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DINAFAR

pressed her hand againg her mouth as she watched the meie circle dowly about Sten. She must have
taken a saber from one of the bodies while Dingfar distracted Sten because she held one now—and
looked like a child playing with its father’s arms, her short fingers barely able to circle the hilt, the weght
and Sze of it looking too greet for her thin ams to lift. Her face was intent as she concentrated on the
men in front of her, daying just beyond his reach, watching, waiting. Like that first Kappra, Dinafar
thought. Teesng him until he made the mistake that killed him. She's going to kill this one too; he
outreaches her, outweighs her, has to be three or four times as strong as she, but she’'s going to kill him.
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At The Cusp They Meet

“I'm bored.”

Raki janja looked up from the cards she was diffling, lay-ing out on the leather in front of her
knees, gathering in and reshuffling. In the crud light of the early morning sun thousands of samdl wrinkles
webbed her face, deeper wrinkles rayed out from eyes made larger and darker by the uneven lines of
black painted around them. She sghed and her dou-ble dozen gold chains with their pendant coins lifted
with the sgh, danking fitfully. She sat on a huge hide nearly as an-cient as she, her amdl feet tucked
neatly under her heavy thighs, her robes hillowing about her bulky body. She looked what she was, a
minor triba sorceress—except for her eyes. They were a shadowy, shifting, brownish green like water in
ashady tarn, cdm and wise and eternd, the only externd dgn of that which dwdt within her. “No,” she
sad. “Not bored, just greedy.”

Haloed by therisng sun, Ser Noris stood on the edge of a diff, his hands clasped behind him, white
hieroglyphs againg the giff black of his robe. He turned and waked toward her, his booted feet
soundless on the gritty stone. A ruby like a teardrop with a fine gold ring through the tall hung from his Ieft
nodril—ardic from a youth so distant he couldn’'t reemember when he firs eased the gold ring through
hisflesh. He wore it dill, Snce the waght of it agang his lip was part of hm now, though the blood-red
geam of it ill suited the cool auderity of his face. When he amiled a her, the ruby lifted and rolled,
gowing at the touch of the rigng sun. “No, janja, | need a chdlenge. I'm ossfying.” He stamped a boot
hed againg the stone. “Much longer and I’'m as responsive as this rock.”

Raki shuffled the cards, squared the pack. “The pendty of your success, Ser Noris.”

“A very amd| success, janja”

“You want too much.” Holding the cards low in her lap, she gazed past him at the vdley glowing



green and beautiful beyond the edge of the diff. “That’s not for you.”

“Because I'm of the Nearga Nor? | won't be bound by them, janja. | hold the Norim here” He
closed one shapdy hand into a fis. “None of them can touch me, Sngly or in concert. | wield more
power than most men dream of, but ...” He waved his hand at the valey. “When | stand here, knowing
what lies behind that, | know how amdl a triumph | can boast. | need more room, janja” He wheded,
bent with liquid ease and took the top card from the deck she held, straightened and stood tapping the
card's frayed edge againg his thumbnail. “Match me, janja”

Raiki frowned. “A game? Absurd.”

“Play the game, janja” He amiled once more, a wide charming amile that warmed his cold face.
“Why not?’

She dipped the next card from the deck, hdd it a moment face down. “I shouldn’t warn you, my
beautiful wrong-headed Noris, but I've got fond of you a little. Don’t do this. The game will destroy
you.”

His amile turned wry. “I don't think so. Condder this, janja, evenif you're right, what choice have 1?
| can rot dive or livewhile | live, however short that be. If you were |, what would you choose?’

“So beit. Play your card, Ser Death.”

“Order, janja. Control, not death.” He placed the card on the hide in front of her knees.

IMAGE: head and torso of a girl child, green blotches spat-tered across her fair rosy face. A
darker green oval in the center of her forehead just above her nose was half concealed
by tumbling red-brown curls. The four-year-old gazed from the card with desper-ate
defiance, her orange-amber eyes opened wide.

Raki smiled down a the image affection and sorrow mixed on her face. “A misborn of the
windrunners” She looked up. “Poor child. Must you?’

Ser Noris waited without speaking, his dark eyes fixed on the card in her hand.

“If you mugt.” Sighing, Ralki laid her card beside his.

IMAGE: The misborn grown older. The green blotches had spread and joined until her skin was a
light olive green. The darker blotch on her forehead was more cleanly defined, an oval
eye-shape between her brows. Her hair was shorter, a cap of soft russet curls. She wore
a time-rubbed leather tunic that hugged the meager curves of her dim torso like a
second skin. The tip of a bow rose over one shoul-der.

“Think that's clever, Raki janja?’ Ser Noris touched the card with the toe of his boot. “I’ll teach the
child. After that, try taking the woman.”

Raki gazed at him sadly. “You don't understand. By your nature, you can't understand. Take your
next card.”

IMAGE: a man in a loose black robe, a silver flame em-broidered on the breast. His arms were
held out from his sides, elbows bent, palms turned up. A fire burned on the right hand, a
scourge was draped over the left.

Raki shook her head. “Ah my friend, that’s bad. The Sons of the Fame. Tschah! You're cdling on
the worst in man. I'm afraid I’ ve got no place in that world you' re sheping. My stomach couldn't take it.
I"d be angry dl the time and turn sour as an unripe quince.” She laid her second card down.

IMAGE: a short pudgy man, surplus flesh veiling the strong, elegant bone structure of his face and
body. He looked lazy, sensual, intelligent and arrogant, a man who had everything he
wanted without having to ask for it, who was saved from decay by an ex-uberant
enjoyment of life, who yet was so indolent he didn’t bother to probe deeply into the
things that excited his wonder or prodded his curiosity. A man with much promisg, little
of it realized.

“Hern of Oras. A flawed weapon, janja”



“Perhgps.” She gathered in the cards. “Haws can be useful.” Struggling to her feet, she moved past
him to the diff’s edge where she stood gazing down into the Biserica vdley. “Ser Noris, my Noris, too
many people are going to die from this game of yours”

He crossed to stand behind her. “They die every day in that chaos you cdl life, janja. What's the
difference?” He squeezed her shoulder lightly, an affectionate gesture odd for one of his traning—a
training which should have killed the capacity for affection in him. Thet it had not, that he had contrived to
ignore the more redtricting requirements of the Nedrgate and flourish in spite of this, was some dight
measure of how far behind he had |&ft his colleagues and how high his ambition could lesp.

Raki patted his hand. “Take care, my Noris. If you dis-cover the answer to that question, I'll have
won the game.”

TheWoman: |

Lightning whited out the street. Sowing her sumbling run, Serroi clapped samdl square hands over
her eyes. That was close. The eye-spot on her brown throbbed danger, danger, danger, gving her a
headache, tdling her what she didn't need to know. Behind her the shouts of the guards were growing
louder; over the scraping of her own boots she could hear the thuds of their feet. She bumped againg a
wadl, pulled her hands down, the corners of her wide mouth twitching into a momentary amile at the
absurdity of trying to run sdf-blinded. As she rounded a bend in the twiding street, the lightning flashed
agan, showing her Tayyan sum-bling heavily over the body of a drunk stretched limp againg the wall.

The lanky meie got to her feet, windng as she tried putting her foot down. Serroi stopped beside her.
With alast worried glance behind her, she kndlt beside the injured leg. “Bad?’

Tayyan shook her head, her short blonde hair shifting about her long face. “Don't think so.” She
brushed the pale shag out of her eyes. “How close do you think?’

“Couple turns behind us, but dosing.” Serroi fdt the in-jured ankle, ignoring Tayyan's gasp of pain.
“l don’t think anything’s broken. Can you wak?’

Tayyan lifted her head, squinted as lightning cracked the darkness again, grimaced as a hoarse ydl
sounded to be swal-lowed dmogt immediatdy by a thunder crash. “I'd better, hadn't I.” Her short laugh
was harsh, srained. She pushed away from thewdl and limped afew steps, sweat beading her forehead,
teeth clamped on her lower lip.

“Lean on me.” Serroi did her am around her shiddmate s waist. “All right?”

Tayyan chuckled, an easer, more naurd sound this time. “Fine, little one” She ruffled Serroi’s
tangled curls, then pressed her hand down on her shoulder, resting enough of her waght on the amdl
womean to enable her to swing dong at afast walk.

Every glare that shattered the difling blackness of the sormy night showed storehouses sharing
Sdewdls on each sde of the winding street, blank stone faces two stories high locking them into the way
that was looking more and more like a trap. A vinat run to the daughter, Serroi thought. Maiden
grant we find a sideway soon. Or we have to fight.

The dtreet twisted again, an abrupt, dmod right-angled bend. The two women staggered around the
bend and stopped, dismayed, as the lightning showed them a solid stone wal blocking the passage—a
warehousg, its massve iron-bound doors the only break into two stories of rough-cut stone. Serroi
looked up at Tayyan, touched the cail of rope on her weaponbelt. “You're the dimber. What's the best
way?'

Tayyan urged her forward, hobbling with her hdfway to the end. Then she hdted, gave Serroi’s
shoulder alittle push. “The warehouse. You dimb, I'll keep them off your neck.” She limped to one sSde
of the street; her eyesfixed on the corner they’d just turned.

“But ... Tayyan!”

The tdler woman glanced back, grimaced. “Get a move on, will you? You're going to have to haul
meup asitis”

Serroi stared down at shaking hands until they steadied, then she ran over the cobbles until she stood
before the dou-ble doors. She unclipped the line from her weaponbelt, snapped on the smdl folding



grapnd, began swinging the weighted rope in widening circles. She let it go. The rope went Streaming
upward, butted playfully at an overhanging beam, then fdl back to clatter on the cobbles. Serroi’s breath
whined in her throat as she pulled in the grgpnel and swvung it again, around and around until it hissed
through the heavy ar. When she let it go thistime, she heard the grapnd dunk solidly home and saw the
rope jerking like athing divein front of her. She drew her hand across her swesaty forehead, straightened
her shoulders and turned.

Tayyan was ganding in the middle of the street now, her hand on the hilt of her sword, her body
balanced and dert in spite of her injured leg. Serrol breathed a prayer of thanks, then shouted, “Tayyan!
Get your skinny sdf up thisrope.” She reached for the bow clipped to the wide leather strap that passed
diagondly across her back. “I can hold them off better with this”

Tayyan snorted as she limped a few steps closer. “You fird, love; you'll have a better angle of fire
from the roof.”

“Tayyan!”

“Don't you argue or I'll spank you black and blue when we get home, little windrunner.” She
grinned. “Get!”

“Bully.”

“Scrap.” Sll chuckling, Tayyan turned to face the corner again. Lightning burned the images of four
men out of the darkness. Her voice cutting through ther shouts of triumph, she cried, “Gol”

Serroi ran at the rope and began hitching her way up it. A quarrd from a guard’s crossbow thudded
agang the stone and skittered off. Curses and the clank of sword on sword sounding behind her drove
her faster and faster, up the rope; her ams burning with the intendty of her effort. Findly she swvung
hersdf over the parapet and collgpsed onto the flat roof. A quarrd hummed past. She shifted postion
hediily and risked a glance over the edge.

Tayyan was down, a quarrel through the thigh of her in-jured leg. As Serroi watched, she struggled
onto her knees, then onto her feet, usng her sword as a brace until she was up. She lifted the sword and
walted for the guards to attack.

They advanced cautioudy; a Biserica trained meie, even one handicapped by awound in the leg, was
to be respected. Her back againgt the wdl of the storehouse, she waited for them, cam, resolute and
deedly.

