein

pain.

"Theré's one you haven't accounted for," Ahl said.



"Y our cousin Leweli." Her mother looked down again, pondering an arrangement of
red and reddish-purple stones. " She went hunting in the marshes. Her boat was
found later, floating upside-down. She was not found. She and the child she

carried have gone to the same place.”

Theland of death, Ahl thought. Leweli was dead. "Y ou think thisisasign. The
agreement with Helwar isunlucky."

"Maybe. They arealong way off." Her mother paused, white-furred hand hovering
over ared stone. "And not important.”

Ahl went to her room and unpacked, feding grief for Lewdli, who had been a
distant cousin but a close friend, dso for the other women who'd lost their
children. Lastly, she grieved for hersdf and Ki.

Intime-- not her first day at home, nor the second -- it occurred to Ahl that
Leweli's death was strange. Her cousin had been afine hunter, not in the least
bit careless. Y et she had goneinto the marshes aone while pregnant and done
something so stupid that it killed her and her child.

Wasthislikdy?
No.

She would go into the marshes and speak with acousin who lived there. This
woman, closer to Leweli than anyone, might know what had happened.

The next morning Ahl saddled atsin, riding past fields and orchards. The sky,
asusud, was cloudless and brilliant. The road was dusty, even when it reached
the marshes and wound among waterspears. The plants werein blossom, their tall
stalks topped with bladelike/lowers as blue as the sky.

Thewoman Ahl went to visit was named Merhit. A witch, shelived by hersdf ina
thatched hut by one of the marsh's many dow-moving channels. Thiskind of
behavior would not have been tolerated in any other kind of woman. But holy
people make their own rules. If they want to live done, they can.

Ahl reached the hut at noon, dismounted and tied her animadl in the shadow of a
tree. The witch was sitting in an arbor made of driftwood branches overgrown
with vines. For the most part the wood was hidden, but here and there asmall
piece showed, white as a bone among glossy |eaves.

"Wdll," said Merhit. "Y ou are back."

Ahl squatted, pushing her wide-brimmed hat off her head.

"And you need ahaircut,” said the witch.

"It was easier to get dong with the Helwar if | looked like them. I'vefalen

inlovewith one of their daughters, though | don't imagine we have much of a
future, if the dliance turns out badly.”



"It hasturned out as planned,” the witch said. "We have the shipswe desired
and no permanent entanglement in the south.”

Ahl consdered this remark while looking a the channd's dark water dotted with
red-orange flowers. These were not wis, as you might think, but aclosdly
related plant, which had no commercia vaue, though it waslovely. "What
happened to Lewd i ?'

"Y ou know that five women mated with the men of Helwar. One had a mother who
might be called weak. She didn't want her daughter to carry achild for most of
ayedar, thenloseit.”

"What do you mean?" asked Ahl.

"It had been decided that none of the children would live beyond birth.”

“Why?

"The matriarchs of Sorg do not want thisalliance. We are aproud family, dso
careful. The Helwar live far off and have nothing to recommend them except their
skill in building ships. We have the ships now.”

"They won't last forever. What if we need more?’

"That problem will be dealt with when it comes forward and can be seen. Our
family is proud and careful, but does not dways|ook into the distance.”

Ahl consdered thisinformation, squatting in dust and heat. No question about
what the witch was saying: their rdlatives had decided to kill whatever children
camefrom the Helwar interbreeding. A contemporary woman would be sick with
horror or at least uncomfortable. What did Ahl, awoman of the middle distance
intime, fed?

Remember how many children died in the days before modem medicine. Those who
were deformed or sickly died at once, of course, asthey ill do. Itisa

kindness we owe our kin. But many strong and hedlthy children died aswdll, due

to ilInesses which can now be prevented or cured. Asaresult, in many cultures,
babieswere called "guests' or "visitors' until they reached the end of their

first or second year. Often they were not given a permanent name until it seemed
likely they'd remain; and women tried to keep from loving these nameless

children too much. If they had thought dl the little ones they buried weretrue
people, instead of beings who would turn into people in time and with luck, the
women might have died of sorrow.

Because of this, Ahl saw the Stuation differently than we do. The two children
who werekilled at birth might have died later. How did she know for certain
they'd been hedlthy? Theideawas disturbing, but it did not make her sick.

"What happened to Lewdi?" Ahl asked again.



"The mother | mentioned told her daughter to pretend pregnancy. The daughter
told Lewdi what was going on. By thistime Lewdi was pregnant; and it turns
out sheisone of those women who can't bear to lose achild. She knew if she
stayed in her mother's house and had the child delivered by midwives, it would
die. Shecametome.”

"Sheisdive" Ahl sad.

"Asis her daughter,” said thewitch. "A fine hedthy child, though shehasa
definite southern look, which | don't find attractive.

"Where?" asked Ahl.

"Inthe marshes," said the witch after a pause. "I'm not happy about this. The
air here breeds too many diseases. Asyou know, | can foretell the future. The
child isimportant. | knew it the moment | saw Leweli's distended belly. | want
the two of them in aplace that's safe.”

"What can | do?' asked Ahl after amoment.
"Takethem to Helwar."

"Hon?"

"My vison does not see.”

AHL LEFT, taking adifferent route, since she wanted time to think. The day grew
hotter. She started panting and remembered an inn a the marsh's edge. With luck
it was dill in business. She made adetour and found the building, standing in

the shade of agood-sized atchul tree.

Secondary roots hung from the tree's branches, forming a greenish-white curtain.

A few had reached the ground and burrowed down, becoming runners that would in
time, at a safe distance from the parent tree, send up shoots. Thisisthe

atchul's preferred way to grow, though it also flowers and can produce seeds. In
youth -- and this atchul was comparatively young, though larger than usua -- it
issurrounded by avell of roots, none thick, most ending in midair.

In middle age the rootsincrease in Size; many dig into the earth; instead of a
vell of white filaments, they become asturdy net. Outside the net, beyond the
shadow of their mother, daughter treesrise, stretching out their branches,
producing their own curtains or veils.

Asthe tree reaches old age the roots thicken even further, weighing the
branches, pulling them toward the ground. Now the tree stands within a cage made
of itsdf. Inthiscage, intime, it dies.

Thetreeisfairly common in the southern marshes, though rare elsewhere.
Because of its behavior it has severd nicknames: the Vel Tree, for obvious
reasons, and the Sewing Tree, because of the way it grows, roots descending,
then rising as another tree, then re-descending, asif it were sitching its



family into the soil, generation after generation.

Findly it iscalled the Mother Tree, because it reminds people of their
mothers. large formidable women who sew or figure their accountsin rooms where
gauzy curtains hang and billow.

Ahl pushed through the vell of roots and saw theinn clearly. It was more
run-down than she remembered, but a cart stood at the entrance. Brightly painted
inaforeign style, it must belong to travelers. Ahl dismounted and led her

animd into the courtyard.

Two tsnastood there, old and bony. One was gpparently lame aswel. A man
stood next to it, examining aforefoot. Something there, in the horny pads or
the fissures between the three broad toes, disturbed him. He groaned softly,
released the foot -- the tsin put it down gingerly --looked up and greeted Ahl
in acourteous, despondent tone.

Not her concern. She returned the greeting, tied her anima and went insde.

A man sat there. Like the man outside, he was aforeigner with uncut fur. But

the man in the courtyard had been middle-aged, while thisfellow was bardly more
than an boy, dender and graceful, though not --it was obviousto Ahl --

entirely sober at the moment. He lounged on abench, his back againgt the rough
trunk of the atchul, which formed one wall of the room. The other wallswere
plastered and white rather than gray, though amost as rough as the atchul.

The innkeeper was femade and atrue daughter of Sorg: tall, thin, whiteand
black. Ahl got beer from her. "Isthere another placeto be?' "Thereisonly the
patio,” the innkeeper said, her tone apologetic. Anything would be better than
sharing aroom with an unrelated man. Ahl went out, finding an area paved with
stone, shaded by the atchul's leaves and curtained by itsroots.

Hah! Better! There was even abreeze that stirred the hot air, bringing the
aromaof summer vegetation to her nogtrils.

She sat down, tasted the beer -- it was cool in her mouth and pleasant on her
tongue -- then thought about her current Stuation.

Merhit was asking her to oppose her own mother, aswell asal the other senior
women of her lineage. No woman did thislightly. Many women --most women --
would never doiit.

But it was wrong to make a contract with the intention of bresking it, and even
more wrong to break a contract made solid by children; and to break the contract
insuch away!

No one would question theright of senior women to examine newborn children and
decide, "This one should be kept. This one should not.”

Thejob had to be done. A decent sdlf-respecting family, one such as Sorg had
aways been, could not allow any of its membersto die dowly. Nor could a



decent family let children who had come out badly continueto live. What future
did they have? How could they be happy or useful ? The children who were killed
held no grudge, aswas known by the behavior of their ghosts.

The ghosts of adults are amost dways resentful and dangerous. Hungry and

angry, they haunt the living, looking for revenge or retitution. But the ghosts

of newborn children cause no trouble. They appear in the houses where they were
born and died, asif they don't know where else to go, causing no trouble,

merdly lingering. In time they grow dim and transparent. Finaly they vanish. No
oneistheworse for them. This proves no wrong has been done. The children have
lingered out of ignorance and confusion, not because they were angry or felt

they had been dedt with unjustly.

Thejob of judging fitnessto live was necessary. But it was the kind of

decision that could not be left to the mothers who had borne the children; young
women as agroup were unsuited to this kind of work; and men were obvioudy
utterly unfit. Beyond question the job was best done by matriarchsfull of
experience. They judged, then made sure the children -- the ones not kept --
died without pain.

The children were not dways sckly. In times of famine Sorg women had killed
hedlthy children. A grest |loss, but unavoidable. In addition, Ahl had heard of
familieswho used infanticide to control the number of malesand femaesin each
generation. If timeswere difficult and violent, it made sense to have sons. In

good times, one wanted daughters. Asfar as Ahl knew, the Sorg had never done
this. Always confident and proud, they trusted in the Goddess and their own
ability to turn any hedlthy child to agood use, providing therainsfell and

crops rose from the soil.

Maybe she would be judtified in opposing the matriarchs of Sorg in this case,
though the idea made her queasy. But how could she get Lewdi and the child
away? By ship, of course. But a ship that belonged to Sorg would not take them;
and what story could shetdll to foreign sailors? Two women alone were certain
to look odd. Why weren't they traveling with kin?

Theinnkeeper came out. "Those men are quarrdling.”
"Hah?'

"Quietly, and in alanguage | don't understand. Nonethdless, it'saquarrdl. |
didn't want to Say."

Anhl tilted her head in agreement. It was the worst kind of discourtesy for men
to arguein front of unrelated women.

"They're actors. Something happened to split their company. Thesetwo areall
that'sleft. For some reason they don't want to go home, though it's difficult
to seewhat else they can do.”

"Actors are often men of irregular behavior." Ahl said. Thiswasaway of saying
the men might be in trouble with their families. A terribleides, but such



things happen, and happened more often in the period of this story. It wasthe
age caled the Unraveling. An agpparently endlesswar raged to the north of Sorg,
on the continent's Great Centra Plain. For awhile it had seemed that the grest
warleader Eh Manhatawould bring peace by defeeting dl rival armies. But
Manhata had died ayear before; and the war continued with increased savagery.

The innkeeper sat down and drank from the cup she carried. "'I've thought they
might be criminas or outcasts, though they're both very civil, and the older
man has been through here before, causing no trouble.

"l saw him act the last time. He had a company of five, and they did the death
of some hero. | forget which one, but he had ared robe and died impressively,
after alot of talk -- about honor, mostly, as| remember. When the talk
stopped, he gave aydl, and crash! Down he went! The men of Sorg are usualy
quieter when they die. What isthereto talk about, anyway, in these

gtuations?'