Serroi unsnapped her bow and strung it. The man with the crossbow dapped a quarrd in place and
cdawed back the bowstring. She nocked an arrow and let it fly, taking him in the throat. Then she
methodically dropped the other three as they scrambled for the bend in the street. Bow in hand she
leaned over the parapet to cal to Tayyan.

Tayyan took one step, dipped in her own blood and crashed onto the cobbles. The quarrd in her leg
mug have nicked an artery, for the blood was pumping out of her, gusting whenever she tried to move.
She managed to drag hersdf a few feet. Her hands dipped and she went down; she raised her head,
cdled hoarsdly, “Serroi, hdp me”

Serroi dropped her bow and started to swing back over the parapet. Three more guards plunged
around the corner. She leaped back to the bow, pulled and loosed with the cdm sureness trained into her
by her years a the Biserica As the last man toppled, the Norid stepped around the bend. His hands
were raised. There was a sharp agony of light flashing between them, a amdl firebdl. Serroi froze. He
threw the firebdl. It came at her, growing, growing.

Bow clutched forgotten in one hand, whimpering in terror, forgetting everything but her need to get
away, Serroi fled over the roofs, diding, legping, blind and desaf. Lightning and thunder cracked around
her. Thewind rose, battered a her. Great drops of ran spatted down. She fled over the rooftops, eyes
blind, mind numb, body only animd competent, leaving her shidldmate lying in her own blood, forgetting
the oath she swore on sword and bow, caught in an agony of terror touched off by the dark figure of the
sorcere.

She fled until the roofs ended at the city wall, scrambled desperately onto the broad wakway and
into an arrow dit then threw hersdf toward the uneasy water far below, not caring whether she lived or
died.



She hit the water feet down, body verticd, didng into it, going deep then fighting up, mind blank,
body sruggling to live. With the storm breaking over her, lightning dmost con-tinuous, the wind snatching
a the water, turning the harbor into treacherous cross-chop, she swam blindly until she dammed into the
sde of amoored boat. Without hestation she swung hersdf over therall and lay gasping on the deck. As
soon as she' d caught her breath, she fought the sall free of its cover and got it raised, dashed the mooring
lines and sent the boat into the heart of the storm, her tears mixing with the sea spray and the rain.

Thewind drove the boat far out to sea before the sorm dissipated and left her bobbing like a cork
between great swdls of water with no land in Sght and little idea of what direction she was moving in.
She unclamped cramped fingers from the tiller, uncleated the sheet and let the sall crumple down, then
dropped her head on her knees, trying to summon the remnants of her strength. After atime she sat up,
touched her forefinger gently to the soft warm green spot that sat like a third eye in the center of her
forehead. With the spot quivering under her touch she desired land, then closed her eyes and moved her
head in adow hdf circle, trying to fed the pull that would tdl her where she had to go.

Once the tugging had steadied, she raised sail again and sent the boat after the pull.

It was dill dark when she neared alline of chak diffs. The clouds were bresking up overhead and the
Dancers were vis-ble, the lagt of the deven moons to join the Gather, three smdl glows that dways
moved together, crescent or gibbous or full. They were close to full now and ther light was suffi-cient to
show her the brief interruption in the line of surf beating againg the base of the diffs She saled into the
short tappata, the finger of water, dropped anchor in the middle of the channd—the tides around
Moongather were extravagant. When she was as safe as she could make hersdlf, she col-lapsed onto the
wet deck, too tired to worry about soaked dothing and chill air.

And the nightmares came; over and over she replayed her flight. Over and over she saw Tayyan's
face, her pleading, accusing eyes. Over and over she heard, “Hep me, Serroi, hdp me” And saw hersdf
running like an anima. And over and over she saw the Norid's amiling face, the solid line of brow running
handsomdly over dark warm eyes, the triangular white face with its findy drawn lips, its beaked nose,
delicate nogtrils, pendant ruby—not the Norid in the street, not the worthless brass imitaion, but the
other one, the firs one, Ser Noris, her Noris.

Serroi woke panting, her heart choking her, terror pos-sessing hee—until she saw the sal dapping
idy againg the mast. The boat rocked under her, blown about by the wind, tugged at by the receding
tide. She sat up, groaning and sore, ill part logt in nightmare.

The early morming sun was a squashed orange, bit off a the bottom by the mountains cdled the
Eath's Teeth. Lagt night's sormclouds were crowding around it, sucking up red, gold and purple light.
Thewind brushed at her hair, plucking loose coils from the sorrel mass and tickling her face with them.
She touched the green ovd, closed her eyes, stretched out the invishble feders she aways fdt went out
from her inthiskind of search and swept as far as she could reach. No thinking being within her range.
She stroked the spot ddlicate-ly, shivering with pleasure, remembering the caress of other fingers. Tayyan

Help me, Tayyan called. Serroi looked down at her shield-mate sprawled in her own blood, then she
looked past her a the Norid, the Black Man, the terror that ran in her blood. And she ran. Scurried like
an animd over roof tiles and wdls. Ran with Tayyan's accusing eyes aways behind her.

Serroi shuddered and rubbed at her eyes, leaned her head back againg the seat by the tiller and
watched the sun drift upward, beginning to redize just how hungry she was. She lad her hand flat on her
somach, marveling at the desire her body had for life. Blinking avay tormenting memory, she got to her
feet and started rummaging through the lockers. She found a wineskin and shook it, squeezed a few
drops of the sour wine into her parched mouth, shuddered a the taste. She broke a fingernal working
open atin of biscuits, sat sucking at the finger as she poked through the pale brown rounds ingde. Fishing
one of them out, she continued her ex-ploration of the boat, chewing on the hard biscuit and Spping a



the sour wine.

The boat was clean and well-kept, obvioudy the darling of some poor fisherman's heart. There was
extra rope, pieces of canvas for patching the sall, cord for reweaving nets, neat coils of fish ling, a amdl
packet of needles and coarse thread—and much more. Hafway round, she kicked into her bow, lying
where she'd dropped it, dill strung. “Y ad-mri would have my hide” She kndlt, dipped the loop, ran her
hand dong the carefully tended stave, pleased that the wood seemed strong il in spite of its repested
inundations. She hung the bow over a magt cleat to continue drying, stretched, patted a yawn.

Higher up the diffs hanguli-passare nested in hollows in the chak and were flying about, their long
leathery wings and smdl furred bodies coping eadly with the thermds dong the diff face. Their cries
blended with the steady roar of the surf and the creaking of the boat as wind and tide shoved it about.
She moved dowly aong the rall, running her hand over the neetly patched and oiled wood, shamed by
her care-lessness with her bow, shamed by the theft of this boat. Evenif she sent gold back to pay for it,
thiskind of loving care had no price. She stopped her wandering and stood, eyes closed, ligening to the
harsh wild cries of the drding passare, drawing comfort from them as she had before and would again
from amilar sounds and amdls and touches. Animd and earth and green growing things—they were
aways the same, dways what they were with no pretense, never soul-hurting as humankind could be, as
humankind had been to her over and over again.

Standing by the madt, she faced toward Oras, wondering what was happening there, if Tayyan was
dill dive. 1 should go back. | have to go back. He d take her to the Plaz, he'd want her alive so he
could question her. Damn that fool Ly-bor, trying to use a brassy Norid in her plots. Question her!
She threw her head back, flung her arms out. “Ahhhhhaaediiiiy, Tayyyyaasannnn!” The cry was torn from
her throat, an agonized recognition of the terror that ran in her blood. The Norid. She saw again the
narrow black form, saw his diff black hair, his gaunt red-brown face, Norid, Norid, cheap street Norid
with his petty tricks. Then the image changed to the one that haunted her, the face she couldn't forget,
couldn't ever forget—the eegant spare face, colorless as moonlight, with a black-bar of eyebrow, a
mouth thinned to a blue-pink line, with a fine gold ring and a pendant ruby dangling from one nogtril,
moving with his upper lip as he spoke. The ruby grew and grew, flooded her in bloodlight, pulsed until
she danced with the pulsation, smdl wild girl child marked as misborn, thrust apart as misborn, smdl girl
dancing, unseen fire searing her, swdlowing her ...

When she was again aware of what she was doing, the boat was in open water, the diffs a dark line
on the horizon. She shuddered and swung the boat back to the shore. Her mouth was dry; she drank the
sour wine, gulping it down until her head swam with the fumes. She dipped the tether over the till-er bar
and curled up on the deck, dizzy with the boat’s movement and the winein her bdly, cuddling the sagging
kin againg her breasts. She shifted postion and drank again. And again. Then she fumbled the stopper
home and cradled her head on her arm, drunk and exhausted, aready half adeep. Her money sack hit
the planking and the coins insde clanked dully.

Tayyan wrinkled her long thin nose. Hitching her weapon—belt up over her narrow hips, she eyed
her shidddmate. “Dam-mit, Serroi, we're not on duty now. Who cares if a couple mee stray out of the
harem? Who cares if Morescad put a curfew on ud Not me. What he doesn’'t know damn wel won't
hurt us. And he won't know a thing if we go out over the wall. Look, little one, Lucyr set up this race.
Only man | ever met that knew more about macain than my father. Five macain, none of them ever
beaten, one of them bred in my family’s plexus” Her dark blue eyes laughed as she ruffled Serroi’s mop
of sorrdl curls. “A mountain-bred maca from Frinnor's Hold, love, out of Curosh's stable. Cousin to my
mother’s Sster’s husband. You got any idea how long it's been since | saw a good race, aredly good
race?’ Her fingers tangled in the fleecy curls, she tugged gently at them. “ Come with me, love?’

Serrol Sghed and gave in despite painful twitches of warning passng across the eye-spot on her
forehead. She pulled away from Tayyan's fingers, caught her hand and brought it to her lips, kissed a
finger lightly then bit down hard on a knuckle, laughed and danced away when Tayyan grabbed for her.



The race grounds an hour’s brisk wak outside the city. A long rough ova scratched in the dull
brown earth of the arid ground south of Oras. Torches. Wine-sdlers scooping wine from purple-stained
barresinto pressed clay bowls. Noise and laughter and wine and excitement whirled around Serroi urtil
ghe fdt as if she moved in an expanding bubble that re-fused to burgt. In the center of the whirl, five
mecan plunged and snorted—racing stock, big bones, long ugly limbs, claws digging and tearing a the
coarse earth, throwing up bursts of smdl rock that spattered the crowd and pinged down unheard among
gamping boots. The roar rose to a shriek. Powerful hind legs launched the macain into a series of long
jolting leaps.

Tayyan clutched Serroi’s shoulder, beat up and down, on it as the animds swung around the far
curve and headed back to thefinish. A lanky greenish-brown maca with a wiry hill-man perched high on
its back was gradudly opening distance between it and the other four.

“Curash, Curosh!” Tayyan, whooped with glee as the macai came plunging toward them. “Come
come come come!”

Serroi drieked dong with her shiddmae, her dto counter-pointing Tayyan's squed, her
premonitions forgotten as she surrendered to the noise and excitement around her. Yels Curses.
Samping boots. Arms whacking into her back and sides. Wine bowls splashing over her. Flecks of
grave driking her face. Smdls of mansweat and animasweat washing over her. Bits of foam splattering
her. Crowd roar. Surge of bodies pushing the two of them forward. Jostling. Ydling. Laughing. Crowd
meadness absorbing them as the watchers surged around the snapping winner.

The bubble burst. Serroi came back to sanity, dizzy from wine fumes, nauseated, her head throbbing.
Tayyan was uff-ing gold and dlver coins into her money sack and taking en-ergeticdly to a amdlish
men with har like straw and a brown, weathered face like a withered old root. Serroi hauled her away
and the two meien edged out of the scatter-ing maob, crunching over the gritty earth toward the Highroad
and the dity gate.

Tayyan was dill excited, pouring the contents of her money sack into her hand, counting her
winnings, crowing her triumph, ignoring Serroi’ s growing withdrawa. The eye-spot was throbbing, each
gmd| nip awarning shout. Danger ahead. Watch out. She said nothing—there was nothing to say, the
warming was unlocdized intime or space and there was nothing around them but the moonlit plain and the
plod-ding sportsmen returning to the city. Even these grew quieter as they approached the gates. More
then one of them had passed wine and coin to the guards on duty there, bribing them to leave the gates
open a crack. By good fortune none of the guards belonged to the Hame. Or perhaps fortune had
nothing to do with that. Domnor Hern enjoyed a good race; only harsh and unyidding pressure from
counselors, wives and the Sons of the Hame had brought him to banning races and condemning the
wagering that went on at them.

The two women passed unnoticed through the gate, but once, insde, Serroi walked faster, pulling
Tayyan dter her with some urgency. In the dty there was a growing hodility to the meien, a hodtility
fostered by the Sons of the Hame. Domnor Hern Hill used them as harem guards but the other meen
were gradudly being dismissed by their employers. Outside Oras, in the smdl villages of the Mijloc, the
priests of the Hame cdled them devil’s whores and other names even less palite, led campaigns againgt
those followers of the Maiden who dill sent problem daughters to the Biserica vd-ley for traning as
weaponwomen, heders or Servants of the Maden. The custom—its origins logt in the migs of mythic
time—of providing sanctuary at the Biserica for runaway girls and women had created a reservoir of
resentment among the more conservative Mijloam that was easy enough to gir into revulson and fear.

Tayyan dumped hdf the coins back in her sack and stepped suddenly in front of Serroi, grinning
broadly as she hugged her shiddmate, then caressed the eye-spot with the back of the fised hand that
held the rest of the money. “Little borrower of trouble” she sad affectionately, dill rather drunk with
wine and excitement. “Here. Thisis yours” She stepped back, caught hold of Serroi’s right hand and
dropped a pile of coinsinto the pdm. “I bet a couple of decsets on Curosh for you.”

“Tayyan, you know | don’t play those games” Serrai tried to give back the money.

“You'll spoil no sport tonight, love” Tayyan laughed and danced away, lifing her hands to the
gathering clouds, yawn-ing and groaning with the pleasure of dretching her muscles. She stopped, hands



on hips, grinned a Serroi. “I’'m for bath and bed. Join me?’
Serroi nodded, unhappy because she couldn’'t match Tay-yan's high spirits. She waked severd
minutes in slence, then she Sghed and tucked the coins into her own money sack.

The boat heaved as the wind shifted. Serroi stirred, her tongue furry, her head throbbing. She pushed
agang the deck and lifted her upper body until she was gtting with her legs crossed before her, hands
dutching a her temples. She swalowed, swalowed again. People, she thought. | need people. And
water. And food. She focused her desire then followed the tugging of the eye-spot southeast toward the
diffs

She beat her dow way againg the wind to the distant shore but she was dill some way out when the
aun touched zenith and the wind dropped to an erratic series of puffs too weak to lift a feather. The sal
flapped againg the mast, then sagged, flapped, sagged. She shook the wineskin, unstoppered it and lifted
it high, let the thick sour liquid trickle into her mouth. The sun eaming the moisture out of her until she
fdt her skin frying, she sucked at the wineskin, her eyes on the fant line of the horizon, the tantdizing
dark line, so close and so impossibly out of reach. She dozed a little but deep-brought the nightmares
back; findly she kept awake, trying to drift without thinking.

Late in the afternoon a cooler breeze tugged at her hair and teased the sal into dapping naisly a the
mest. Sodden with wine and swest, she staggered to her feet, collgpsed onto her knees as the boat
rocked under her. She shook her head, groaned, then looked over her shoulder a the sun hanging low in
the west, dmost touching the flet line of ocean, tipping the waves with crimson. Crawling because she
couldn't stand, she got to the madt, pulled hersdf onto her feet, her head dowly beginning to clear.
People, she thought, desired, then sent the boat where the eye-spot pulled her. The sal filled and the
gmdl boat danced lightly across the swells. She blessed the builder. A sweet ship, steady and responsive,
built with love and maintained with love, skimming over the darkening water with asnging hiss.

As she drew near the white diffs she saw another tappata with a pier angling past the outlet, amdl
store-sheds, and a crude stone fort. Driven by wind and the incoming tide, the boat was a bird under her
hands swooping down on the pier. The sheds and the fort were deserted, crumbling. She frowned with
disappointment, but her eye-spot dill tugged her drongly inland, so she settled back and let the wind
blow her dong the finger of water winding between perpendicular diffs of chalk.

The Child: 1

The amdl dirty child was playing with the chinin pups, tumbling recklesdy about on the tundra,
mashing down grass and flowers, ignoring the prodding of scattered fit-gzed rocks. The chinin were
play-growling, smdl sharp teeth worrying at her torn and mud-streaked clothes. Tugging at the ankles of
her boots, gomping on her, ralling on her as they wrestled with each other. She was filthy and wet,
bruised, scraped in a hundred places, and she loved it, she bathed in the trust and warmth the chinin gave
her, fdt her-sdf one of them, a chini among chinin. And forgot com-pletely, or refused to think about the
scold she'd get later on from her weary mother, the strgpping her father would give her, the tormenting
she could expect from her normd broth-ers and ssters. In this play she lived utterly in the present and
was supremely happy.

“Serrai!” She recognized the harsh voice of her grandfather and got reluctantly to her feet. She did
her eyes to his face, then stared down a the toe-peaks of her boots. He looked an-gry and
embarrassed. She sneaked a second glance at the man beside him, puzzled by the stranger’s presence.
The green blotches on her skin and her samdlness offended her grandfather’s sense of sdf-worth; she
was a symbol of his son’s lack of control, conceived againg custom at the radiant hot springs where the
windrunners wintered, usudly kept wel out of Sght when there were vigtors to the camp. Yet now her
grandfather was cdling her to meet a tdl man in a narrow black robe. She came scowling to her
grandfather’s side, furi-ous with him for pailing her joy and too familiar with his heavy hand to dare
show her fury.

She stood away from her grandfather, knowing by indinct and experience that he didn’t want her



touching him, stood with her head bowed, her curls tumbling forward hiding her face, stood snesking
looks at the strange man because he was beautiful in her eyes and she was starved for beauty. He was
tdl. Grandfather who was a mighty man among the People came only to mid-chest on him. He was
snow-pae with findy chisded lipsand a nose draight as a knife-dash. A amdl gold ring passed through
the outsde of hisleft nogtril. A gleaming red stone hung from the ring and moved when he amiled at her.
His hair was black smoke floating around his narrow high-cheeked face. His eyes were black too, the
black of the polished jet ornaments her mother wore to the langi-vlan festivd & summers-end. He
seemed to her more a strange wild animd than a man and because she fdt most at home with animals she
dared amile back at him and lift her head, forget-ting, for once, the green blotches that marked her as
misborn.

“Thisis the child” Her grandfather’s lips were stretched in a wide humorless amile he was dmost
favning on the stranger.

“Her parents agree? She mud be a freewill gift” The man's face was low and muscd. Shivering
with pleasure at its beauty, Serroi pad little attention to what the two men were saying. Adults talked
over her head dl the time about things she found complicated and uninteresing. Instead, she
concentrated on the Snging joy his voice made of his words.

Grandfather shrugged. “ Summers-end she goes to the priest anyway. My son consents.”

“The child's mother?” The ruby flashed sparks of crimson as he spoke.

Serroi sneaked a look at Grandfather at the stranger’s question. His red-brown eyes opened wide
with surprise that anyone would bother about what a woman thought. “ The out-daughter will do what my
0N says”

“Then put your mark on this” The beautiful stranger dipped fingers indde his deeve and drew out a
short rall of parchment which he handed to Grandfather. “It is a deed of gift.” He proffered atiny pot of
black grease and showed Grandfather how to set the mark of his thumb on the deed. When that was
done, he took the parchment, rolled it again and tucked it back in his deeve. Once agan he amiled down
a Serroi, hed out his hand. “Come, child”

Lost and bewildered, wanting to do whet he said, afraid of what was happening, she looked from her
socowling grandfa-ther to the beautiful man, then walked hesitantly toward him. After afind glance at the
chinin pups who stopped their playing and sat on their haunches watching her, she took the stranger’s
hand and trotted beside him, her short legs taking severd steps to his one. After a few minutes she
looked back. The pups il sat in a ragged hdf circle, ther eyes mournful as they watched her leave. A
chini pup howled suddenly and the others joined him. Disturbed by the sound, she bit down on her lip
and walked faster beside the dark figure driding across the tundra toward one of the many outcroppings
of rock rigng like snaggle teeth from the ralling land.

Behind the rock a vina was tethered to a heavy stone, grazing at the soft soring grass. He was
hitched to a carved and painted cart like those the langi priests rode in when they traveled between the
windrunner camps. Around the four sides, carved vina with gilded horns legped and ran on a yd-low
ground. Above and below them ran chains of red and ydlow flowers, green leaves and twisting vines.
Over the top of the car arched carved ribs with loops where a covering could be tied, though there was
no cover on them now. Ser-roi watched as the sranger lowered the back gate of the cart and began
untying thongs on a large leather bag.

With an odd quiver in her somach, she moved away to the grazing vinat and stroked tentative fingers
over the thick fleecy curls dong the animd’s front legs. The graceful narrow head lifted, the limber neck
curved round and the vinat was nuzZing a her, its nodrils quivering, ears flicking with pleasure as she
scratched dong the jaw line just above the fi-brous beard that could sting like fire when the vinat brushed
it over an attacking predator. More iff short fibers shone like gold wire on the pamate horns. With its
throat protect-ed, with its horns given an added ing, with its razor-sharp hooves, the vina was a nasty
fighter and hard to handle, even haf-tame.

“Come here, child” The muscd voice had a touch of warmth that surprised her. Her heart begting
eraticdly, hoping for she knew not what, she left the vinat and circled the cart. The man took her hand,
gmiled down &t her from his great height. He looked gentler now; less like a long-tooth scamar prowling



aherd. “St here” He pointed to asmdl rock sunk deep in sweetgrass and limul flowers. As she sat, he
brought a baain filled with water and perfumed white foam. He kndt beside her, sattling the basin in the
grass by her boot toes. After turning back his deeves, he dipped a rag in the water and gently cleaned
her face. The cloth caressed her skin though the foam got in her eyes and sung them. The water was
ddicdoudy warm. She sat very ill, vibrating with pleasure a the warmth, the gentleness which she took
for ten-derness, the firgt she'd experienced since her mother weaned her. When he finished with her face,
he washed her hands thoroughly, even deaning out the smdl arcs of dirt under her short bitten fingernals.

Fndly he sat back on his heds, dropped the rag in the basin. “Clean the rest of your body, child,
then put those on.” He pointed at the back of the cart; her best trousers, tunic, belt and cloak were there.
“Your mother sent them.” He stood. “Don’t dawdle. Join me when you finih.” He walked away and
pulled himsdf onto the driver's seat of the cart, his back to her.

When she dimbed up beside him, he flicked a whip a the vina's haunches and they started off
across the tundra.