Ahl could think of no comment, though she'd enjoyed the few plays she had seen.
She finished her beer and went to get her tsin, going around the outside of the
inn, S0 asto avoid the quarreing men. When shelooked closdly, she saw the
cart was shabby, its carving worn, its paint chipped and faded.

She got home at dusk. Great tdl clouds were blowing in from the southwest,
lightning flickered around their tops.

The storm broke after dark. Thunder woke Ahl. Shelay in bed, listening to wind
and rain. Thiswas theway summer ended in her country. The season for safe
ocean travel was amost gone. The task she had been given would become more
difficult with every day that passed.

SHE WENT to Sorg Harbor the next morning. Thiswas not a harbor town like the
ones she had visited in the south: rows of houses climbing over hills, steep
streets paved with stone; marketplaces, also paved; and gar dens, mostly
private; but the people of the far south were not clutching, nor did they live
infear of thieves. It was ahabit for them to share their gardenswith

passersby. Not everything, but something. Vines grew on the tops of walls. Pots
of flowers stood by doors. Trees were |eft untrimmed, so their branches
stretched over the street, dropping seedsin spring and leaves in autumn. In one
town Ahl had walked through clouds of floating gauze. In another the streets had
been carpeted with leaves as orange asfire. In athird there had been flowers,
tiny and purple, dotting pale gray paving stones. Looking up, shehhad seena
flowering tree.

The Sorg preferred living on the farms established by their ancestors, and they
saw no reason to make the stays of foreign visitors comfortable. Their harbor
town consisted of storage barns. Here and there it was possible to find aninn,
though most foreign sailors and merchants stayed on their ships, which were more
pleasant and less expensive. The streets were unpaved and badly rutted. Unused
ground was either bare or full of weeds.

The harbor itself was awide bay. Five docks extended into it. Two were for



locd fishing boats, empty at present: the boats were a work far out on the
ocean.

It was the other docksthat interested Ahl. Five deep-bdllied freighters were
tied dlong them. Shading her eyes, she surveyed each deck. All the saillorswere
black and white: members of her lineage or of closdly alied families.

Thiswas bad news, but it might not be the only news. Ahl reined her tsin a one

of the taverns dong the waterfront. These were the only structuresin town that
looked welcoming and pleasant. They were akind of building that used to be
common along the south coast. A wooden framework is anchored in large ceramic
pots. Vines grow out of the pots and over the frame, creating an arbor open on
onesde. Thetavernsall looked toward the harbor. What else would interest
slors?

Inside were benches and more pots, these with narrow mouths. Beerflieswhirred
around them or crawled on their lips. Ahl dipped beer into acup, paid for it

and sat down.

"Where are you from?" asked ablack and white sailor.

ll%rg.ll

"Y ou need a haircut, then.”

"I've been traveing. I'll find abarber now that I'm home."

The sailors went back to their conversation, which was about ships, asare dl
conversationsin aharbor town. A Batanin women's ship had left the day before,
early enough so the storm wouldn't have caught it close to shore; and there was
aTaig ship outside the harbor, waiting for high water.

"It will bemen," amae sailor added. Obvioudy he was Sorg or he wouldn't have
been gitting with Sorg women, even in an arbor with an open front. "The Taig
women don't travel. The ocean is dangerous, they say, and uncomfortable.”

The other sailors-- dl women -- grinned, tilting their headsin mocking
agreement. The Taig women were right, of course, but there was more to the ocean
than danger and discomfort. Let the Taig betimid, if they wished. The women of
Sorg would sail, having confidencein their new shipsand their family's

traditiona courage and strength.

No other foreign ships were expected.

Ahl drank her beer and Ift, riding home thoughtfully.

"Where have you been?' her mother asked.

"At Sorg Harbor."

"Y ou areturning into arestlesswoman, and you still need to get ahaircut.”



"You'reright that I've becomerestless" Ahl said. "'l think I'll pay another
vigt to the marshes”

"Better that than the ocean," her mother said. "But | expect you to settle down
soon.”

Thenext day Ahl took her questions to the marsh witch and found Lewdi
vigiting. Her cousin'sfur -- like her own -- had not been cut recently, though
for adifferent reason. The marsh wasfull of bugs, Leweli said. She wanted as
much protection as she could get. "And Merhit, in spite of dl her skills, is

not a barber.”

The fur had grown to itsfull length and was as gray asfog. The baby nursing at
Lewdli's upper |€ft breast was the same color, though dappled.

"I've never seen anything like thisbefore," Leweli said, sounding worried.
"It'scommon among theidand folk,” said Ahl. "Baby spotsthey cdl the
condition. The spots usualy fade, though now and then a person remains dappled.
| have seen old grandmothers with spots and venerable men aswell."

Her cousin frowned, looking at the child, who had finished eating and gone to

deep. "I hopethey fade. Though | don't supposeit will matter, if she spends
her lifeinamarsh.”

"Shewon't," Merhit said firmly.

At this point Ahl explained her problem. How could she take Leweli and the baby
south, if there were no shipsin port except those belonging to relatives?”'|

could make up astory, explaining why we need to go south. But | have never been
agood liar."

"Thisistrue," sad Lewdi.

"And you know that any Sorg captain would check the story with my mother.”

"Youwill haveto goindisguise" said thewitch. "How fortunate that both of
you have uncut fur. Y ou can passasforeigners.”

"Until we open our mouths and Sorg voices come out,” Ahl said. "In any case,
it'stoo late in the season. | don't think any of our family's shipswill be

going out again.”

Thewitch frowned and was sillent for awhile. Finaly shesaid, "The Taig ship
will beleaving. Go with them."

"Two women and achild, traveling done? How likely arethey to take us?'

"Thisplanisdoomed,” said Lewdi. "I'll haveto say herewith you, Merhit."



"Firg of dl, the marsh isunhedlthy,” the witch replied. " Secondly, | have
vigtors. Sooner or later you will be discovered. Imagine the trouble well be
inthen. Finaly, | know the child belongswith her father'skin. | have seen
that.”

No way to argue with awitch who'shad avison. Ahl was silent. Leweli placed
the baby in abasket lined with vegetation. Thetiny hands were closed. Ahl
couldn't see the bare skin of the palms. But the soles of the feet werevisible
and dark gray. So were thefour nipples, emerging from the fog-gray fur like
buds. Even the dappling seemed lovely to Ahl, sinceit reminded her of the
Helwar and Ki.

"Tdl me everything that has happened to you since you left my house two days
ago," Merhit said findly. "Maybe therés something that will hdp mefind a
path out.”

Ahl complied. After shefinished Leweli said, "Would the actors take us north
with them? It sounds asif they'rein trouble dready; they might not mind a bit
moretrouble, especidly if we paid them.”

Anhl redlized she hadn't thought about money. "Do we have any?"
"l do," Merhit said. " So does your mother."
"Areyou suggesting that | rob my mother?" Ahl asked, horrified.

"Onething a atime," said Merhit. "l want to answer Lewei fird. You
shouldn't go north. Therésawar on, as you ought to remember, and it has
gotten so bad that even women aren't entirely safe. 1've heard stories of
bandits--" She paused, apparently unwilling to continue. "The child belongsin
the south.”

The child opened her eyes, revealing sea-gray irises. It was a southern color.
Lewdi had blue eyes, asdid Ahl and Merhit and dmogt dl the Sorg.

"Have you named her?' Ahl asked, remembering Ki's gray eyes.

"Not yet. When | need to call her something, it's Darling or Dapple. A real name
will comelater, if shelives.”

"I'm going to meet with the actors,” Merhit said. Moving quickly, aswitches do
when they have made up their minds, she saddled her tsin and rode off. Thiswas

not the animal we know in modern times, descended from chargers used by warriors
on the Great Central Plain. Instead this was a swamp tain: short, stocky,
thick-legged and broad-footed. Its coat was greenish-tan with pale, thin,

vertical stripeswhich enabled it to blend with the marsh reeds. No breed of

tsnais better over dubious ground. No breed is harder to find if it doesn't

want finding.

Ahl knew dl of this, of course, and paid no attention to the tain. Instead she
settled down to admire the baby and talk with her cousin.



Admiring ababy takestime, if it's done properly; and talking about one's
family takes even longer. The afternoon passed without notice. All at oncethe
light was danting, and the witch rode back in view.

"We|?" asked Ahl.

Merhit dismounted, groaned and robbed her behind. "It'sjust as| thought. |
know the actor. He's been here often, though his former tours were luckier. What
the innkeeper told you istrue. His company has plit gpart, and heisleft with

one companion. They don't want to go back north. "War is bad for every kind of
art,” Perig said to me, 'except the art of war.' There may be other reasons,
unpaid bills or the kinds of trouble actors get into.

"| offered him money to go south across the ocean and take the two of you,
disguised as actors. Obvioudly it's a dubious enterprise, but he's desperate;

and he knows I'm agood and religble witch. | cured him of athroat inflammeation
that wouldn't go away. That was several years ago, but an actor remembers!

"Hell meet the two of you tomorrow at sunrise on the marsh road. Keep going
till you mest him."

"Arewe leaving dready?' Leweli asked in aworried tone.

"Of course not. He hasto train you. I'll mind the baby."

That wasthat. Ahl rode home on her animal, which was a crossbreed, larger and
swifter than atrue marsh tsin and less careful about whereit put itsfeet: a

good animd for ordinary use and warfare on solid ground.

That evening she sat with her mother and two auntsin a porch with gauze
curtains. Hanging lanternsfilled the room with light. Ahl's senior reltives
sewed, while Ahl sharpened afavorite knife. Long and narrow, it was the best
tool she had for cleaning fish.

"Weé're getting tired of waiting for you to settle down," an aunt said.

"We don't usually produce flighty women in thishouse," the second aunt added.

Ahl'smother kept at her cross-titch, saying nothing, though she glanced at her
daughter.

"Givemeafew moredays" Ahl said. "It'sdisturbing to livein aforeign
place”

"Well remember thisin the future" her mother said.
Theauntstilted their headsin agreement.

"If we send any of our family off asecond time, it will be men.”



"Or women who are not promising.”

"Though your kin haven't come back restless, asyou have," Ahl's mother added.
Ahl ran her whetstone along the knife's blade. "What can | say?"
"Thereisnothing to say," her mother replied. "Remember who you are. And do!"

Ahl excused herself soon after that and went to her bed, not through the house's
winding corridors, but outsde though the garden. The air was cool and full of

the scent of herbs. The sky was clear and starry. A meteor blazed in the north.
Watching it, she swore two things. By the Goddess, she would find her way back
to the Helwar and Ki. By the Goddess, she would not turn out like her mother!

She made the morning rendezvous on time. The men stood on the road, sun rising
behind them. They'd brought their one hedlthy tsin, which grazed nearby. AsAh]
dismounted, Lewei arrived on thewitch'stsin.

"We went to the harbor yesterday,” the older man said. "The Taig ship was
planning to leave tomorrow, but will wait one extraday. Everything must be
ready by tomorrow night. A chalenge, let metell you! But actors are used to
rgpid changes of plan and fortune.”

"Thisistrue" sad the younger man with aglinting smile.

The men pulled clothing out of their animd's bags. maetunics, bets, swords

and gtrips of fabric. "Put these on,” the older man said. "Use the strips of

fabric to bind your breaststill they're asflat as you can make them. Well

take awak down the road while you dress. Berapid! We have one day to teach
you how to behave like men.”

They worked till noon, the women walking and turning, bending, hefting tools and
weapons, speaking. The men watched and made comments or demonstrated the right
way to stride and pull asword. At midday they rested in the shade of an atchull,
asapling with no secondary roots, . which had apparently popped up out of

nowhere. The mother tree was nowherein view.

The older man, whose name was Perig, said, "I think you'd best pretend to be
actorswho specidizein femae parts. They are usudly tdl; and they often

have feminine mannerisms.”" He paused and gave the women aquick Sideways glance.
"| redly can't imagine you asthe kind of actors who play warriors or romantic

leads."