The Woman: |1

The precipitous wdls of chak confined the tappata to a worm of st water poking into the sde of
the Earth’s Teeth, the chain of mountains hugging the shore from Oras south to the Aranji gulf where the
great round bulge of Sankoy thrust out into the Ocean. The water was rigng in the channd, go-ing faster
as the tide came roaring in. Winds fdl over the top of the diffs and mixed with the strong ar currents
fallowing the water from the sea, tangling in a confused knot that twisted and turned unpredictably.

Serroi fought to hold the boat in the center of the tappata, blessng fervently the builder snce dl that
kept her from crashing a dozen times was the sability and responsiveness of the amdl craft. She salled
through the deepening shadow un-der the diffs, beginning to amdl green from the mountains as the sde
drafts picked up the scent of growing things and mingled thiswith the tang of the sdt air.

A mdlow brazen note sounded above the noise of wind and water, then was repeated severd times.
Serroi blinked and leaned forward, ligening intently as the boat swept around the fird section—of an
elongated double curve. A bell. And close. When the boat nosed into the second hdf of the curve, the
bdl no longer sounded but fragments of shouts drifted to her The tappata widened suddenly, the diffs
begin-ning to move back and fdl awvay. She dropped the sall, riding the dowing surge of the tide, her
eye-spot throbbing with its danger-warning.

About a dozen boat-lengths ahead of her the right-hand diff broke off. Beyond the white chak a
ralling grassy meadow rose gradudly toward the mountains. As the boat crept forward, sill drowned in
shadow, the battle scene un-reded before her, a section of wall lengthening like a ribbon pulled from a
dot—then the fisher village separated itsdf from the diff.

Heads lined the top of the wal and thrugt out from win-dow dits in the gate towers. Three fisher
bodies were sprawled outside, one bridling with a dozen crossbow bolts, the other two dashed to
bloodied rags. A little farther out, two smdler darker bodies lay in pools of drying blood, skew-ered by
fish spears.

The setting sun gilded the shouting, milling groups of macai riders gathered on a rocky knob just out
of bowshot from the village They were smdl dark men, their bodies wrapped in legther straps, boiled
legther shidds on their backs, sabers brandished high or swinging dong their thighs Kapperim. Serroi
sucked in along breath, exploded it out. A raid at Moongather? Here? Something was wrong. They
were too far north, too far from therr burrows in the mountains behind Sankoy, something was dirring
them up. She licked her lips, uneasily aware that this could fit in al too wel with what had happened in
Oras. Tha could mean the Nearga-Nor’ s reach was a good ded longer than she’ d suspected, something
she didn’t want to think about. She searched the knob for the Shaman but saw only the Warleader, a
bearded man whose leathers were set with thousands of tiny mirrors that caught the sun and clothed him
inaweb of golden light.

Hve raiders broke away from the others and rode at top speed down the dope. When they reached
the flat ground in front of the village wall, they reined the macain back on their haunches, svung dings



over ther heads and lobbed smoking globes into the village. Wheding their mounts, they raced away,
shouts and hrill curses fallowing them.

The globes saled back outside to burst on the ground, sputtering, fuming and findly subsding. Out
on the tappata, Serroi wrinkled her nose as wigps of the sinking smoke reached her.

A flight of arrows and afew fish spears streamed after the Kapperim. Though most of them glanced
off the shidds on their backs, two raiders fel from ther saddles, one with an arrow through his leg, the
other skewered just above the waist by one of the fish spears. The wounded Kappra dragged him-sdf
onto his knees and started crawling uphill, but another spear took him in dmog the same place as the
other, the lower back. He sprawled on the grass, twitched a few times, then was ill.

Sarroi’ s boat emerged from the diff shadow, dowing even further as the tide-drive lessened. Severd
raiders yelled and pointed a her. The Warleader waved an arm dlittering with light, sending three men
plunging to the edge of the tappata. They waited for her to come within range, ignoring the fisher arrows
that skittered around and off them. When she was close enough, they raised thair bows and sent quarrels
kim-ming at her.

Serroi dipped the tether over the tiller and sank behind the boat’s sde, watching the bolts hiss past.
One clunked into the mast and bounced back onto the deck; one cut the air two feet behind the stern, hit
the water, skipped twice, dowly sank as the heavy point pulled it down. The third hit the Sde of the boat
close to the waterling, did dong it, sank. Serroi snorted with contempt and sat up.

The Kapperim saw her head and loosed another flight. She ducked again, scornful of ther
marksmanship but not ready to tempt ther luck. Sitting crouched on the deck she strung her bow,
worked the wegponbelt around until the long case rested in her lgp. She flipped it open and counted the
arrows. Twelve shafts left. Not enough. Have to pick my targets. She lifted her head above the ral
and frowned at the men on the knob.

They were backing away, forming a ragged half-circle about afire. Four Kapperim rode forward and
one by one thrugt torches into the fire. As soon as they were blazing, the men whirled them about their
heads, howled ther war chd-lenge, jerked their macain around, raced down toward the wals. One rider
fdl when an arrow from the village caught his mount in an eye. As he tumbled from the saddle, another
arrow socked into his chest. Two of the Kapperim reached the walls and flung ther torches againg the
planks of the great double gate. The third stopped a little way out, whirled the torch over his head and
flung it in ahigh wheding arc over the wdl. Asit swung through the air, the flame raced the whole length
of the handle. The moment it cleared the wall, a fisher sorang up, caught the torch, shrieked as the fire ate
into his hands. Refusing to let go, screaming obscenities, he hurled it into the tappata where it rocked up
and down on the water, burning furioudy. The fisher stared a white bone coming through charred flesh,
moaned and dropped from sght The other torches flared up with unnaturd swiftness, the wood of the
gate dready beginning to smoke and blacken.

A smdl man, naked except for a greasy leather apron, stood hunched over a replica of the village A
tiny fire licked dowly higher and higher a a miniaure gate. Body strained, the Shaman was chanting
sonoroudy, his voice in its lowest register. Eye-spot throbbing, Serroi kndt on the deck, nocked an
arrow, then was on her feet, feding for her target, feding the flow of the wind, bresthing dowly, deeply,
centering her-saf. Ignoring the shouts from the bank, the quarrds flitting past her, she loosed the shaft.
The arrow sang through the air, swung through a high arc, diced into the greasy naked back of the
Shaman. He fdl over his modd, extinguishing the tiny fire,

Thefire egting at the gate chuffed out and the torch in the water Szzled to blackness and sank.

On the bank the Kapperim howled with rage and spurred their macain until they came up with the
boat. Thistime two of their bolts flicked by less than an inch from her head and the third skinned her arm.
Sheignored them and loosed a second arrow at the Warleader. The light-gilded figure on the knob went
rigid. His head dipped down asif he stared at the shaft protruding from his chest, then he toppled off his
mount, his fdl like the sun suddenly going out for the raiders. She heard screams and curses from the
bank, then the quarrds were thick above her as if the shooters were too blind with fury and grief to
notice that she was no longer standing, too blind to do more than shove the balts in and shoot them ouit.
Then the bombardment stopped.



She rose to her knees. On the knob the Kapperim milled about, wailing the desth chant for ther
leaders. On the vil-lage wdl fishers were cheering, a amdl boy had dimbed the bel tower and was
swinging on the broken rope, the succes-Sve pedls of the huge bel ardl of triumph booming out over the
meadow, nearly drowning out the sorrowing yips of the raiders. The charred gate split in the middle and
the village men swarmed out, shooting a ran of arrows from their long-bows, hurling spears a the
walling, disorganized raiders. Serroi dropped the anchor overside and sat watching the melee, her part in
the raider’ s rout completed.

The confuson out on the grass increased. Demordized by the death of thar leaders, a desth coming
S0 suddenly it was like evil magic to them, under attack by the reheartened vil-lagers, the Kapperim
scooped up their dead Shaman and Warleader and fled into the band of trees hugging the moun-tains
feet. Left behind, dead and dying raiders lay on the grass and abandoned macain were swiffling around,
tearing up tufts of grass, chewing placidly now that ther riders no longer prodded them into irritated
rebdlion.

Serroi ran a hit of leather dong the bowstave, smoothing a few roughened spots in the wax as she
watched the fishers move among the downed Kapperim, cutting the throats of those who 4ill lived. After
afew minutes of this, she set the bow aside, worked the anchor loose and drew it back in the boat.
When the boat had enough way on, she swung it around, raised the sail, and began tacking back toward
the line of boats drawn up on the bank of the tappata in the shadow of the village wals. It was near full
dark, the shadows long on the grass, the western sky filled with rags of crimson and amber as clouds
gathered for another storm. The tappata was quieter, the tidd surge levding off. She angled the boat into
aladt tack, drove its nose up onto the mud dope.

When she bent to pick up her bow, her head swam and dark blotches danced before her tearing
eyes. Sinking down on her heds, knees shaking, head throbbing from fatigue and the fumes of the wine,
she clutched at therall to steady hersdf until the dizziness receded. She could hear the voices of fish-ers
as they gathered on the bank but she paid them little at-tention while she clipped the bow to its strap and
shifted it around until the stave lay diagondly across her back. The heds of her hands pressed againg
tired eyes, she kndt a mo-ment longer, gathering the remnants of her ebbing strength, then shoved hersdlf
to her feet and dropped oversde into the mud.

A growing number of fishers moved about on the patchy grass at the top of the bank, waiting for her,
exchanging mut-tered comments, scowling at her, not looking particularly grateful for the help she'd given
them. They were a aurly lot toward outsiders, these inbred villagers. She smoothed her hair down and
started up the indine, frowning as her feet dipped on the gelatinous mud that coated her soles and caked
in a thick lump under her instep. When she reached firmer ground, she scrubbed her boots vigoroudy
across a patch of wiry grass, ingpected the soles, kndt and used a handful of the grass to rub the rest of
the mud away, ignaring the men who were waiting for her until she was satisfied that her boots were as
clean as she could make them. She wiped her hands on another bit of grass, then rose to her feet to
con-front the man standing a step ahead of the others.

The Intii—the fisher headman. That much she could read from the pattern of scars running across his
forehead, thanks to her Bisericatraning. The Valey scholars had gathered fragmentary reports about the
fishers and woven them into a sketchy picture of ther lifeways, enough to give Serroi some confidence in
her ability to ded with them in spite of their reluctance to accept outside contact. Obvioudy not going to
speak fird, he waited for her to explain hersdf, growing im-patient as she scanned his face without saying
the words he was dlently demanding. He was a lanky long man, grey-streaked brown har and beard
twigted in elaborate plaits, thin lips pressed into near invishility, eyebrows like hedges drawn down over
hooded hazd eyes. Behind the hair his weathered face was a mask carved from nut-brown cantha wood,
unreadable except for a genera aura of shrewdness and strength.

She draightened her shoulders, fixed her eyes on his, sad firmly, “As meie of the Biserica, under
Compect | ask anight's shelter and help on my way. What is expended will be repaid without the need
to ask.”

His eyes traveled over her plan leather tunic, knee-length divided skirt, her battered dirty high boots,
the weaponbelt dung around her hips, widened a little as he noted the ab-sence of a sword. “Meen



travd two by two,” he sad findly, the fisher lilt twising the words untl she had a hard time
un-dergtanding him. He looked past her at the boat; from the set of his face she thought he recognized it,
something he con-firmed when he spoke again. * Ferenlang's boat, how come it here without him?’

“The boat was borrowed.”

“Borrowed, woman?’

“Meig Intii,” she snapped, suddenly furious at his stubborn resistance. Fingers trembling from fatigue
and anger, she jerked the thongs loose on her money sack, pulled out a handful of coins and threw them
a his feet. “Pay for the us-age of the boat and for the fisher who returns it. Forget the rest, I'll deep
under the trees where the dark lives that prowl the night show more courtesy than men.”

The Intii contemplated the coins scattered in a ragged line in front of his toes, then fixed his eyes on
her face, not about to be hurried into decison ether by anger or insult. He rubbed a bony thumb aong
hislower lip, looked from the tip of her unstrung bow thrusting up past her shoulder to the boat, from the
boat to the rocky knob where the Shaman and Warleader had fdlen vicim to her marksmanship. The
slence lengthened, broken by the sounds of shuffling feet and more muttered comment from the men
gathered behind the Intii. “A meae without a sword?’ he said findly, another quibble, though this time his
voice was more thoughtful than accusing.

Serroi swalowed a sgh; the prospect of hot food and a bath was the only thing keeping her from
carying out her threat and leaving the man to his tortuous reasonings. “Y ou will have noted my sze” She
spoke with exaggerated par-tience, knowing this could annoy him, unable to swalow her resentment at
the way she was being catechized. The way she was dressed, the skill with which she handled the bow,
what the hdl ese could she be but a mee? “I haven't the reach for effective swordplay though I'm
trained in sword use; must | prove this on one of you?’

To her surprise, the Intii’s thin mouth curved in a tight amile. “If you're hdf as quick with sword as
you be sharp with bow, | think I’d lose the man, meie” He whedled and with a few brisk words ordered
the shifting crowd to disperse and take care of work left unfinished at the onset of the raid. He stood
dlent beside Serroi until the last straggler had passed through the gate, then he chuckled and relaxed, a
dif-ferent man away from his followers. “You're a singy fighter, litle meie two arrows and rad's a
rout.” He glanced over his shoulder a the line of boats, shook his head, tongue-clicks undelining his
disgus. “Fishers and we never thought of usng boats. Next raid, we clean thar guts, those bows of
therrs, they got no range.”

Serroi frowned. “This is the Moongather year and only one more week before the Gather's
complete. I've never heard of Kapperim raiding this close to the Gather—or this far north with winter on
the way.” Wearily she moved her shoulders, rubbed at the back of her neck. “Any idea why they’'re
bresk-ing cusom?’

“The gink in Sankoy. Worse'n fish a week out of water. We don't fish south any more. What |
hear, Kapperim're part of the stink.” He smoothed the toe of one sanda across the gritty earth, his face
thoughtful. “Could be they're opening a way for the Sankoy gink to spread.” Pulling the mantle of the
Intii back around his shoulders, speaking with grave formdlity, he said, “What do you require, meie of the
Biser-ica?”

Once agan Serroi straightened her back, squared her shoulders, answering with equa formdlity,
“This | require, Intii of the fishers. A maca from among the abandoned.” She nodded at the dark
blotches wandering about the rolling meadow, their shapes logt to the descending night. “A hot med, a
bath, a bed and in the morming supplies for my jour-ney.”

The Child: 2

Letting her short legs swing, Serroi watched the hairy haunches of the vinat ripple as the beast pulled
them steadily over the pathless tundra. They were traveing west, cutting across the migration route of the
vinat herds and the wind-runner clans that followed them. Narrowing her eyes, she sneaked a glance at
the tdl dlent figure Stting beside her, the reins resting loose in lax fingers. HE'd been kind enough, but
after her firg glow faded, she was afraid to trust that kindness without trying it some more. Her five years



hed been enough to teach her how little she could depend on out-side hersdlf. Though she was beginning
to understand that the world had patterns she could learn if she watched them long enough, each spring
was dill arevelation to her; she wasn't sure, even now, that the sun would keep coming back, but could
remember enough times when it had to be reasonably certain spring would come again. In the same way,
she'd come to expect pain and spite from humankind and see mo-mentary kindness as a trap for her
sumbling feet.

Siill, she had fdlen into hope, seduced by the beauty of the man and the music of hisvoice. It seemed
to her as she con-tinued to snesk looks a him that no one so beautiful could be crud or indifferent, that
the man’s outward appearance mud reflect his inner nature. She smoothed her hands over the supple
legther of the cushions. Smiling timidly, she asked, “How may | cdl you?’

When he didn't answer, she shrank back into her own dlence, afrad she'd offended him. Some
moments later he looked around, black eyes coming back from vast distance, warming with visble effort.
“Your pardon, child?’ The soft deep voice wooed her back from her fear, cradling her in its music. She
wanted to suggle againgt him, be comforted by him, but she didn’t quite dare. There was a barrier
unseen and undefined between them; she sensed her affection would not be welcome, at least not now.
Later, when she knew more of him, perhaps she could move closer. She needed to be touched, to be
given the casud physica affection she'd re-ceived from her animds.

“My mind was esawhere, child.” He shifted the reins into one hand and brushed the wild fleece off
her forehead. It should have been alight caress but was not, was too giff and forced, as if he caculated
even the speed and weight of touch required by such a gesture. Deeply disgppointed, she forced a
quivering amile to hide her confuson. “What did you ask?’ he said, looking down at his fingers asif he
too didn't know quite what to make of the failed gesture.

“How may | cal you?’

“l have no name.” He spoke dowly, thoughtfully; she saw him give his shoulders a amdl shake like
the twitch she some-times gave to her boots when her feet were swollen and the boots didn’'t want to
dide on as they should. Like the boots, too, he grew easier with wear. When he spoke agan, he had
relaxed until she could fed the return of the warmth that had made her happy enough to come with him,
“l am a Wordmaster of the Nearga-Nor. You may cdl me Ser Noris”

Serrol shook her hair back over her eyes. “ Ser Noris, why did you take, me from Grandfather?’

“Were you so happy living with him?

‘They're my family.” She didn’t want to think about them; after dl they were dl she had; they made
up the greater por-tion of the only world she knew. She rubbed her hand back and forth over the legther,
leaving behind amdl wet tracks from her sweaty pams, but stopped asking questions, sensng under his
cdm exterior awarning restiveness.

Ser Noris dropped back into his slence, his body beside her his mind far away in some world he
done knew. The cart jolted steadily dong, the vina dicking off the hours with the strong rhythmic
scissoring of his legs while the long sun rolled around the horizon, the passage of time measured more
intimately for Serroi by the growling hunger in her belly. She sat in miserable slence, too gy to speak
agan.

Perhaps he sensed her need, perhaps it was only a part of his plan, but soon afterward Ser Noris
stopped the cart. He fished in the back, gave Serroi a flask of water and some pieces of dried medt.
While she ate, he poured water in a basin for the vinat, then stood with his arms crossed over his chest
gazing seadily southward while the beast grazed. After a hdf hour's hdlt, he remounted the seat and
flicked the vinat into a quick walk.

He drove westward until Serroi was dizzy with deep, dutching desperately a the seat am beside
her, jerking in and out of a light doze, only haf aware of it when the cart stopped its bouncing and the
seat creaked as he swung down. She sat blinking hezily while he unharnessed and hobbled the beast and
came back for her. He lifted her down and carried her around behind the cart, setting her on her feet and
plac-ing her hands on the dangling rear gate so she could hold hersdf up while he lifted out a bulky
bundle whose outside wrapping was afindy tanned vinat hide with the long hair ill on it; the bundle was
nearly as big as she was and weighed heavily in her weary arms when he handed it to her. “Spread these



under the cart, child,” he said. “They’ll give you some shade.”

“Thank you, Ser Noris”

“Areyou hungry, child?’

“No thank you, Ser Noris. Only deepy.”

“Then deep.” He left quietly then, waking off toward one of the ever-present outcroppings of rock.
Sarroi blinked, yawned, spread out the bed rall and was adegp dmost before she pulled the hide over
her head.

By the next nooning they came to ariver, the fird Serroi had ever seen. She stared at the rushing
water, wider than a dozen streams, fascinated by the swirls of bright blue and green, the rooster talls of
foam, the roar that seemed to merge with something deep ingde her.

For severa more deeps they followed the river west, edting fish the water threw out at them when
Ser Noris commanded it. She watched the water as it widened, watched the land as it changed its form,
even its substance, watched the houses they were beginning to pass, her eyes round with wonder.

They reached the sea on a brilliant day when sunlight danced in shards among the waves and the blue
of the water was a promise of ddight. Where the river poured into a wide shdlow bay there was a
huddle of steep-roofed buildings, four or five piers reaching out to deep water, afew ships moored a the
piers, visble as pointed dots againg the bright blue of the sky. Some men, not many, sat in amdl groups
on the piers, old men with yellow-stained beards and pae blue eyes sunk deep in nests of wrinkles, long
leen men very dif-ferent from her windrunner kind. The pae blue eyes followed them as Ser Noris drove
the cart onto thefirg of the piers and out to the end where a amdl salling ship was moored. A hunched
grey man came limping from one of the buildings and followed them onto the pier. He took the reins from
Ser Noris, stood with dull grey patience as Ser Noris dimbed down and moved around the end of the
cart to hold out his hand for Serroi.

His flesh was cool and smooth, his life running strong un-der the skin. Serroi shivered as the hand
closed over hers. Once again he' d changed; something about him, she didn’t know what, frightened her.
He was suddenly the savage ani-md again, his power visble as a predator’ s teeth, asif he'd put a part of
himsdf aside when he traveled inland and was only now redaming it. She jumped down from the cart,
careless in her didraction, wanting so to get free of tha disturbing touch that she sumbled and fdl
agang hislegs. With a gasp of dismay, she scrambled avay and stood with her back againg the cart’s
whedl.

He smiled down at her after a moment, patted her gently on the head, took her hand again and led
her toward a nar-row gangplank. The grey man took the vinat and cart away; as she trudged onto the
deck of the ship, Serroi looked over her shoulder at the animd, watching it trot off with a damp sadness
about her heart. For the firg time she redlized she might never see her people again, that she was being
cut off from everything she knew. She looked up at the slent Noris, then down again, dosing her teeth
hard over her lower lip to fight back the surge of longliness that made her eyes burn with tears.

“Hold onto the mast—this—and don’'t be frightened, child.” Ser Noris placed her hand on the
smoaoth wood and waited urtil she was dutching at the softly humming mast, her cheek pressed againd it,
then he stepped aside and spoke a WORD.

Invishle hands raised the sails, cast off the mooring lines. Invisble hands held the whed and turned
the ship toward the open sea. Though the wind blew inshore elsewhere, the white sals filled and the ship
skimmed over the water, driven by a mage wind thet |eft the old men on the piers gaping.

The humming grew louder in Serroi’s ears, the wind flirted past her, tugging at her curls, flatening her
tunic againgt her narrow body. For the firg few minutes she was excited enough and pleased enough at
this new experience to forget her sorrows, then her somach began to protest as the deck moved up and
down under her feet and the raling beyond tilted up and down up and down. She looked up a Ser
Noris, swest beading her face, one hand pressed over her mouth.

He rushed her to therall and held her as she voided her ssomach. Even through her wretchedness she
sensed his dis-taste; desolation and emptiness of another kind grew in her. Tears dripped from her eyes
to mix with the sweat and sour liquid from her somach as the convulsons diminished and fi-naly



stopped. She hung limply over the rail, so weak and distressed she was unable to move.

Ser Noris carried her back to the mast and settled her on the heaving deck. He squatted beside her,
frowning. “I’d bet-ter leave you in the open air until you're over that.” He touched her cheek with a ghost
of his former gentleness. “You may think you're dying, little one, but it will pass. | promise you, it will
pass.” He stood briskly, brushed at his deeves, spoke another WORD.