"Well enough,” said Ahl. "I've never wanted to be asoldier, even in pretense.”

"They havethe best roles,”" said the older man in acomfortable tone,

"| prefer lovers" said the younger man, whose name was Cholkwa.

"Wl that you should,”" said Perig. "Y ou have the beauty and grace required of
suchroles”



"But not the passion and darkness required of heroes," added the younger man.
This sounded like an old argument, possibly ateasing one, though Ahl couldn't
tell for sure,

"That will come. Youth isnot atimefor passon.”
"Itisn't?" asked Ahl, surprised.

"The young experience lugt, which isafine and useful feding. How dsecana

young man move away from his mother? How e se can he form friendships? And the
best friendships are those formed when young. But real passion, the kind that

can be acted, comes|later. Y ou'll seethis, when you see me act.”

When noon was past they got up and practiced more. At last, when the sun was low
in the west, the actors called ahdlt.

"I'vedonewhat | can," Perig said. "Meet us here tomorrow at midafternoon, and
bring the money for our passage. The Taig will want to be paid the moment we're
on board."

Lewdli tilted her head. The two kinswomen rode off together. When they were
safely away from the men, Lewdi said, "Merhit has amessage for you. Bring what

money you can find."

""She wants meto rob my mother,” Ahl said.

"Yes." Lewdi reined the witch'stsin, though it wasn't easy, sncetheanima
knew it was going home. At last it cameto ahat. Ahl stopped her more-obliging
animd.

"We both know your mother has a cache under the floor in her counting porch.
Most likely you know the exact stone and how to raiseit.”

"Thisishorrible" Ahl sad.

"It was horrible for mewhen | redlized they were going to kill my child, not
because it was sick or deformed, but to escape an agreement they never intended
to keep. Obvioudy it is shameful to rob one's mother. But haven't we been
shamed dready? What have our relatives eft usin the way of honesty and
honor?"

Ahl groaned and tilted her head in agreement.

That night she went to her mother's counting porch and pried up the right stone.
Gold shonein the light of thetiny lamp she carried: coins, bracelets, chains,
ingots and works of art that were too badly damaged to be shown: a mounted
warrior with amissing head, aluat with two missing flippers, astatue of the
Goddessin her guise of creator. The statue was hollow and had gotten crushed.
Ahl could still recognize the Great One, her toolsin her hands, the hammer that
beat out the heavens, the axe that chopped out the earth; but it wasn't easy.



Coinswould be the safest. They wereleast likely to be missed. She gathered two
handfuls, then replaced the stone and hurried away, feding salf-disgust.

It was impossible to deep now. Instead she went to the stable and saddled her
animal. In thefirgt light of dawn she rode to the marsh. The day was hot
aready; Ahl felt queasy; it wasn't ared sickness, she decided, but rather

fear and shame. When she reached the witch's cabin, she found Merhit outside,
crouched next to afire, brewing apotion. "It will keep the child deepy and
quiet. | have awicker chest to put her in. Shelll be able to breathe. Did you

bring the money?'

Ahl pulled it out. Merhit examined the coins, putting severd off tothe side.
"These are distinctive. Better to take only coinsin common use. The ship will
be in harbor tonight. Board after dark. By sunrise you'll be on the open ocean.
I'll hide your animal. When you are missed, your relativeswill think you've run
away or died in the marsh like Lewdi. No one will connect you with aband of
actors going south by sea.”

"Theinnkeeper knows there are only two men in the acting company.”

"Maybe two of their companions came back. Maybe they found new companions.” The
witch gtirred her potion, looking thoughtful. "Maybe | should talk to the

innkeeper. She knows I met with the actors; and your mother knows that you have
been vidting me. I'm acloser neighbor than your mother or any of the

matriarchs. Shewon't talk, if | tell her not to. But | have to say this

business of weaving plotsisn't easy. I'm going back to ordinary magic as soon

asyou and Lewdi are gone."

When the potion was cooked through and cooled, she fed a spoonful to the baby.
"Why are you doing thisnow?" asked Lewdli.

"To make sure the doseis fight. People vary in how they respond to magic, and
it'saways hard to judge how much to give a baby."

Soon Dapple was adeep, lying in the green shade of the witch'sarbor. She
looked, Ahl thought, like asul cub: newborn, soft and round, still covered with
down. All too soon the down islogt, giving way to rough fur and scales. But for
awhile such cubs have an unequaled charm.

Merhit poured the rest of the potion into jars and sedled them, pausing now and
then to examine the baby. "The doseisright,” shesaid at lagt. "Thisisa

hedlthy deep, neither light nor heavy. She held out a spoon made of horn,
ydlow and tranducent. "Takethis. Always useit. Give the child aspoonful
when you want her to be quiet, but never more than fivetimesaday.”

"|sthe potion dangerous?' Lewdi asked.

"All magicisdangerous,” Merhit said.



A little after noon the women s&t of . Lewd i and Ahl rode double. Merhit, on her
marsh tsin, carried Dapple in the wicker chest.

When they reached the rendezvous, the men were there with their one healthy
animal, loaded with baggage now. "Take your costumes and go down theroad,”
Perig said. "WEéll load your bags while you change.”

"Not the baby," Lewdi said. "It'shot aready and will get hotter, | don't want
her in that box.”

"What are you going to do with herr" Cholkwa asked.
"Carry her till the sun goes down."

The two men looked at each other. "Very well," said Perig. "But if anyone comes,
you'll haveto hidein the marsh.”

Lewdi agreed. The two women changed clothing, Ahl binding al four of her
breagsts. Lewdi, however, left her upper pair free and used the binding strip to
make ading for Dapple. "If shewakes, | can feed her."

They regjoined the men, and Perig said, "Another thing has occurred to me. By the
time we reach Sorg Harbor, you are going to smell of milk and the baby."

"Thisistrue" said Merhit, who was till on her tain, watching everything.
"l dso have asolution to this problem,” Perig said. " Or rather, Cholkwa does.”
The young man looked puzzled.

The older man amiled. "Helikes perfume and dways hasajar. Well pour it over
Lewdi --"

"What?' cried Cholkwa
"When we reach the south, dear one, I'll buy you more."
Cholkwa opened his mouith.

"Y ou can argue on theway," said Merhit. "Be careful! And be lucky!" She turned
her tan and rode off, leading Ahl'sanimd.

Thejourney to Sorg Harbor was uneventful. They met no one. Only afool would
travel through weather likethis, Perig remarked. Late in the afternoon they

took shelter againgt the heet, resting in the shadow of a haf-grown atchul

tree. Sigter trees stood in the distance, but Ahl couldn't find the mother. Had

it fallen? Wasthis an omen?Would she ever see her mother again? Imagining the
matriarch's fury, Ahl decided she might not want to.

At sunset the four continued on their way, trudging through the long summer dusk
into agarry night. By the time they reached Sorg Harbor the buildings were



dark.

They stopped. Leweli put her baby in the wicker chest and, with Ahl'shelp,
strapped her upper breasts. The two men went off to relieve themselves. When
they returned, Perig got out the perfume and dowsed Lewdi.

"Too much," said Cholkwa. "Y ou know what she smdllslike now."

"Like aman who sdllsthe use of hisbody to other men,” said Perig cheerfully.
"Better that than amother. In the future, please remember to usethe male
pronoun when spesking of Lewdi or Ahl. They are men now."

"With ababy in abox," said Cholkwa.

"Asyou say," Perig agreed in the same cheerful tone. He looked toward the
women. Ahl could see starlight shining on hiseyes. "Y ou need new names. How
does Lewekh sound? And Ahlin?’

"Good enough,” said Ahl.

Perig led them through dark streets. A few dim lanterns shone in the harbor,
aboard docked ships. Onewasthe Taig Far Traveler. A deepy mae voice asked,
"Who?'

"Theactors," sad Perig.
"Come on board."

Tired and half-adeep, Ahl helped unfasten the chest. She and Lewdi carried it
into acabin. A lamp hung from the ceiling; the il air stank of burning fish
oil. Ahl forced open the cabin window. "1t'll be better once we're under way."

"Good," said Lewdi.

The men followed with bags, then |eft again. Thetsin had to be ddivered toits
new owner. Ahl searched the cabin. A row of cabinets went dong onewall. Inside
were five hammocks, neetly rolled, and five pots of fired clay, good-sized and
glazed ingde. Thelidsfit tightly. Onewas clearly for urination. She could

tell by the shape and the emblem drawn on the outside. She didn't know the
purpose of the others.

Lewdi spread her bedroll on thefloor, but Ahl -- asailor -- hung up one of
the hammocks, fastening it to iron hooksin the cabin walls. Along with the lamp
and the cabinets, these were the cabin's only furniture. A sparefolk, the Taig.

Lying in her hammock, she regarded the lamp, which wasiron and shaped like a
fish with bulbous glass eyes. Light shone out the eyes and through aholein the
fidh'sback. Taig art. The Sorg would never make anything so grotesgue. Thinking
this, Ahl went to deep.

Waking, shefdt the ship in motion. The fish was dark. Daylight came through



the window. She could make out Lewdi, deeping next to the wicker chest, one
hand on it. The men were not present. Had they dipped off in the night? Were
sheand Leweli done among mae strangers? A disturbing ideal She rose and used
the pot-for-urination, then went on deck. Perig and Cholkwa were there, leaning
on the ship's aide, watching blue waves go past.

"Good morning, Ahlin," Perig said. "Cholkwaisalittle queasy. | thought held
be better up here."

"Andyou?' asked Ahl.
"No kind of travel bothersme."

She stayed awhile with the men. For better or worse the journey had begun.
Therewasakind of relief in smply beginning. Asto the end, who could say?
With luck, sheld find Ki.

Thefirg two days of the voyage were bright, with astrong wind blowing out of
the north. Nothing could be better! They sped toward Helwar over foaming water.
Leweli stayed in their cabin, afraid that the Taig sailors would see through her
disguise, afraid aswell to leave the baby done.

"A good actor and abad traveler,” Perig said in explanation. "Poor Lewekh is
often queasy, but if you could see him play a matron mourning the death of her
maerdations A stonewould groan and grieve!™

"l would liketo seethis," said the Taig captain politely.

Ahl preferred to be on deck, listening to Perig tell stories about his acting
career, though he never mentioned the trouble that had left him with one
companion.

At night they had to share the same cabin. The two men dept on thefloor,
keeping as far from the women as was possible. They were not perverts, Perig
said in areassuring tone. "Neither one of us has ever touched awoman, except
for close rdatives when we were children. Nor will we. Men like us are never
used to fulfill breeding contracts. What lineage would want the kind of traits
we have?'

Thiswastrue, as Ahl redized. The most important mae virtueisdirectness.
How could an actor have this quality? Surely-- to do hiswork -- he had to be
devious. Nor did it seem likdly that an actor's life would encourage loydty,

the second malevirtue. Alwaystraveing, living aseries of lies, how could men
like Perig and Cholkwa be loyd, except possibly to one another?

In thinking this, Ahl showed the prejudice of her time. Now we understand that
honesty can manifest itself in more than one way, and that people can travel
long distances from home without becoming didoyd.

But it wasn't Smply prejudice that made her think of actors as men of doubtful
virtue. In those days acting was atrade hafway in shadow. Many actors were



runaways, and not afew were criminas: thieves and progtitutes, usudly, though
there had been one famous acting troop which supplemented itsincome with
banditry.

"Understandable, given the quality of their acting,” Perig said when hetold Ahl
about this group. "Eh Manhata caught them findly and told them to put on a
play. Maybe they thought held leave them dive, if they could please him. They
did their best, and he had them all beheaded. It wasn't ajudgment on their
acting, but it could have been.”

Were her two companions thieves? Ahl wondered unessily, then remembered that she
was athief and beyond question didoya to her family. In addition shewas

pretending to be aman. Hah! She was most of the way into darkness! Maybe she
ought to finish the job and become an actor, though women never did.