A rope end snaked from a coil hanging on the mast. Serroi watched it wobble through the air toward
her and cringed away, but was prevented from moving far as the Noris squat-ted again and held her ill,
his band on her shoulder. The rope did around her waist and wove itsdf into a knot. She stared down at
it, then at the other end which was looping it-sdf about the mast. She reached down and touched the
knot at her waig, jerked her hand away from the unnaturd warmth of the rope fiber. She looked fearfully
up & the Noris.

He touched her cheek again. “This for your safety, child. Otherwise you could be swept overboard.
My servants will care for you.” With smooth unobtrusive grace he was on his feet and moving away.
About a body-length away from the mast, he stopped and faced the sea, spoke a WORD into the wind.
When he'd paced out a square around her, spesking a WORD at each corner, the ar touching her
gentled and turned warm. He came back and stood looking down at her. “Remember, child, if there's
anything you need, cdl for it and my servantswill bring it.”

When he' d disappeared below, invishle hands fetched abasin of warm soapy water and bathed her
face. They brought her more water to drink and a savory broth to fill some of the emptiness ingde her.
They tended her negtly and impersondly, went away as soon as they were done. Serroi crouched againgt
the humming magt, the only thing that seemed redl and comforting, too sick to care.

Twice more she succumbed to the urgency of her somach. The hands cleaned her up and left her
aone. Fndly she managed to deep and found to her surprise that when she woke, her body had adapted
to the dip and fdl of the ship. She sat up, pushed aside her blankets, blinking at the sun which shone
directly in her eyes as it dipped to its lowest point near the horizon. “Hands,” she cdled. “I'm starved.
Bring me something to eat.”

A moment later she had a platter of seaming rolls with butter and jam, a pot of cha and a danty
gmdl cup with no handle and long thin dices of cream-colored posser flesh. She sniffed, grinned, began
edting hungrily. The wind was crisp and fresh even filtered through her invisble walls, the sea jewd blue,
dnging past the sides, risng and fdling like a bresthing beast. Fish legped in schools from the water
mak-ing tiny whisling sounds like damp, iridescent birds.

When she finished her med, she submitted to the invishle bands while they bathed her and brought
her fresh dothing, more things her mother had packed away for her. With their usud wordless efficency
they polished her and the deck until both were panfully clean, then they left. Serroi shook out her tether,
wrinkled her nose a it, then moved toward the raling, testing how much range of movement she was
going to have. The rope proved long enough to let her lean on therall and stare down at the water hissng
past.

A whae broached nearby. Bresking water firg, its back was a shining curve of dark grey with black
moattles like sooty hand prints. It spouted a rush of steam, then sounded with a comic flirting of its tall
flukes Laughing her ddight, Serroi raced back adong the rail, the rope whipping behind her until it pulled
her to a stop. She leaned out over therall, dill laughing, her eye-spot tingling. She cdled the whae back,
clapped her handsin joy asit played with the ship, loosing it findly when it began to chafe at the restraints
she put onit.

Birds flew by overhead, riding the wind that drove the ship. Sometimes they settled around Serroi to
preen russet, gold, green, or blue fur with long narrow tongues, to search each other for fur-mites,
crunching them between tiny dagger teeth lining the lips of ther leathery beaks. Serroi scratched at amadl
heads, coaxed some of the birds into her Iap where they twittered with pleasure under the probing of her
fingers

The ship moved south without pause, the days growing shorter and the stars shifted into new
patterns. Semi content-ed hersdf with the birds and the creatures of the sea, left ut-terly done by Ser
Noris. Yet she wasn't londly; her happiest times had dways been when she ran and played with the



animds drawn to her by the sren-song of the eye-spot. These days were an endless playtime without the
panful and often incomprehengble demands of adults. The rope confined her and a the same time freed
her from the need of wetching her feet so she ran heedlesdy about, tagging the birds, racing the fish that
sometimes leaped the rall and did across the deck into the sea on the far Side.

The ship danced southward until days and nights matched and the winds were warm as her own
breath—aways no land, only the blue water, the blue sky and the wage wind blowing them into summer.
Her lifein her father’s wagon following the vinat faded into vague dreams. She had a child's perception
of time, the hours stretching out and out until one day was swallowed by the next, until she might a-ways
have run about the deck of the ship surrounded by an endless sea.

The rigdng sun was red in her eyes when the woke on the lagt day of the voyage she blinked and
yawned, sat up rub-bing her eyes. Kicking the blanket away, leaving it in a hegp for the hands to carry
off, she trotted to the railing to see what was happening, squinting againg the glare of the morn-ing light.
Her eye-spot tingled, a sourceless itch crawled about beneath her akin, and she had an uncomfortable
sense of waiting-about-to-end. The nose of the boat pointed toward atriangle of black cutting up to spail
the smooth line of the horizon. She shivered. What there was about that risng dark fang to make her so
uneasy she couldn't tell, but when she looked &t it, she fdt a hollow coldness spreading ingde her. She
watched it grow for awhile then went dowly back to the mast and her cooling breakfast.

The black form became atdl cone-shaped mountain bresthing out a wavering plume of steam. Other
gmdl dots grew into dark idands, an archipelago of stone whose talest peak was an active volcano.

Having begun to think the South was dl water, Serroi went to the ral again to watch, fascinated, the
nearing idands. The ship dipped neatly through aring of foam and did past a large idand of brown-black
stone, then past a blunt stone pier with a huge stone house high above it rigng from a glass-smooth diff, a
house that seemed big enough to stable her family’s vina herd. She stared up & it as they went padt,
wondering about it, pounded smdl figs on the ral in frustration because the hands were mute and
couldn’'t answer her questions and Ser Noris was out of touch and she wouldn't have dared question him
ayway.

The ship nosed through the twiding passage between the islands, past more tdl houses and glent
piers. The ar fdt heavy and dead, except for the mage wind driving them. The idands were barren with
no touch of green. Even the water had logt its brilliance and Sghed heavily and darkly under them.

The mage wind died and the ship glided smoothly dong one of the stone piers. As it nudged into
place the sals came down with hasty sngppings and Sghing daps and the mooring lines snaked out to
b it againg the pier. Serroi fdt the rope about her waist come dive and writhe loose. It wriggled away
from her to cail itsdf back on the masthook. Rubbing a her was, she tilted her head back, her eyes
moving up aong the dark shiny face of the diff to the tower that contin-ued its ascent into a heavy sky. A
dead place, cold and un-welcoming. She turned to face north, yearning for the tundra where life was
thick and warm even when it snowed.

Ser Noris came up onto the deck moving with a cdm, dow dignity. He stood a moment, she heard
the soft sounds of his feet stop and knew he was watching her; she refused to look around. “Come,
child.” The music of the words wooed her and surprised her dmogt as if she were hearing his voice for
the firg time, having forgotten the magic it made for her dur-ing the slent weeks on board the ship.

She turned dowly and walked across the deck to him, her feet dragging, her head down. She wanted
to say to him that she needed to go home, that she didn't like this place, that it was dead and made her
fed dead—but she didn’t quite dare. She could fed an itch building in her that she couldn’t describe or
even fully understand, a growing resistance to being pushed dong without understanding what was
happen-ing. When she forced hersdf to look up a him, his beautiful face was quiet, he was even amiling
alittte—but he was dill along, long way off and the amile was a grimace that didn’t touch his eyes. She
sad nothing, smply took the hand he held out to her.

He lifted her onto the pier and led her down it to the diff face, which was glass-smooth and without a
break she could see anywhere. She opened her eyes wide, wondering what the Noris was going to do,
then gasped with surprise and fear as her feet |€ft the stone of the pier.

They rose smoothly, soaring with the ease of the sea birds laidy her companions. After her fright



passed away, and she was certain she wasn't going to fdl, she laughed with ddight and kicked her feet
through the flowing ar. The Noris ig-nored her antics. At the top of the diff he hated the flight and glided
gmoathly to alanding indde a deep acove cut into the tower’s outer wal. Facing the tal bronze doors at
the back of the cut, he spoke a quiet WORD. The doors sprang apart, crashing againg the stone not far
from his im-passive face. He strode between the age-greened dabs into the thick blackness beyond,
pulling Serroi dong with him, a draggled kite tall amogt forgotten.

As soon as the Noris stepped over the threshold, the door clashed shut again, dmogt nipping
Serroi’s cloak between its jaws. She gasped and sumbled, blind and frightened in the sudden darkness.
Clinging to the Noris's coal fingers, she turned and twisted with him through darkness, having to trust him
to lead her back to light. He walked as fredy as if the dark were light to his eyes, but she fdt her terror
growing until her breath was near strangled in her throat. When she knew absolutdly she couldn’t take
another step, he stopped, dropped her hand, spoke a WORD.

The wdl split before them and a cool pearly light flooded into the blackness. The Noris stepped
through into the room beyond. To Serroi’s watery eyes, he was a tal black column with opaine fringes.
She rubbed at her eyes with fisted hands, then went timidly through after him.

The room was a domed cylinder that looked as big as the indgde of a mountain to her. The light came
from dl over as if it filled the room like ar. There were tdl chars around the wadls. Some
tapestries—images of plants and animas in bright splashes of color, three long narrow
ink-paintings—again natural images suggested in splashes of black and white. On the far Side, opposite
the doorway, a dais jutted from the wal with a massve throne-chair centered on it, the dark wood
carved into serpentine twigts of vine with anima heads snarling through the leaves. On the floor the rug
was a shimmer of brilliant leaf and flower forms. Serroi gave a soft exclamation of ddight and stooped to
caress the thick slky fi-bers, to trace one of the twisting vines and stroke a crimson flower the sze of her
hand. She glanced at the Noris, a ques-tion on her lips that died when she saw the look on his face. “Alll
the things I'm denied,” he said. She fdt the pain and sdf-mockery in the soft voice and crouched
trembling on that megnificent rug, more frightened than she'd ever been in her short lifetime. Then he was
cdm again, hisface a sparely sculptured mask. He held out his hand. Sowly she Straightened, got to her
feet, crossed the rest of the rug to him and took the extended hand. He led her to the tapestry that hung
behind the throne chair, pulled the edge aside to reved a barrel-roofed corridor. “Through here, child.
Wak ahead of me”

Serroi frowned down a her toes, resging the urging of his hand. All the amdl rebdlions of the long
journey came to-gether in her at the sght of that dimly lit wormhole. Know-ing she would be punished,
having rebelled and been punished for it countless times before, sruggling againg the torments her older
brothers and sstersinflicted on her, rgject-ing thair indinctive attempts to break her spirit and turn her to
something less even than the animds they at least tended with some care, she snatched her hand from the
Noris, scowled up a him. “My nameis Serroi.”

TheWoman: |1

Serroi gasped out of her troubled degp and sat up. “Maiden bless” she groaned, dutching a her
throbbing head. When the pain steadied to a dull ache, she flung the quilt aside and drew her knees up,
gtting in the cool darkness of the pre-dawn morning, druggling to come to terms with the forces
contending within her.

No more running. She pressed her fingers againg her eyes, feding the familiar wal of resstance
rigngin front of her. No more. Feet won't go no more. She pulled her hands down and amiled at her
toes, wriggled them, then sghed, her brief flash of humor subsding. Staring a the crumpled quilts
be-yond her feet she saw in her mind the Vdley of the Biserica, her Golden Valey, the place of peace
she sought for and fought for and suffered for. Fifteen years. After fifteen years he should be cleaned
from my blood. | was surprised, that has to beit. | didn’t have time to prepare for the fight.

With a groan and ayawn she stretched her torso up as far as she could, then bent forward until her
forehead touched knees 4ill trying to shake. When she straightened, she stripped the case off the amdl



hard pillow and rubbed it over her sweaty body, the coarse fabric scraiching a her skin, dir-ring her
blood. After she finished, she sat quietly, elbows on her knees, hands cupped over her eyes. | have to
go back. | have to find Tayyan if she's ill alive. | have to warn Domnor Hern about his number
two's plotting against him, the lovely Lybor. Wonder if he'll believe me. He has to know what
she's like—but if he does, why the hell did he marry her? Or Floarin, for that matter. Tall and
beautiful and glori-oudy blonde. Why do | bother asking? Both of them near a head taller than
him. What's he trying to prove? Doesn’t he know how ridiculous he looks beside either of them,
little fat man prancing along beside golden goddesses? She scowled. Though I've seen a look in
his eyes sometimes—he's laughing at himself or us or the whole damn world. | don't know. She
stopped a moment. | should have known | couldn’'t just run off. All that wine and | ill had
nightmares. | suppose I'll have to face my Noris someday if I'm ever to win free of him. She
grimaced; she wasn't ready to face the great night-marein her life, perhaps she never would be—though
she didn’t care for that thought.

The darkness was graying with the dawn; she stretched out again and lay scraiching a her somach
and garing up a massive rafter beams as their outlines dowly sharpened, won-dering just how she was
going to get back into Oras. The Plaz-guards would be on the watch for her and the Norid .... She
grimaced again then forced hersdf to remember him. He wasn't much, only a Norid, a street-Nor,
capable of afew cheap tricks, sdling fase gold and charming quartz to fool jewelers. Not like ... no, |
won't think of him. She winced away from the face that had haunted her for the past fifteen years.
Calling up demons. That's what he promised Morescad. Him? He wouldn’t dare try it unless he
had backing. Backing Morescad and Lybor couldn’t know about or they wouldn’t have, gone near
him .. She frowned as the recadled more details of the scene in the secret room. Ly-bor’s nurse. She
had the circled flame embroidered on her deeve. The Sons of the Flame. Are they involved in
this? Connected with the Nearga-nor. Can’t be. They rant against the Norim almost as virulently
as they do against the Maiden. She chewed on her lip. This is all speculation. | need more
information. Stll, Yad-mri should know what we saw. An-other reason for getting back into Oras.
Coperic's birds. But how ... how ... how ... If they're looking for me, if the Nearga-nor goes after
me? Or Sr Noris. She whispered his name into the grey morning. “Ser Noris. Why am | dive? Tears
flooded her eyes. “Why did you let me live?” This was a question she'd asked a hundred times before
and as before she got no answer. Rubbing impatiently a her eyes, she ralled over and did off the bed.

Her feet made soft dipping sounds over the pole floor as she walked back and forth, back and forth,
hearing the noises of the girring family on the degping plaiform on the other sde of the flimsy wall. The
wide low bed behind her was the Inti’'s own. He'd moved his woman and himsdf out to join the
immediate family who dept on palets rolled out on awide platform jutting out over the angle large room
of the great hdl. Other dependents dept below, anywhere they could find space to spread their bedding.
Though she was grateful enough for the privacy she suspected it wasn't so much a matter of courtesy as
it was a protecting of the people from the corrupting presence of an outsider. She stretched again, did a
few quick bends and twigts, then started dressing.

The sky was reddening in the east when she stepped into the street but the village was ill dark and
quiet, though mogt of the hdls had lines of ydlow light around doors and shut-ters. As she moved dowly
dong past the big square buildings built of white chak and red sandstone, she caught glimpses of fisher
vassa's milking the varcam and feeding other stock, of the sheds and pens and corrals tucked in between
the hdls and the wall. She heard a grunt just behind her and whedled to see a posser amble past her,
cross the street and lean into a housewall, rasping its iff bristles againg the soft white stone. More of the
squat shadows loomed up beside her and crunched past. Apparently the fishers turned their posserim
loose to forage outside the wals where they rooted among the grasses for tubers and dug smdl rodents
out of ther nedts.

She moved dowly toward the open gate; after lagt night’s violence the peace and the smplicity of the
dawn was dmogt disconcerting. Even the sky with its faded stars and the rags of last night's orm was
tranquil.” Then she saw the dark heads thrusting out the tower windows, turned toward the mountains.



Life was going on as usud, but the Intii was tak-ing no chances on a sneak attack.

Torches it the dark forms of men working about the boats, turning them upright; diding them into the
water, step-ping the masts. When they spoke, which they did seldom, their voices echoed hollowly over
the water. Their shadows jerked and wavered over the grass and mud.

Serroi leaned agangt a massve gatepost sunk hdfway into a groove in the chak wal while more
posserim trotted past her. She watched the busy men getting ready to ride the re-treating tide out to sea
and fdt a restlessness that had little to do with her nervous apprehension about returning to Oral. She
fidgeted awhile longer then followed the posserim aong the wall, walking out onto the grasdand. The sun
was showing layer on layer of transparent color as it came from behind the jagged peaks of the Earth’'s
Teeth. The forests car-peting the lower hills began to emerge from the smoky shadow dill dinging to the
earth.

“You'll be crossing the mountains?’

The voice behind her startled her; she wheded. The Intii had l€ft the laboring men and come up so
quietly behind her she hadn’t heard a whisper of sound. She looked into the wrinkled mask. “Yes” The
word trailed out as she tried to read him and determine how much she should say. It seemed sdfer to lie
no matter how little contact the scattered fisher villages had with outsiders and each other, accidents il
hap-pened. A hundred eyes—a thousand—might be looking for her, searching every shadow for her
traces. In an odd way I’m safest going back to the city. That's the last place they’d look for me.
“I'll be taking the Highroad south to the Biser-ica,” she said.

The Intii looked from the village wadls to the dark smudges on the grass where the dead raiders lay
dill unburied. “The Kapperim will be waiting for you.” He pointed a the trees. “You won't see them.
One or two a a time, they’ll be waiting for you. Never forget an injury, those animas” His mouth
sretched into a dight amile as he reached out and touched the tip of the bowstave. “Do you ever miss
with this little meie?’

“Not often.” She watched the boats moving into the middle of the tappata. The men left behind were
waking dlently back toward the waking village. On the bank she could see a least hdf the boats dill
perched high above the water. “Y ou expect the Kapperim to come back?’

He jabbed along bony thumb at the sprawled bodies. “Tha bunch, they won't be back but others're
sure to come behind them. Already had haf a dozen raids hit us” He tugged a a beard plait. “1 tdl you
this meie, | bear you no il will, but better you go quick, you hear? My woman isfix-ing up the things you
asked for. No need you going back in there.” He nodded at the village. “Fetch your maca.” He grinned
suddenly and as suddenly sobered. “Lots of them to choose from.” Without more words he turned and
strode off toward the gate.

A maca honked mournfully, then strolled past her chew-ing at a succulent louffa, the long dim leaves
dangling from the mouth jerking rhythmicdly and gradudly shortening. Chuckling now and then, Serroi
moved through the grazing macal, looking them over with an eye trained by Tayyan un-il she found one
that pleased her.

She edged cautioudy toward it, usng her eye-Spot to send out waves of reassurance. It watched her
waily but didn’'t move off, only shied alittle when she rested her hand on its skinny neck. She scratched
a the dick warty hide, then rested her forehead againg the macai’ s shoulder, the sharp dusty smel of the

beast triggering memoary ...

A long skinny blonde with scraped knees, atear in her deeve, a amdl bandage on her nose, Tayyan
drolled into the stable, looking the macain over, her ingpection accompanied by an assortment of sniffs
modly scornful. Serroi was strok-ing the neck of a new hatched macai, pleased by skin striped a brilliant
amber and umber and softer than new soring grass. Tayyan kndt beside her, hard blue eyes softening.
She hed out her scruffy hand for the colt to sniff, then settled hersdlf beside Serroi. After a moment she
edged her hand close enough to touch the quivering nose, stroked it gently until the little macai honked its
treble pleasure. More mo-ments passed in companionable slence, then Serroi and Tay-yan began
taking.



Tayyan's father was mad about macai racing and shared that obsession with his daughter. She rode
amog before she could walk, refused to St meekly with the women and learn the madenly arts her aunts
sruggled to teach her, escaped to the stables a every opportunity where she was treated more like a son
than a daughter. But dl this ended on the day they brought her father home belly down over a maca’s
back, his neck broken.

Her oldest unde moved in, arigid man, dull and lumpish, jedlous of his popular older brother, seeing
dights in nearly every word. He shut her in the women's rooms, demanded that she learn a woman's
tricks, had her beaten, beat her himsdf, when she defied him or snesked away to the stables when life
became too much for her. When she reached her twelfth year, her unde betrothed her to a friend of his,
think-ing to rid himsdf of her. And so he did, though not the way be intended. She crept out one night,
saddled a macai and took off for the Biserica

Serrol Sghed, rubbed the back of her hand across her nose. Humming a ragged tune, she stroked her
fingers along the maca’ s neck, then scratched a the folds of skin under its jaw. The beast nudged her,
then butted its head againgt her shoulder, honking plaintively, begging for more scratching. With a shaky
laugh, she complied. Then she pushed away, Sghing, and swung up into the saddle.

The macai hopped about a little, but calmed immediately as she kept a firm hand on the reins and
sent him toward the village. With every step she was more pleased than before with her choice. A
smoath ralling gate. The saddle and hdter well-crafted. Made to the measure of the smal-hipped
Kap-perim, the saddle with its high front ledge and trapezoidd back fit her wel enough. The gtirrups
were a little long, but that could be eadly fixed. Saddlebags, lumpy now with the dead raider’s
possessions, big enough to hold her own sup-plies. Ten days, she thought. Only ten days to
Moongather. Ten days to get across the mountains and back to Ores.

By the village wadll, she dipped from the macai’s back, stripped off the saddle and used the pad to
scrub hisskin clean of dl swest.

She was pulling at the saddi€'s bely band when she heard dow steps behind her. “Set the things
down by me” she cdled, then grunted and jabbed her knee into the maca’s side. The beast whooshed
and honked, then sucked inits omach. She pulled’ the strap taut and tucked it home. When she turned,
she saw agirl crouching beside a hegp of gear, aragged girl with a sullen stubborn face, big hands spread
out over the waterskin on the top of the heap, fierce deter-mination in her scowl. Her skin was severd
shades darker than most fishers, though her eyes were a greenish-brown, much like the Intii’'s. Her hair
was long and dirty, very dark, dmost black. Mixed blood, Serrai thought with a touch of sympathy. She
could remember dl too wel how closed socie-ties treated those among them who were different. “What
isit?” Serrol asked quitly, not wanting to frighten her more than she was aready, afear that was glazing
those green eyes.

The girl’ stongue traveled over dry lips. She rose dowly to her feet. About twelve, dill flat-chested as
aboy, she was nearly a head tdler than Serroi. “The Intii sent these things and says it would be best to
hurry.” She sumbled over the words, her voice hoarse and uncertain.

“Yes. | know.” Serroi took the saddlebags and shook out the Kappra' s rubbish, not bothering to see
whet was there. She took the bundles of food and the utensls provided by the In-firs wife and suffed
them hadtily into the bags, dapped the bay over the maca’s back, then reached for the blanket roll that
the gifl was holding out to her, her hands shaking badly. “Take mewith you, mee” she sad rapidly. She
let go of the bundle, pressed fisted hands againgt her chest. “I want to go to the Biserica, mele. Please?’