On thethird day the wind shifted, blowing out of thewest. Black clouds loomed
there, lightning flashing around them: the first autumn storm. The Taig men
reefed thar salls. In spite of thisthe ship's speed increased. The waves grew
taller and changed color, becoming dark green with thick white streaks of foam.
Theair filled with flying spray. " Get below," the Taig captain said to them.

They obeyed. Lewdi wasin the cabin aready, throwing up in apot which had not
been usad till now.

"Thisisturning into adifficult Stuation,” Perig said.
"Yes," said Cholkwain a strange voice and found a pot of hisown.

The cabin window was dready shut. Ahl checked to make sure it was secure, then
sat down. The ship was well-made, though not of Helwar quality; and the crew
were good sailors, the captain especidly. Nonethel ess they might go down. Such
things happened. It wasterrible to St here quietly! She mentioned to Perig

that shewastrained asasailor.

"The captain sent us below for areason,” he replied. "Respect hisknowledge;
and remember how wet it is on deck. If you go up, your clothing will be soaked
at once. It will cling to your body. The Taig men will know you're awoman.”

Thiswastrue. Ahl tilted her head in agreement. Above her the fish lamp siwung
back and forth, casting shadows that danced over the walls. Lewsdi and Cholkwa
were gtill throwing up. Perig sat on the floor, arms clasped around his knees,
inapose of patient endurance. Seeking distraction, Ahl opened the wicker

chest. The child Dapple dept quietly, asif inthewitch'sarbor. Shelaid a

thick cloth over her legsfor protection, then lifted the child out. How

delicate the body between her handsl How soft the fur! How light the weight when
shelaid Dapplein her lgp! Ahl watched the baby deep, thetiny chest rising

and fdling gently. The eyeswere not perfectly shut. Now and then, when the
lantern'slight shifted, a gleam shone between the gray lids. Hah! It made Ahl

fed tender! Asdid theloosdly curled hands, their nails uncut and curving over
thefingertipslike claws.



It occurred to her that the potion's magic might work on full-grown people. At
the moment Lewdi and Cholkwawere both lying down. If they were making any
noise, Ahl was not able to hear it over the sound of water rushing, the creak

and groan of wood. But neither looked comfortable.

So.

Ahl laid Dapplein the chest, then filled the horn spoon with potion, bringing
it to her cousin. Lewei glanced up, her expression despairing.

“Try this" ssid Ahl, knedling.

Lewdi hedtated. The ship made a sudden loud noise and shuddered around them.
That was enough. Leweli took the potion.

If that was the right dose for a child, then the mother needed more. Ahl went
back to thejar.

When shefinished with Leweli, she took the jar to Perig and explained her ides,
speaking loudly through the ship's noise. The actor smiled and carried the jar
to hiscompanion.

Lewei and Cholkwa dozed, looking more comfortable than before. Perig sat as
before. After awhile Ahl began to fed queasy. Thejar of potion was il

modtly full. She ate a gpoonful. Theflavor was medicinal, sharp and herby. Soon
she noticed her body was relaxing. Instead of fear and nausea, shefdt a
pleasant drowsiness. She lay down, one hand on the chest where Dapple dept,
dreamt of Ki and woke to abanging noise.

Was the ship breaking apart? No, it was the Taig captain, besting on their door.
The storm was as bad as ever, he told them. All the sails were gone, pulled down
or blown away. Still the ship drove east, far off course aready. "Pray for us,

if you think the Goddess will listen; and if you have charms or know any spells,
use them now!"

Then he was gone. The fish lamp swung back and forth. Looking across the cabin,
Ahl saw Perig's mouth moving. "Are you reciting magic spdls?!

" Speeches out of the plays. Everything | can remember in praise of the Goddess,
courage and luck.”

Thisdidn't ssem useful, but could hardly do harm. Ahl gave more potion to the
invalids, the child and hersdf. Time passed. Now and then, among her dreams,
she thought she heard Perig's voice, speaking of honor and fate.

Finaly -- wasit on the third day or the fourth? -- the motion and noise
decreased. Perig |eft the cabin, coming back to say, " The captain thinks well
survive, though we're far east of the route he planned for us; and | have never
seen an ocean like thisone!'

Ahl couldn't stay put. Pulling avest over her tunic, shewent on deck. The



smooth planks shone with water. The air tasted of moisture and salt. Looking up,
she saw the main mast il intact, though loose ropes flapped around it,
holding pieces of broken spar likefishin anet.

On every sde wavesrose like mountains capped with snow. What asight it was!
But the ship was moving like aship, climbing the dark blue dopes, diding down
into deep blue valeys. Before this, when the sorm was at itsword, the ship's
motion had reminded her of an animd fighting as the butcher's hel pers dragged

it into the butcher'skilling yard.

They weregoing to live.

The next day was cloudless. Ahl and Perig opened the cabin window and emptied
the various pots. Nonetheless the cabin's air remained less than pleasant. The

two of them spent most of the day on deck. The waves had decreased in size; and
the Taig sallors put up asall.

"We can steer now," the Taig captain said. "Though not well. We haveto put in
for repairs. I'm at the eastern edge of my knowledge, beyond al certain ports;
and we can't turn back and sail across thiswind until the repairs are made.”

"Isthat s0?" said Perig in hisusud tone of friendly interest.
"Whét then?" asked Ahl.

"Thereareidandsout here," the captain answered. "I've heard other captains
describe them, and they're marked on my maps, though thisfar out the maps are
unreliable. Some are uninhabited, which would be fine. Others are inhabited by
honest fishing people, which would be even better. What I'm worried about is
pirates. Also monsters, though I'm not sure the monsters are redl. Therésno
guestion about the pirates.”

The day after, they spotted land. A sailor climbed the main mast. Coming down,
he reported no signs of habitation. But there were plenty of trees and a broken
coadtline that might provide aharbor.

"WEeéll try it," said the captain.

At sunset they anchored in alittle bay edged by sand. Beyond the sand were
ledges of rough-looking, dark-brown rock. Trees grew atop the ledges, their
foliage the color of weathered bronze. The place made Ahl uneasy, though the
harbor water was till and clear, the sky bright and dmost cloudless.

They would spend the night on board, the Taig captain said. Was he smply being
cautious, or did hefed -- as Ahl did -- that theidand brooded and held
secrets? Being the cagptain, he did not have to explain himsdif.

In the morning men went ashore. They returned midway through the afternoon,
having gone around the idand. It was empty of people, though there were plenty
of birds. The sailors brought back firewood and fresh water from a spring. Hah!
It was swest to drink!



"I don't imagine you'l be any help in repairing the ship,” the Taig captain
said to Perig and Ahl. "But you can work on shore. Well need more wood, more
water, and if any of you know how to hunt or fish -- "

"Lew --" Ahl said and paused, then continued. "L ewekh isafine hunter, though
what he knows best is marshes.”

"Cholkwaand | havelived off theland,” said Perig.
"Do what you can," said the captain.

Cholkwa had no problem with thisidea. But Leweli refused. "1 can't leave the
child done. What if shewakes and beginsto cry? What if she becomesill? Men
can't take care of children.”

"The childishedthy asatsn and degpslikearock,” said Ahl.
"Usudly," said Lewdi. "But | will not leave her.”

In the morning the three of them set off. It was another bright day. Small

clouds dotted the sky. A mild wind blew, stirring the bronze-brown forest,
making spots of sunlight dance over the ground. There were no trails. Obvioudy,
no large animalslived on theidand, though -- asthe sailors had said -- birds
were plentiful. So were edible plants, and Perig turned out to be excellent at
finding these. Soon he had abasketful. Ahl knew most, though he was especidly
happy with something she hadn't seen before. "Tsin ears" he caled the plant.

It was fleshy and looked like its name, except for its color, which wasa
reddish-purple. The plant grew on tree trunks, so it looked asif the trees had
earsand were ligening: an eerie Sght. Perig cut them off, using aknife. The

cut ends did not bleed, arelief to Ahl.

Onthefar sde of theidand was amoor, covered with low vegetation. The birds
there were large and heavy, like the hapawhich people raise on many parts of
our home planet. Like hapa, they flew when startled, but only for ashort
distance. Then they dropped down and tried to run.

"This can't be called asport,” said Cholkwa and shot one.

Seen closg, it was covered with glossy brown fegthers, except for itslegs and

feet, which were naked and bright blue. There were areas of bare skin on the

head, circling the anima'sround yellow eyes, so it seemed to wear spectacles,
though thisimage would not have occurred to Ahl. In her age spectacleswere
rare, and it'slikely that she never saw apair.

"What do you think?" asked Cholkwa.

"It lookslikeahapa," said Perig. "Except for the blue kin. Maybeit'sa
relaive. If so, it ought to be tasty, especiadly in astew with my ears.”

They spent the midday killing birds. All had the same areas of blue skin. So it



wasn't adisease, athought which had occurred to Ahl. When they had enough,
Perig found along straight branch. They fastened the birdsto it by their

bright blue feet and carried them back thisway, Cholkwa at one end of the
gtick, Ahl a the other. Thewind had died. Ahead of them atrail of smoke rose
into the cloudless sky.

"They must be heating pitch,” said Perig. "The ship was taking on weter, the
captain said.”

"How could it not ?" asked Cholkwa. "'If | had known what kind of trip thiswas
goingto be--"

"We couldn't stay in Sorg," said Perig. "Nor return to the north; and we have
survived thejourney.”

"Wait till we've reached our destination before you say that," replied Cholkwa.

They reached theinlet in late afternoon. The ship's cook, a burly man with
gray-brown fur, descended on them and seized their birds. Perig followed with
his,snears.

Dinner wasroast bird. The cook would use the earstomorrow, Perig said. "The
men are hungry. A stew takestime; and tsin ears require specia preparation. |
have to say the birds taste fine roasted. I'm almost certain they're related to
halpa.”

"How did they get here?' asked Cholkwa. "They could hardly fly."

"Maybe they've been here all dong,” Perig said. "Placed by the Goddess when she
made the world."

"Or maybe peopleleft them,” said Ahl, licking her fingers.

"That'spossble,” Perig admitted.

Most of the sailors stayed on shore that night, as did Perig andCholkwa. Ahl
suspected the two men were interested in sex, now that they were safe and could

get away from their femal e companions. Nothing could be donein the cabin. No
sdlf-respecting male would do anything so intimate in aroom containing women.

But on adark beach, surrounded by other men -- She envied them and went back to
the ship.

Thenext day the Taig captain said, "I'm tired of your comrade's [aziness. What
ishisexcusetoday? Sickness? An unlucky omen?"

"He ill hasn't recovered from the storm,” said Ahl.

"Nonsense," said the captain. "Hewill go on shore. Y ou said he'sagood hunter.
We need food, and he clearly needs exercise and fresh air.”

Argument wasimpossible. Lewdi went with Ahl and the actors, though she looked



unhappy and began complaining as soon asthey werein theforest.

"Merhitisagood witch,” said Ahl. "I'm confident her magic will keep the child
safe. We have no choice, cousin. A captain must be obeyed.”

THIS TIME the birds were harder to find, but at noon they came on aflock, all
grouped together in an open space on the moor, scratching with large blue feet

and pecking. It was easy to kill as many asthey were able to carry. Laden with
their prey, they returned to the beach.

The pitch pot was turned over, and ablack pool of pitch lay next to it. Bodies,
the Taig sailorsamogt certainly, lay scattered on the sand.

"Bad luck!" said Perig.

Could they flee? Ahl glanced around. The forest was close, but not close enough.
Ragged strangers moved toward them, holding bloody swords.

Perig stretched hisarms out to the side. His hands were open and empty.
"Obvioudy we can't fight you. But | ought to mention if you kill us, you will
bekilling apair of women."

"What do you mean?" asked one of the men. His accent was thick, but Ahl could
understand him.

Perig gestured. " Those two are women."

The man frowned. "They don't ook it."

"Ahl, pull off your tunic,” Perig said.

She did as he asked, dropping the tunic and unfastening the band that held her
upper breasts. The moment she was bare, the men looked down. Thiswas
encouraging. In spite of being pirates, they had not lost dl sense of right
behavior.

"Put on your tunic,”" said one of themenin agtifled voice.

She picked up the tunic and pulled it on.

"Thereisababy on the ship," Perig continued in hisusud pleasant voice. "The
other woman, the one holding the stick with birds, isthe mother. | assume
you're planning to kill us or maroon us. But you can hardly kill women or maroon

them with unrdated men."

"How do you know what we can do?" asked the man who had spoken previoudy. Most
likely hewasthe leader.

The men around him looked uneasy. One said, "Jehan,” in anervoustone.

"And why are these women traveling in disguise with men who aren't relatives?'



added the man named Jehan. "I know foreigners lack self-respect, but this seems
worsethan usud."

"Why don't you disarm us, which isthe obvious next step, and then we can talk,”
sad Perig. "If you've left the Taig cook dive, you might give the birdsto
him."

Jehan siwung his sword. Perig fell.

"Goddess!" cried Cholkwa, faling to hiskneesbeside hislover. Ahl was certain
now. She heard love in the young man's anguished voice.

Perig sat up, feding his head.
"l used theflat," said Jehan. "But if he kegpstaking, I'll usethe edge.”

"Hell be quiet,” said Cholkwaand stood, helping Perig up. His hands, on the
older man, seemed as careful asif he were holding afragile treasure: something
made of glassand gold.

"Now," said Jehan. "Give us your wegpons.”

They went down the beach, gtill carrying their birds, surrounded by pirates. Now
Ahl could see beyond the Taig ship. There was another ship, somewhat smdler,
outside the harbor entrance, blocking escape. Obvioudy it belonged to the
pirates. Squinting againgt the glare of sunset, shetried to make out detalls,

but couldn't tdll if there were pirates on the Taig ship.

Clearly they held the beach and the remaining sailors on shore: agroup of

seven, two injured, one badly. The Taig cook was wrapping an aready-bloody
bandage around his chest. Guards stood around the prisoners, holding weapons
that had belonged-- Ahl was almost certain-- to the Taig.

"Aretherest dead?' asked Ahl.

"Some," said the cook in an angry voice. "Most were on the ship, repairing the
rigging. They are dill there, guarding it againgt capture.”

One of the guards said, "My cousin Jehan thought it would be agood ideato
attack from the land. That's where you seemed to be, if your smoke was any
indication. If we came sailing in from the west, you'd see us and make
preparations. Better to circle to the south -- theidand would hide us -- and
land a party in the little southern harbor, then come through the forest and
take you by surprise.”

"It worked," said Jehan stubbornly.
"Wedon't havether ship," said the guard.

"Well get it," Jehan said. "In the meantime, we have dinner."



"And two women," said one of the other pirates.

"What?' asked the guard. He was a stocky man with dark fur going silver over his
shoulders. In Ahl's opinion, he looked sensible, not atrait she associated with

piracy.

“I'mawoman,” sad Ahl. "And soisshe”

"Thisisturning into aperplexing mess" the guard said. "What are two women
doing on aTaig ship, disguised as men? Taig women don't travel, and why would
any woman disguise hersdf asaman? Surely you know how dangerousitisl We
could have killed you by mistake."

"Can | speak?" asked Perig.

"If you want to," said the guard. "And have something useful to say.”
"He'sonefor chattering,” said Jehan in awarning tone.

"Let him chatter," said the guard. "I want information.”

"These two women needed to get south in ahurry and went in disguise, because
they couldn't find awomen's ship.”

"Areyou related to them? Y ou don't look smilar.”

Perig hesitated briefly, then tilted his head in assent. "The women in our
lineage aretdl and have an authority we men lack.”

"Which lineage?" the guard asked.
"Tesati," sad Perig.
"Not onel know."

"It'sto the north," said Perig. "At the edge of the Great Centra Plain. Or
rather it wasthere. The Unraveling has destroyed much. Another family
overwhelmed ours. The men are dead, except for us."

"Why areyou dive?' asked Jehan.
"We weren't home when the end came. Cholkwaand | are actors and often trave .
"Actord" said the guard, looking interested.

"When we did come home, we found --" Perig smiled briefly. "No home. Our mae
kin were dead. The family that killed them, the Chaitin, had gathered in our

female relatives and the children. We should have killed oursdlves. It would

have been the decent thing to do. But we found these two hiding out, along with
Lewdi's baby. They didn't want to be Chaitin. There are women who hold this
kind of grudge.



Everyone waslistening intently, of course. It was agood story, told

excdllently. But now Ahl saw alook of confusion on the Taig cook's face,
followed by alook of horror. The cook was remembering the night before, she
thought. Perig and Cholkwa had made love on the beach. The Taig sailors had
noticed and been undisturbed. Traveling companions often give each other this
kind of comfort, provided they are the same sex and not related. But if the two
actors belonged to the same family, the act wasincest. The cook opened his
mouth, then closed it and glanced down, going back to work on hisinjured
comrade.

A near thing! And not over. The cook might gtill decide to denounce the actors.
"Maybe we should have given our kinsvomen to the Chaitin,” Perig said. "They
would have been safer; and there is dways something offensive about the idea of
women without afamily. Such things happen to men. We know it! But women should
liveingde adoublewall of matriarchs and soldiers.

"These ethical problems are never easy to untangle. In the end we decided to

rely on the old rule, which says that men should not make decisions for women.
That power liesin the hands of their mothers and their female reatives, and

they were not available, nor were they kin, since they had become Chaitin, while
these two remained Tesati. They asked usto escort them south; and we agreed out
of loyalty, whichisnot the foremost mae virtue. Thet, of course, is

directness or honesty. But loydty isone of thefive.”

"| told you hetalked alot,” said Jehan.

"Areyou redly actors?' asked the guard.

"Why would | lie?" asked Perig.

"I've never seen aplay,” the guard said. Ahl heard longing in hisvoice.

"Well, then," Perig said. "L et the Taig cook fix our birds. Y ou can feast
tonight and see The Deeth of Eh Manhata."

"He'sdead?' cried the guard. The other pirates made noises indicating surprise.
"What happened?' asked Jehan.

"He was betrayed by men he trusted, captured and --" Perig stopped. " The play
will show you. Wait till tonight.”

"It'sal very well for you to talk about waiting," Leweli sad. "But | havea
child on board the Taig ship. | need to get back to her.”

"We can't let you go," said Jehan.

"Why not?' asked the silver-backed guard.



"For onething, the Taig might be willing to surrender their ship in order to
get these two women back, especidly if they have ababy on their hands."

"Y ou are willing to hold women hostage?* asked Perig in ashocked tone.
Jehan frowned and raised his sword.
"Don't kill him," said the guard. "'l want to seethe play.”

"For another," continued Jehan, "we can't let the women tell the Taig whatever
they may have found out about us. What if they've realized how few of usthere
are? And how difficult it will befor usto take the ship?”

A look of pain crossed the guard'sface. "Very wel," he said. "Keep the women
here"

The pirates untied the cook's feet, so he could work, helped by pirates. Soon a
new fire was burning, and the cook was eviscerating birds. Asfor Ahl and her
comrades, they settled in the sand close to the Taig prisoners. The guard
settled with them, obvioudy anxiousto talk. His name was Jehan, he said, the
same as his cousin. Though he was Jehan Silverback, and his cousin was Long
Jehan.

"Long?' said Perig. "He'sno tdler than you are.”

"That isn't theway he'slong,” said Jehan Silverback, then looked embarrassed.
"It's hard for me to remember these two are women."

"Thisisnt agtuation whereit's easy to remember anything having to do with
manners,” said Perig. "Though I'm glad to know you're a sdf-respecting man. How
did you end in thisline of work?'

He camefrom an idand, said Jehan Silverback. "Where exactly | won't tell you,
in case we decideto let you live" It was one of two idandsthat lay remote
from dl other land. The guard'sfamily lived on oneidand. Another lineage --
"our breeding partners' -- lived on the other. Both idands were steep and
stony, surrounded by rocks and shoas. Not much to look at, according to the
guard, though hisvoice sounded affectionate to Ahl. "But the cliffsare full of
nesting birds; and the waters next to shore are so full of shellfish that they

are like stones on a beach; and there are plenty of fish."

The problem was the idands were tredess. The idanderslived in houses made of
stone and sod. Their fuel was driftwood and the oil of marine animals.

Lacking timber, they could not build boats. Without boats, they would not be
ableto fish or reach their neighbors. "We might not starve, since we could

gtill net birds and gather shellfish. But how could we breed without boatsto

carry men from one family to the other? Wed die out, unless we were reduced to
inbreeding.” There was horror in the guard'svoice ashe said this. "We are
pirates because we can't buy the ships we need. Nothing we haveto sdll is of
aufficient value™



"Couldn't you cut timber on anidand like thisone?' asked Ahl.

"We gather wood for ordinary uses on thisidand,” the guard said. "And we could
make some kind of wretched little dinghy from the timber here. But agood ship
requires large trees, metal tools and fittings, fabric for the sails, rope and w
mogt of al -- ill."

"Y ou want the Taig ship,” said Perig.

"Y es. We thought we were in luck when we saw your smoke. Sincetheidand is
uninhabited, we knew that meant aship, most likely one that had put in for

water and repairs. The saillorswould be tired from fighting the ssorm which blew
them here; they would be preoccupied by work, and they would not expect any
trouble. Why should they, in a place this remote? Things didn't turn out exactly
as we expected. But we have prisoners, eeven of you now. If we can't take the
ship by force, maybe we can strike abargain.”

"It redlly doesn't seem wrong to you, holding women and a baby hostage?’ asked
Perig.

Jehan Silverback scratched hisforehead. "It'sadifficult Situation and not one
we expected. No one livesin this part of the ocean except us and our neighbors.
When ships come here, it'susudly to fish or hunt. The crews are male. What
family would risk itswomen on work that is hard and dangerous and unpleasant,
and which does not require any of the usual femae skills? One does not
negotiate with astorm or afish.”

Therewere, of course, many families whose women fished. But Ahl was not going
to argue with this pirate, who seemed to have strong opinions about women's
work. Nor did she wish to bring up the worst danger of thisregion, the one that
would amost certainly keep women away: murderous pirates.

"Y ou have never encountered awomen's ship?' asked Perig.

"To thewest of herewe have," the guard said. "Not often, sncewerarely go
far into the narrow ocean. When we redlize that a ship is crewed by women, we
let it go with an exchange of greetings. We are not mongters! My cousinis

right. Y ou talk too much.”

Perig said, "Let me go and help the cook. Then you'll be free of my foolish
questions.”

Jehan Silverback gave permission. Therest of them stayed where they were. By
thistime the sun was down and the sky darkening. Lamps began to glimmer on the
two ships. Thiswas afrightening Situation, though not asfrighteningto Ahl as

it would be to amodern woman. Having met the humans, we know that it is
possible for aspeciesto flourish in spite of behavior that our ancestorswould

find unthinkable; and we wonder if our own behavior isfixed. Could our men turn
into mongters like human men? Could they turn on women and children?Isit
possiblethat violence has no natura limits?



None of these questions occurred to Ahl, sitting on the darkening beach in

another age. Instead she worried about the baby on the Taig ship. Surdly it

would wake soon, be hungry and cry. She worried about the possibility that her
shipmates and the two actorswould die, if not tonight, then tomorrow; and she
worried about the rest of this unlucky trip. Would they ever get to Helwar?
Would she ever see Ki again? But she did not fear harm to herself or Lewdli. Was
shefight to be fearless? At this distance in time we cannot say.

Asdark closed around them, the cooking fire burned more brightly. Workingina
red glare, the Taig cook roasted hirds, while Perig prepared histsin ears.
Dismembered, the birds went into an iron pot with water, the ears and herbs.

"Thisissomething” said Jehan Silverback. "A proper feast and then aplay. We
never have eventslike thison our idand.”

Soon there was food, halin, and fresh clean water, drawn from one of the
idand's springs. None drank water, except the prisoners.

"Eat moderately,” Perig whispered as he settled next to Ahl.
"Why?" she hissed.

"The ears have to be prepared in just the right way. If not, they aretoxic. Not
fatal, but | hope--"

A pirate glanced at them. Perig stopped talking.

He had poisoned the stew. She whispered awarning to Lewdli.

"Thisislikely to bealong night," her cousin whispered in answer.

While the pirates ate, Perig and Cholkwa consulted. Their costumes and props
were on the Taig ship, so they borrowed from the pirates and prisoners: along
red ragged cloak, astained ydllow tunic, astaff with impromptu ribbons. They
st torches on long polesin the sand and drew linesto mark astage.

Then -- the pirates full of food, but till drinking -- they began.

Thiswas The Death of Eh Manhata, Cholkwa announced. A true story, acted by men
whose native home was on the Great Central Plain. "We have not lied. This story

istheway things actudly happened.”

The firgt scene was between Perig in the red cape and Cholkwa. Perig was
Manhata: arrogant and confident, the greastest man in the world. Cholkwawas a
younger relative, worried about his kinsman. He was too trusting, Cholkwa said.
The men who sought amesting with him were liars. They would betray him.
Strutting back and forth, the red cape swirling, Perig said, "Nonsense.”

It reglly was remarkable. Perig, who had always been mild and reasonable, in no



way formidable, now held everyone's attention. It seemed to Ahl that he had
grown in size. Hisstride was forceful. His voice commanded. Even the cloak had
changed, becoming -- how could Ahl describe it? -- richer and heavier, fit for a
great leader, awarrior without equal.

In vain Cholkwaargued. Perig would not listen. Off he went to the foredoomed
mesting.

Cholkwalleft the circle of torchlight, returning shortly in the sained yellow
tunic. Now he was one of thefdse dlies, awheedling plausible man, who had
been -- one sensed -- handsome in hisyouth and was till in the habit of
behaving seductively.

How did Cholkwa manage this? His own good |ooks were mostly gone, and he seemed
older. The stained tunic helped, making him look seedy, but it was something

more. Theway he hed himself? His voice? He didn't command attention like

Perig; and Ahl could till see him ingide the character he played, the way one

saw peopleingdefestiva dolls, when firdight shone through the stick and

cloth bodies. Nonetheless, heimpressed her.

Ahl leaned forward, intent. Around her the pirates and prisoners were silent.

At first Manhata was oblivious. The other man, the dly, praised, made promises,
even flirted, though carefully. Manhataignored the flirtation and accepted the
praise, expecting nothing less. Gradualy Cholkwals manner changed. Sharpness
crept in. He began to mock the old warrior at the same time that he became more
openly seductive.

A disturbing scene. Around her the pirates shifted and muttered. One stood up,
stumbled into the bushes and threw up.

Understandable, though maybe it was the stew.

It took along time for Manhatato understand what he was hearing. Finaly he
turned on the dly, shouting, "How dare you?'

Thedly explained. Thetragp had closed. Manhata's men, the guard he'd brought
with him, were dead by now. Manhata would join them soon. ™Y ou have lived too
long and become afool, deserving of a shameful death. | promise you, old man,
thet isthe kind of death you'l get."

What happened next was impossible to understand. Perig barely moved, yet she
could see every ideaand fedling in hismind. Disbelief camefirg, then anger--

abrief hot flash, then fear. How was this possible? Manhatawas fearless. As

she watched, Perig grew smaller, collgpsing in on himself like afestiva doll

at festival end, when the sticks that hold it up are folded. Now she saw

Manhata's age. He was more than eighty at the time of his death. Hislife had

been one of congtant violence. Who knew how many injuries he had endured? Surely
his body must have reached itslimit. And he was done. His ssters, who had

guided him through hislong career, were dead. What was | eft for him, except his
terrifying reputation”?



Courage was l€eft. She could see that now, asthe old man straightened, mesting
the gaze of hisformer dly.

"Do what you will," Manhatasaid. The pirates sghed. Asthey did, Perig stepped
out of thetorchlight. Cholkwajoined him. A moment later the young man returned
wearing hisown tunic. Now he was a messenger, bringing news of Eh Manhatas
death. He stood quietly, looking out at the audience, and described what
happened next. It had been abad desth, long and deliberately painful; and
Manhatahandled it lessthan wdll. The Man Who Broke Lineages was himsdlf
finally broken. Ahl had heard most of this before. It was no more plessant a
second time. Of dl the bruta things done during the Unraveling, thiswasthe
worst. Around her the pirates gasped and groaned. "Why?' cried more than one.

"Hisformer dlies wanted usto remember him thisway," said Cholkwa. "If he had
died in battle or by some ordinary form of execution, his reputation would not
have been diminished. But this--"

"Y ou should havelied,” said Jehan Silverback. ™Y ou should have given him the
death he had earned. How can you cooperate in something so contemptible?’

Perig stepped back into the torchlight. The red cloak was gone. He was Manhata
no longer. "Anyone can be broken,” he said in his ordinary, quiet, even tone,

"No one escapes shame except through luck. Thisis something that Manhata may
have forgotten, for awhile at least. But he learned it at the end.

"That's one thing to remember. The other is, hisenemiesarefools.”
"Why do you say that?' asked Jehan Silverback.

"In old age, when he no longer had his sistersto advise him, Manhataacted in
ways that must be called foolish. Thiscan't be denied. It'strue aswell that
his couragefailed him at the end.

"But think of therest of hislife! I'm from the plain, asmy cousin told you.

For more than fifty years, Manhata rose above the rest of uslike a thundercloud
that would not dissipate. Every time we looked up, there he was -- hishead in
sunlight and lightning around his shoulders. Can ayear or two of folly, aday

or two of pain unmake alifelike his?'

"Yes," said Long Jehan.

"No," said Jehan Silverback.

"Timewill determine," Perig said in hisusua reasonable tone,

That ended the play. The pirates continued drinking. By now they were obvioudy
intoxicated. Several more threw up, lurching past the prisonersinto the forest
shadows. Long Jehan grabbed Cholkwa's arm, pulling him down on the sand beside

him. Perig settled by the other pirate cousin. Ahl couldn't tdll if Jehen
Silverback had ordered him to do so or asked him. Maybe Perig was acting on his



own, trying -- like Manhata -to beg a better ending.
"l think it'stimefor usto leave," said Leweli quietly.

"Mother told me men were disgusting after they'd been drinking for awhile," Ahl
sadin agreement.

Maybe they could say they needed to urinate, Ahl thought. That would get them to
the forest. But no ruse was necessary. The pirate closest to them dumped over
suddenly, his cup spilling from hishand. The next fellow over had dready risen
and was stumbling toward the Taig prisoners. Why, Ahl didn't know or want to
know. She and Lewdi rose together, stepping backward into the black forest
shadow. No one called out.

Instead of entering the forest, they went along its edge, keeping in the shadow.

Hah! 1t was dark! But there were stars above them and lamps on the two anchored
ships. When the beach ended, they clambered over rocks, going out on the
promontory which formed one side of the harbor. Someone by the pirate's fire was
screaming. Ahl didn't think it wasfrom pain or fear.

Finaly, when they were agood distance from the beach, Leweli sad, "Thiswill
do."

The two women dove into the water and swam toward the Taig ship.
Remember that Sorg is marsh. No one grows up there without learning to swim. Ahl
was excdllent and Lewdi even better. Side by side, they stroked through the
cold still water, making no sound. On shore the pirates were shouting at one
another. Had they discovered the missng women? Or were they quarreling, as
drunkswill do?

When they reached the ship, Ahl grabbed the anchor chain. It made anoise. A
moment later she saw a shape above her, leaning over the ship'sside. Metal
gleamed in Salight.

"It'sAhlin," shesaid quietly. "With Lewekh. We escaped.”

Ropes came down. They climbed up.

"I hope you'l be able to do something about that baby," said the Taig captain.
"Youfoundit," sad Ahl.

"Hard to missit, onceit beganto cry.”

"I'll take care of Dapple," said Lewsi and went toward their cabin.

Ahl stayed with the captain, telling him about the Stuation on shore.

"The actor tried to poison them,” he said, leaning on therailing and looking at
the figures that moved around the piratesfire. "They don't look dead to me."



"Hesad it waan't fatd. They are certainly intoxicated, though that might be
dueto hdin."

"They don't seem to belooking for you, which suggests an unusua degree of
intoxication. Either they haven't noticed that you're gone, or they no longer

care." The Taig captain paused, evidently thinking. "I could wait and hope they
lose consciousness. But | think it'd be better to move before the other pirates

-- the ones on board the pirate ship --notice something is wrong. Do you want to
join the attack, or are you awoman like your friend?"

"I'm awoman," said Ahl.
"How about the other two?"

"Perig and Cholkwa? They're men. When | |€ft, it seemed to me they weretrying
to seduce the two chief pirates.”

"With luck, that will prove distracting. I'll leave some men here, in casethe
pirates on the ship decide to move." The captain made a noise that indicated
irritation. "Thiswould be much easier, if | didn't have to worry about enemies
on two sides. Not to mention a ship with damaged rigging. Asthe proverb says,
when luck turns bad, it turns bad."

"True enough,” said Ahl. She went down to the cabin and found aknife. Lewdi
was nursing the baby, who was quiet now.

"The Taig men are going to attack,” Ahl said.

"Inwhich direction?' Lewdi asked.

"Shore"

Lewdi tilted her head, regarding the child. "A hard decision. I'm glad it's not
one | haveto make. But the party looked asif it might become ugly. Maybeit
should be broken up.”

Ahl went back on deck, carrying the knife. The Taig sailors were clustered on
the landward side of their ship. After amoment Ahl realized they were lowering
aboat. "Quietly," said the captain to them. "Act with care.

There was a soft splash asthe boat hit water. The sailors climbed down and
rowed away, their oars making almost no sound.

The remaining sailors posted themsalves dong therail, some watching the shore,
while others kept an eye on the pirate vessdl. A man said, "They'd be crazy to
bring the ship in at night with the tide low, but they could send aboat. The
captain saysyou're awoman. Why are you traveling in disguise?’

Ahl said, "l can't tell the story now. Later, if wesurvive."



After that they waited. The fire on the beach was burning low, and only afew
figuresremained around it. Most had wandered into darkness, though she could
dill hear them howling like sulin.

Findly, when she began to wonder if the Taig boat had sunk, a shout came over
the water: sharp and commanding. Not adrunken howl. A battle call.

Men ran into the firlight, carrying weapons. The sailors around Ahl exhaled.
"Heh! Tag!"

Behind her Lewdi said, "The baby's adeep at last. What's going on?”
"The battle hasbegun," said Ahl.

They weretoo far away to see anything clearly. Ahl longed for a
looking-into-the-distance tube. Such things existed at this point in history,
and she had seen them in the south. But the Taig ship didn't have one. The
battle was smdl dark figures, meeting in dim light. There was more shouting,
then ahigh shrill scream that did not end.

Oneof the Tailg sallors said, "Don't you think you ought to go below deck? It
can't be good for amother to see thiskind of violence. Or any woman, for that
meatter."

"Isthat what'sworrying your" asked Ahl.

"Of course not,” said another man. "We're worried about our kinsmen on shore.
But there's nothing we can do about their situation. So my cousin hereistaking
the only action heisableto take. | haveto say he'sright. It'sthe reason

our women don't travel. No mother -- or future mother -- should watch while men
kill each other. It's bound to do something to the milk."

"If not to the milk, to themind," said athird man. "What kind of mothers are
you two going to be after atrip like thisone?

Enough, thought Ahl. She and Leweli went down to the cabin. The porthole was
open. She found she could see the beach. The fire had been scattered and was
mostly out. She thought she could see motion, and there was still noise.
Apparently the battle continued.

"How could | be aworse mother by traveling than by staying home?" asked Lewdli.
"If I had stayed in Sorg, Dapple would have died.”

"Nothing men say about child-rearing isworth atention,” Ahl said. "l wish |
could see more clearly.”

Findly -- it must have been an ikun later--she heard noises on deck. The Taig
sailorsreturning? Or apirate boarding party? Leweli lay adeep. Ahl stood and
pulled her knife.

The noises continued, none of them loud. Surdly thismeant it wasthe Taig



sailors. Ahl relaxed, then grew tense again as the cabin door opened. Shed
forgotten to bar it. Too late!

The actors entered, both unsteady. Perig's tunic was tom, and Cholkwa had a
bandage wrapped around one arm.

"That," said Perig as he settled on the floor, "was the worst evening of my
life"

"You, at least, didn't have Long Jehan in your hands,” said Cholkwa. "Goddess!
He leaned againgt the open doorway. "Don't get comfortable. Were deeping on
deck.”

"Areyou dl right?" Perig asked the women.

"Yes," sad Lewdi. "It was afine performance.”

"Which part?' asked Cholkwa. "Thelies Perig told about our history or the play
itself or the way the two of us behaved with Jehan and Jehan?"

"Wedidn't seetheladt," said Ahl.

"Good," said Perig.

"Theplay,” sad Lewd,i.

"Wasted on louts," said Cholkwa. "Get up, old man.”

Perig groaned, stood and searched in his baggage until he found atunic, faded
but clean and untorn.

"That will do," said Cholkwa. "Y ou needn't look pretty. There's no oneleft to
charm.”

"It'sover?' asked Ahl.

"Theres dtill the pirate ship,” said Cholkwa. "But the pirates on shore are
prisoners or dead. Perig needsdeep. Sodo |."

Then they were gone. Sheld heard about the kind of maniathat overcomes some men
after battle. That must be what shed just seen, unlessit wasthe effect of

halin and thetan ears. Cholkwa, who had aways seemed a bit sullen, had shone
with happiness, so beautiful -- in spite of hisrumpled fur -- that even awoman

could see his beauty. Perig had seemed tired, nothing more. Maybe it wastoo

soon for him to feel happiness. Maybe held done too much.

That night she dozed rather than dept. Often she was awake, or in astrange
state between deep and waking. At dawn she went on deck. The Taig sailorswere
up, watching the pirate ship.

"Leaving, | think," said the Taig captain.



Salshillowed out, filling with wind. The anchor went up, water dripping from
it and flashing in thefirst rays of therisng sun.

"They've decided to abandon their kin," said one of the Taig sailors.

"What do you expect of pirates?' said another sailor. The ship headed north and
wes, vanishing at last among the waves. When it was gone, the Taig captain

said, "We need to spend another day here. | want the two of you -- the women --
to stay on board.”

"Why?" asked Ahl.
"What we have to do on shoreis not pleasant.”

Crematetheir dead, Ahl thought, and kill the remaining pirates. Cremation did
not bother her, though it took a primitive form in her era; but the cremation of
Tag men belonged to Taig men. The other activity was male aswell.

"WEell stay on board,” said Ahl.

Perig and Cholkwawent with the Trig men. Ahl and Lewdi went to the cabin. The
day had amild wind, enough to carry the pirate ship away, but not enough to

bring fresh air through the porthole. The room seemed stifling to Ahl. The baby
fretted. "She misses her potion,” Lewdi said. "But I'm not giving her any more,
unless she becomesimpossble.”

The baby became impossible and got more potion. "Just alittle, to make her
quiet.”

Ahl went through her baggage and repacked everything, made sure her kniveswere
sharp, then went on deck.

"'Something has occurred to me," shesaid to asailor. "If you build afirefor
cremation, it may attract more pirates.”

"We thought of that," the sailor said. "We won't cremate our men until we're
ready to leave. What the captain is doing now is questioning the pirates. When
he's done, they'll be killed and buried. No reason to burn them. We don't intend
to take their asheshome.”

"I haven't heard anything," Ahl said.

"Our men went inland with the pirates. The captain didn't want to bother you.
Sound carrieswell over water, especidly on aday likethis™

There were dark shapes on the beach, laid inaline. The Taig dead, amost
certainly. One man stood by them, leaning on aspear. No one elsewasvisible. A
bright hot day. The air barely moved. Bugs would be gathering around the Taig
bodies. Not a pleasant job the watcher had.



Would it be pleasanter to be inland, torturing the captive pirates?
Ahl shook her heed, thinking lifewas full of difficult choices.

IN LATE AFTERNOON the sailors came back, Perig and Cholkwawith them. Ahl waited
on the deck. Cholkwa looked sullen again, while Perig looked grim.

"That's done," the older man said. "The Taig know how to reach the pirates
homes, though the pirates certainly did not want to give out the information.”

"Goddess," said Cholkwa

"They said they weren't going to harm you,” Perig told Ahl. "They let you go,

they said, though my impression at the time was they hadn't noticed your
disappearance. Jehan and Jehan certainly seemed busy with other things. | don't
remember anyone coming to tell them that you were gone, though | was occupied at
thetime"

"Y ou shouldn't talk about such thingsto women," said Cholkwa.
"Youdidlast night.”
"l wasdrunk."

The sailors set to work on their repairs. Most looked grim, though afew seemed
satisfied. The next day the ship was ready to go. They took it out of the

harbor, anchoring where the pirate ship had been, then rowed back to burn their
kinsmen.

Thiswas done at night. Looking through the porthole, Ahl saw the grest red
glare of the funerd fire. Theair smelled of wood smoke and burning flesh. By
morning the fire was out. No smoke rose into the cloudless sky. The Taig et out
their sails, going west and south over an ocean dotted with foam.

Oncetheidand was gone from sight, the Taig captain called them al on deck.

"I want to know the truth about you people. I've heard one story about you which
isobvioudy untrue; and our cook says there's another story, which you told the
pirates. Isthere athird sory? A fourth? A fifth?"

Perig glanced a Ahl. "Tel him what you know," she said.

Perig did, describing how he and Cholkwa and been stranded in the country of the
Sorg. "Like aluat trapped in atoo-shallow lagoon.” Just when they reached
desperation, the witch appeared and made her offer: money to go south, if they
would escort two women in disguise. "It waswrong to do it, of course," Perig
sad. "But we had no dternative.”

The Taig captain glanced at Ahl. "Why did you need to flee your home, escorted
by unrelated men? Surely thisis shameful behavior.”

Ahl told her story: how the Sorg matrons had decided to kill five childrenin



order to get out of abusiness contract. One child was|eft dive, the baby in
the cabin. She and Lewdi had decided to saveit, advised by the witch who hired
Perig and Cholkwa. " She said it was the right thing to do."

"You've put usin abad place," the captain said. "It'stoo late in the season

to turn back and risk more storms. In addition, if | returned you to Sorg, the
Helwar would be angry; and no one makes better shipsthan they. But if | take
you to Helwar, as| intend to do, I'll make bad enemies among your kin. Why
couldn't you let the child die? The crime --if it isa crime --would not be

yours, but would belong to your mother and the other matriarchs. It'swrong to
take on too much respongibility.”

"That may be," said Ahl. "But it'sdone.

The cook, who had been ligtening said, "It'smy belief that those of uswho were
taken prisoner would have died, except for the actors cleverness. Now that |
know they are not perverts and committers of incest, | can be grateful. Granted,
it'sodd for men to travel with unrelated women, but every man is supposed to
help women in need of help; and healthy babies should not be killed, especialy
to escape from abusiness contract. Where will we be, if people don't keep the
agreements they make? | don't intend to tie my mind into knots by trying to make
sense of thisstuation. Go with the smple solution, kinsman! Thank these folk

for their help, and ddliver them to Helwar."

"A good cook isawaysworth listening to," the captain said. "'l will take your
advice"

The ship continued west and south, carried by amild and steady wind. Lewdi
spent most of her time in the cabin, caring for the baby, who was often awake,
now that she no longer got the potion. Without the witch's magic, the child
proved asirritable as any ordinary baby.

"And maybe more s0," said Ahl to Perig while explaining why she spent most of
her time on deck. "I'm willing to save the child from death and maybe ruin my
own life by doing so; but | will not listen to her cry.”

Severd dayslater, Ahl asked, "Did the tsin earswork the way you expected?’

"Not entirely," Perig said. "If you peel them before cooking and cut off the

base, they are an ordinary food, except for being unusudly tasty. But if this

isn't done, they cause visons, followed by stupor. In my home country diviners
use them to look into the future. They wear headdressesin the shape of tain
ears." Perig glanced sideways and smiled. "Foreignersthink the headdresses are
funny; and maybe they are; but the visions are often useful, though only if the
person involved has been trained.”

"Wasn't it dangerousto give something like thet to pirates?’
"The Stuation was dangerous aready. The pirateswere going to kill al of us,

except possibly you and Lewdi. It seemed like agood ideato try everything:
thetsin ears, drama, sex -- if the pirates wanted sex, asthey obvioudy did.



Anything to distract them and delay the moment of killing. | thought if they

began to seevisons or fell into astupor, maybe we could escape. Or maybe the
Tag salorswould attack, or the Goddess reach down her hand and lift usal to
safety. Who can say?' For amoment he was silent, looking out at the ocean. "I
rd had the witch's potion, | would have used it. But it was on the ship. | used
what was at hand."

Ten days later asailor vanished. The ship was searched. He wasn't found.

Perig told Ahl about it. "They think he went overboard last night. He was one of
the men held prisoner by the pirates, ayoung man, good looking."

Odd, thought Ahl. She didn't remember a good looking man among the prisoners.

"After they were drunk, severa of the pirates gpproached him. He wanted nothing
to do with them. It's not agood ideato say 'no' to adrunken pirate. For one
thing, they wont ligen.”

"Hekilled himsdlf out of shame" Ahl sad.

"The Taig believe so, though it doesn't seem to me especidly shameful to endure
what can't be prevented. Maybe he thought he could have behaved in amore
disciplined and undemongtrative fashion. Or maybe he wanted the memories of what
had happened to stop. He should have waited. Most memories grow lesssharpin
time"

It seemed wrong for aman to die on hisway home, in good westher, after danger
was past. Was what he had experienced so terrible? Hadn't the two actors gone
through something similar and made jokes about it? She asked Perig about this,
gpesking carefully, snce most men don't enjoy discussing sex or violence with
women.

Obvioudy Perig was under no obligation to answer her; no matter how indirectly
she asked her question, it was rude. But he did reply, his tone courteous and
more serious than usudl.

"Remember how Cholkwaand | make our living. Actors spend most of their time
traveling. Any businessthat is carried on away from homeisrisky.

"Remember aso that no man can expect help in aforeign country. Especidly, no
man can expect help given fregly. That is done for women and children, but aman
is expected to pay in oneway or another. Actorslearn to do what is necessary;
and we make jokes about these necessary actions. Why not?"

She thought she understood what he was saying, and it fit with everything shed
heard about traveling players. They lived a the edge of morality. How could
they fed shamein the same way as other men? After dl, they sold strangersthe
right to stare a them and said the most intimate things, which ordinary men
would reved only to their closest relatives or friends, in loud voicesin

public.



"Wasthe Taig youth right to die?' she asked. "Isthat what aman of ordinary
honor would do?'

Perig glanced a her sdeways. "Onewho isn't an actor? 1 think not, though it
isn't my businessto judge any of the Taig. He should have waited and spoken
with hisrdatives. It'snot agood ideato kill yourself without permission.

Now his mother haslost a son and the men on this ship have lost acousin. Did
he have the right to deprive them of so much, because the world is not as safe
and pleasant as heimagined?’

A troubling conversation. Ahl was no longer sure she could disentangle right
from wrong. The threads seemed knotted together. When she pulled on abright
one, she found something dark, while the dark threads often led to something as
bright asgold or slver.

AHL PONDERED morality while the ship continued south. Looking around, she began
to see evidence that land was near. Clouds like towers stood at the horizon; and
there was an increase in the number of birds. Next came an idand: abald rock
that rose straight out of the ocean, useless to anyone except the birds. Another
idand followed, equally bare and sheer. Findly they passed afishing boat,
wallowing home with as many fish asit could carry. The Taig sailors shouted and
waved message banners. The fishers replied with their own shouts and flags.
"Well bein harbor before dark,” the Taig captain said.

Soon after that Helwar came into view. Its forested peaks rose into awreath of
clouds, and migt lay in the upland valeyslike handfuls of unspun wool. Off the
north coast rain fel like acurtain made of gauze. Ahl's mind filled with

happiness.

Onetroubling idearemained. "I have afina question,” she said to Perig, as
they watched Helwar approach.

"Surely you can stop asking questions now."
"What broke apart your acting company?"
Hewas silent for amoment. "That's my business.”

"It's obvious that you and Cholkwa have asecret," Ahl said. "l think | know
whatitis”

"Doyou?" he asked.

"Y ou have been loversfor along time; everything about you suggests as much;
and he'still young. It would surprise meif hel'stwenty-five.”

"Y ou think I'm achild molester,” said Perig.

"Wdl," sad Ahl. "I've met every other kind of crimind onthisjourney.”



"It hasn't been alucky trip," Perig admitted.
"How old was he when you met?"

Perig turned, leaning hiselbows on therail and looking around to see who might
be near. "What are you going to do with thisideal"

"Nothing. Y ou got us out of Sorg and saved us from the pirates. Except for you,
they might have killed Lewdi and me, or adopted us and taken us hometo their
miserableidand. | will not repay you with harm.”

"Hah," sad Perig, the long dow exhaation which can mean anything. For awhile
hewas slent. Ahl waited, her eyes on the cloud-capped idand.

At last Perig said, "He was fourteen when he left home. Hisfamily had been
destroyed in the war, and he refused to join the lineage that had killed dl his
mdekin."

"Wasthat family the Chairing' asked Ahl. "Ishe Testi ?"

"Yes. | didn't know hisfamily name at first, nor did he know mine. Actors use
their personal names, so as not to embarrass their families. He was abeggar |
found on the road, fed and cleaned and found to be lovely.

"I said he could stay with the company if he was old enough, but | wouldn't have
an unrelated child traveling with me. Of course he told me he was adult. He
wasn't lying by much. Hed been on his own for dmost ayear by then.

"We were lovers before he reached hisfifteenth birthday, and before he learned
my family name. When helearned it, hetried to kill me, though it wasn't a
serious effort. | took the knife away from him, and he explained.”

"You are Chaitin," Ahl said, not certain what she felt. Confusion? Horror! A
need to laugh? Thisisthe kind of joke the Goddess |ovesto play: two-sided
like asword, with sharp edges that can cut to the bone. When the jokeis
especidly fine, when the Great One bringsit down like ablade on her victim,
piety requiresthat everyone -- even the victim -- laugh. But Ahl had never been
reigious

"Yes," sad Perig. "He'sangry a mefor teling his story to the pirates; but |

had to think quickly; and it's always agood ideato stay closeto thetruth

when lying. So | turned one fierce and stubborn boy into a pair of women, and |
turned mysdlf into ahero. Artisfull of such transformations.”

"The cook wasright. Y ou are acommitter of incest.”

"No," he said firmly. "Cholkwa was never adopted by my family. Therefore what we
did was not incest. But it would have been, if 1'd dragged him home and said,
'Herésacousin | found at the side of the road.' The actorsin my company knew
what we'd been doing. The story would have comeinto daylight; and my hair goes
up when | think of how my mother would have responded.



"In any case, Cholkwadidn't want to join the Chaitin, and | didn't want to give
himup.”

"He stayed with you, after finding out who you were?"

"I'm Chaitin Perig when I'm a home, which isn't often. Therest of thetimeI'm
Perig the actor. The answer to your question is'no.' Heran away. | followed

and dragged him back, partly because | knew how dangerous the plain was for
someone like him -- done, without afamily. But mostly because love had made me

crazy.

"The second time he came back on his own. What else could he do? Starve on the
plain? Liveamong criminals and learn to be like them? | offered him safety and
the chanceto learn a skill more honest than robbing travel ers.”

"And thisiswhat broke apart your company?*

"After so many years," Perig said in admission. "'l redlly thought we could hide

the secret forever. But we don't dways get along. We had a quarrel which was
overheard. When Cholkwa has been drinking, he drags the past forward. The actor
who overheard usis Chaitin. Asfar as he was concerned, it wasincest. In

addition, | had robbed our family of a child who had grown up to a perfectly
acceptable young man. Even worse, my cousin had been interested in Cholkwa,
though nothing had happened. Imagine how hefet! He had been on the edge of
perversion without knowing it!

"Of course he made alot of noise, and the other men decided the company was
unlucky. That wastrue enough. | can't blame them for going.

"I don't think my cousin has afuture as an actor. He's iff asaplank and far
too moral. It was a mistake to take him into the company. But when ardative
asksafavor, it'sdifficult to refuse.”

Ahl looked at her hands, almost seeing the tangle of darknessthat filled them.
Perig was wrong about hislover. A man could be kinless. So could awoman,
though it wasn't common. But every child must have afamily. Cholkwa could not
be Testi, Snce that lineage was gone; and no other lineage had adopted him.
Therefore he was Chaitin or had been until hisfifteenth birthday. When the two

of them first had sex, it wasincest and the molesting of achild, but only by a

few days, twenty or thirty. How could wrong behavior be a matter of timing? She
asked Perig this question.

"Everything isamatter of timing," Perig said. "When the witch came with her
offer, | thought, 'What finetiming! What excdlent luck!" Hegave Ahl a
sdeways glance. "If you keep quiet about our story, thismay ill betrue.
Cholkwaand | can ill recover.”

"I have dready promised to cause you no harm,” Ahl said. "I want thisjourney
to end. Too many bad things have happened since | |eft Helwar. I've learned too
many things| didn't want to know."



"Y ou would ask questions," Perig said.
"I'll stop. All I want now isKi and asafe placeto stay.”

Perig turned, looking at the cloudy idand. "Y ou have dmost reached safety.
With luck Helwar Ki will bewaiting.”

Asthefishers had promised, they were in harbor by sundown. The two women
hurried onshore, Dapplein Lewdi'sarms. By nightfall they werein agreat
house, surrounded by matriarchs, telling the story of Sorg's betraya. Ki was
there, leaning over the back of her mother's chair, looking both grim and happy.
Eveninthemidst of her dark narration, Ahl felt happy aswell.

When the story was done, amatriarch spoke. Large and solid, well into middle
age, she dtill had her baby spots. Her son had fathered Dapple, though the women
from Sorg didn't know this. "If Sorg wantsto escape our alliance so badly, let
them go! It's no loss, since they have shown themsalvesto be chesats of the

worst variety. What kind of people enter into a contract, intending to bresk it?
What kind of people breed children, knowing the children have no future?

"We need to tell everyonein the narrow ocean about this behavior. No one should
trust the Sorg, and no one will, once this story hastraveled. Asfor the child,
it'smy advice that we adopt her and her mother."

Gray eyes met blue-gray eyes. One by one, the women of Helwar tilted their
heads. A quick decision, you may say. Remember how angry the Hewar must have
been, and remember that every child must have afamily.

Leweli wasinvited to stay in the great house, dong with Dapple, but Ahl went
back to the Foam Bird with Ki. A finerain wasfdling, dimming the lights of
Helwar Town. The shipsin harbor seemed ghogt-like, though the Bird's deck was
solid enough, once they set foot onit.

Ki's cabin was exactly as Ahl remembered. Hard to imagine anyone moving Ki's
large bed. Made of carved wood, it was fastened to the wall and floor for safety
in turbulent weether. The hanging lantern was too fine to change. Fiveluatin
curled around abronze bowl. Their eyes and teeth were gilded. Oneheld asilver
fishinitsmouth. Another held abronze harpoon no longer than Ahl's smalest
finger. The weapon was broken; atorn rope -- made of twisted gold wire -- flew
out fromit. Who could say what had happened to the luat hunter?

In the lantern's bowl aseed oil burned, aromatic and bright.

"Nothing ismissng, except your belongings,”" said Ki to Ahl. "Y ou can bring
them tomorrow."

They drank halin. Ahl spoke of her journey: the storm, the pirates, the actors
cleverness.

"And courage, | should think," said Ki. "It must have been frightening to act in



front of criminals. Asfor deliberately seducing men likethat -Surely every
inginct and every ideaof mordity would push one back."

"Maybe," said Ahl in atonethat lacked conviction. According to Perig, his
motivation had been fear of death, rather than courage; and she doubted that
ideas about mordity had much effect on either man.

"You owethemalot,” said Ki firmly. "Asdo | and dl the Helwar."
Thiswastrue. Ahl tilted her head in agreement.

They moved on to other topics, then into Ki'slarge bed. Tangled with her lover,
amelling and tasting Ki, Ahl forgot -- for awhile -- her uncertainty; though

the person she had been, the dways confident daughter of Sorg, was gone; and
never, inalong life, did sheregain her family's absolute, unquestioning
self-assurance.

THE REST OF THE STORY can betold quickly. Ahl refused adoption, since it would
end her romance with Ki. Instead she remained Sorg until her kin disowned her.

Then the Hasu, who were neighbors of the Helwar, adopted her as a courtesy. For
therest of her life, shewasHasu Ahl, though she visited her new family only

rarely, preferring to stay with her lover and Leweli.

Perig and Cholkwa formed a new company and brought northern theeater to the Grest
Southern Continent. Previousto this, the southerners had told stories through a
combination of narration and dance. The new style was recognized everywhere as

an improvement. To actualy see heroes, asthey struggled! To hear their voices!

To have their anguish made o vivid that it could be fet! Thiswas something!

Thetwo men remained lovers, though their relationship was difficult. At times
they quarreled so badly that one or the other left the company. During one such
period, Perig cameto Helwar. Cholkwa was on the continent, in afar southern
areawhere the people were barely civilized, but great lovers of drama,
especidly the comediesfor which (it turned out) Cholkwa had a gift.

"A surpriseto me," said Perig to Ahl. "'l never thought Cholkwawould do so well
dressed up as an animal with an erect penis. Aswe age, we learn who we really
are. But," he added, while turning acup of halin between his hands, "the plays
areredly clever. Cholkwa can write comedy. Who can say, maybeit'smore
difficult than the kind of writing | do."

After he drank some more, he said, "The problem is the secret we share. One
should never base love on something which must be hidden. It'slike building a
tower in abog. Nothing issolid. Cracks run everywhere."

"You could live gpart,” said Ahl.

"And you could leave Helwar Ki."

In the end, the actors formed two companies, but remained acknowledged lovers.
They organized their tours so they met often. Towns vied to be their meeting



place. Evenin later years, when there were many companiesin the south, no one
could equal Perig asatragic hero or Cholkwafor humor.

Asfor Dapple, she was given the name of Helwar Ahl and used it while growing
up. But after she was an adult, she became interested in acting and formed the
first women's company anywhere. Even now women in thegter, actorsand
playwrights, cal her "mother” or "the originator."

Because acting was a dubious activity in those days, especidly for women, she
went back to her baby name. In thisway, the Helwar were not embarrassed. Nor
was her aunt Ki'slover.

Nothing remains of the playswritten by Perig and Cholkwa, but we have fragments
of Dappleswork. No one has ever written more beautifully in her native

language; and much of the beauty remainsin the varioustrandations. Thereare
many of these. Asthe witch predicted, Dapple became famous. Even now, after
centuries, her words are like diamonds: pure, hard, angular, transparent, full

of light.