Serroi stared at her. Her firg impulse was to refuse; she was in enough trouble without this added
complication. Maiden bless, can't | be excused this? I'd never get out of the village with her. And
what do | do with her once we're over the mountains, send her south alone? “I'mriding into a lot of
trouble, child,” she said. “1 can't take you with me. Y ou could be killed or worse.”

“Killed?” The word was low and intense. “Worse?" She shook the coarse har out of her eyes.
“Nothing could be worse than saying here. Y ou have to take me. You haveto.”

Serroi turned her back on her, started tying saddle thongs around the blanketroll. Over her shoulder
e sad, “You don't understand whet you're asking.”



“l don’t care, meie” She bent and picked up the waterskin, moving a little awkwardly, her thin body
coltish, uncertain as a young macal. “Lisen. My mother was raped by a Kappra and left for dead.
Kappral” She stretched her mouth into a snarl, then shook her head impetiently. “ Better if she'd died. Or
me | eat the scraps dfter the posser and the oadats. Each time the Kapperim raid, the fisher’s who are
killed—their families take it out on me. Meie, I'm a woman dmost and there's no one here to protect
me, not even the Intii, though my mother was his own sigter. | used my knee on a man this morning, | got
away, but hell be waiting for me tonight | don’t want to be the village whore, meie. Take me with you.”

Sarroi took the waterskin from her and tied it dowly in place. “They won't let you go.”

“I know. But I'm supposed to watch the posser and keep them out of the trees, what. | thought—I’ll
go away now and meet you out there, behind the knob where the Kapperim were.”

“Y ou've thought this out very carefully.”

“Mee, | had to.” She glanced nervoudy around. “Please. | should go now, I’ ve been here too long.”

“Wat a moment. There's something | must do fire.” She , tapped the maca on the rump, sent it a
few steps in a tight hdf-cirde. “Start going through that junk.” She pointed to the pile of Kappran
leavings on the ground. “At least you'll look busy. There are some questions you must answer. It's ritud.
Do you understand?’

“Yes mae” Thegirl dropped on her knees and fumbled with the bits and pieces, touching them with
adetermined at-tempt to conquer her revulson.

“You ask to be one of the company of the Biserica?’

“l ask it, mee” Her hands dilled, began moving again.

“The way is long.” The required words came smoathly enough to Serroi though she fdt little joy in
gpesking them. “We promise nothing.”

“l have learned to endure, meie”

“What do you bring us?’

“Only my hands and my heart, meie. I'll do anything, | don’t care what. To get away from here, to be
someone, not an animd, I'll do anything.”

Serroi took a deep breath. “If you join the company of mee you mus abandon the hope of
children.”

“Better than being raped by whoever takes the notion. | want to rule my own life, meie” Her body
was taut as a bowstring with passion. “1 want to be ... | don’'t know. | want to mean something.”

“Thenletit be.” Asthegirl gathered hersdf, Serroi added hedtily, “Don’t move yet, not for a minute.
What's your name, girl?’

“Dinafar.” Her tone turned bitter. “Outsder. That's what my mother named me before she threw me
into the street.”

“And | am Serroi. I'll wait by the knob, but | meant it about the danger. | can’'t explain, but think
carefully before you come.”

Dingfar's face flushed, then paed. She jumped to her feet, staggered, ducked her—head in a
awkward bow, then ran for the meadowland.

Serroi chuckled, shook her head as she turned to the macal and checked dl the ties and straps, then
ghe pulled hersdf in the saddle and started riding after Dinafar toward the rocky knob rigng like a
brown-grey pimple from the ralling green.

TheChild: 3

The Noris's head jerked, the red gem flickering in the pearly light coming from the room behind him,
then flickered again as his mouth twitched into a ghost of a amile “So it is Saroi,” he said. “Come,
Serroi, | want to show you where you'll deep.”

Rebdlion mdting away for the moment, she walked carefully past the raised tapestry and into the
corridor, glandng repestedly up at him, surprised at having surprised him, try-ing to fit his reaction into
what she knew of people. The Noris spoke a WORD and the stone to her right gapped sud-denly.
Stone seemed as mdledble as water to him. Light crawled up stairs folding in atight spird as the Noris



dropped the tapestry and urged her forward with a hand her shoulder onto steps that seemed to be
driving into the stone, forcing it open as they climbed. Serroi trudged reluctantly up those unreding Stairs,
feding very strange. The nar-row space made her skin itch; she didn't like being so enclosed, was glad
the Noris followed close behind.

She came around the last curve of the spird and stepped into a short hdlway with an arched roof,
litle more than an acove shut off by a large pand of bronze. She turned and looked up at the Noris,
puzzled.

“Open the door.” His voicefilled dl the space, stroked her like a caressng hand.

“How?" She scowled & the metd.

“Examineit.”

She marched up to the dab of bronze and looked it over. A little higher than her head a bronze hook
stuck out of adot. She pulled it, down and pushed. Nothing happened but a metdlic clunk. She rubbed
a her nose, then pulled the hook down again and lugged the door toward her. It did smoothly open. She
pushed it againg the wal and swung around with awide grin. “1 did it.”

“So you did. Now, goingde” The Noris folded his arms over his chest, his eyes twinkling at her.

She stepped into the room, eyes wide with excitement.

There was a bed set up on legs like a cart without whedls. She had no trouble guessng what it was
though she'd dept most of her five years on piled-up vinat skins only inches from the frozen earth. She
crossed to it and touched the shimmer-soft coverlet, then stroked her hand over the bright, blue-green
smoothness, oohing her ddight. Still petting the cover she looked around &t the other strange things in the
room. With great zest she trotted from wall to wal, touching everything she could reach. There were two
tapestries, ampli-fied plant formsin strong rhythmic designs, worked in threads that gleamed richly in the
brilliant light pouring in through the open window. A bronze char and a table with a marble top and
bronze legs stood next to the window, on the table a bottle of ink,. severd sheets of paper, two
pen-holders with siver nibs. She lifted the holders, touched the points to the tip of her forefinger. “What
are these?’

“For writing.” At her blank look, he joined her at the table, took a pen from her, dipped it into the
ink, pulled a sheet of paper close and wrote SERROI On it.

“What's tha?’” She touched the firg letter with the tip of her finger, pulled the finger away and
scowled at the amdl blue-brown sain on it.

“Your name, child.”

“Show me how to do that.” She fumbled with the pen, started to plunge the end into the ink bottle.

The Noris caught her hand and took the pen from her. “Later. Come here” He led her to a rack on
the wdl alittle way from the table. “These are books.” Sipping arall of parchment from the top of the
gmd| pyramid, he unrolled it in front of her. She stared & the black marks on the smooth cream-colored
surface, touched them tentatively, exclaimed with ddight at a ddicady painted design on the border.
Af-ter returning the parchment to its place, he did a section of the wall asde. Serroi gasped with surprise
as she saw her own dothing hanging on hooks and a spare pair of boots pegged to the back wal. “The
servants will keep these dean for you. You can dress yoursdf?’

“Fm not ababy,” Serroi snorted with disgudt.

He nodded, the twinkle back in his eyes. He opened a door and displayed a smdl neat bathroom,
showed her how to use the toilet and bathtub. With a chuckle he led her away from the toilet, which
fascinated her dmogt as much as the pens, taking, her back into the bedroom. In their short absence the
hands had been busy scattering potted green plants around the room. The Noris turned to Serroi. “Does
this please you?’

Serroi nodded dhyly. “It’s beautiful,” she murmured.

“Good. Come. Ther€' s another thing | want to show you.”

She followed him out of the room and back down the spi-rding dtairs, dill didiking intensdy that
wormholein stone,

The Noris moved down the corridor, his booted feet mak-ing no sound a dl. Serroi was startled by
this her own boots made scuffing and grating sounds that echoed dully in the dimly lit hdl. As she



followed him, she looked about curi-oudy, saw a number of acoves sealed off with bronze dabs like the
door to her room. The corridor wound downward, Widened abruptly into a high-walled, four-sided
court open to the clean blue of the sky.

A hundred eyes watched as she stepped, blinking, into the brilliant sunlight. Cages lined two of the
four wdlls of the court, wals made of the same shiny black-brown stone as the tower. Each cage was
roomy enough to provide its inhabitant with pacing or dimbing room. Since the shapes and szes of the
beasts varied considerably, so did the Sizes and shapes of the cages. There were dead sections of treesin
some, ledges of molded rock, padding's of straw or gravel on the solid floors; in some cases a totd
environment was provided for the beast, nothing living, though, no green in any cage. Each cage had its
feeding tray and waterwell. She recognized severd of the animas—chinin with pups about two passages
old, an unhappy looking vinat, a prowling irritated Scamar, severa carrion birds of the kind thet followed
the herds—but mogt of the creatures were strange. There was one sad-faced grey beast with long skinny
ams and legs that looked like a parody of man. She watched it as it stared a her then began rooting
about in its straw. It startled a giggle out of her when it came up with a piece of nutshdl and threw it at
her. She dodged the shdl and started toward the chinin.

“Sarroi, come here” The Noris sounded amused but she hastened to his sde. She was Hill uncertain
about him. He'd done nathing to hurt her, had, in fact, taken good care of her, but she dill didn’'t know
what he wanted from her and he changed sometimes into something she didn’t know. She was ganing a
certain amount of assurance, progressing step by tentative step, but she did sense there were things he
wouldn't accept from her. He amiled down into her eager face—but changed again, an empty charming
amile he'd withdrawn himsdf, she fdt he was tired to trying to keep tied to her needs againg his own
need to soar. “These animas will be your respongibility for the coming year,” he said. “Keep them wel
and content, feed them, water them, give them exercise. Open any cages you fed safe about. Go up and
down between your room and the court whenever you wish, day or night. Anything you need my
servants will bring you.”

Serroi plucked nervoudy at threads in the embroidery on her cloak. “Will | see you?’

He was dlent a long time. She sneaked severd glances at him, wondering. He was daing at the
cages, not seeing them, an odd expresson on his face as if she'd gartled him again and he'd dartled
himsdf by his reaction to her question. She endured the long slence as best she could. He was thinking
and when he'd finished, he'd give her an answer.

He looked down at her, his eyes warming again. “You can come tak to me. I'd like that.” He svung
a hand in a wide gesture, encompassing dl the cages. “Start getting to know the beasts, Serroi. Get
yoursdf settled in your room. My ser-vants will give you your fird lessons in writing later this
af-ternoon? He looked away from her, gazing instead into the featureess blue above. “I'll send for you
after the evening medl.” Hisfeet dill making no sound on the stone flags, he walked quickly to the center
of the court where a gleaming copper pipe rose from the paving stones. The top end made an abrupt
right-angled turn with a bronze hook projecting from a vertical dot. “Come here, Serroi.” When she
stood beside him, he pointed &t the hook. “Pull down on that.”

Serroi wrapped her amdl fingers about the hook and tugged. Water gushed from the pipe's end.
Laughing, she thrust her free hand into the cool rushing stream, bent and drank, then let the hook snap
back and straightened to look up at the Nods.

He'd put asde, for the moment, his irritations and was amiling gravely down a her. “You can get
water for the ani-mas from this. The servants will bring the other things you need to care for them. Can
you do this?’

Serroi nodded; hestantly she stepped closer to him and dared to touch his hand, diding her fingers
dong his grange disurbing flesh. She sneaked a look at his face and saw that be was uneasy a her
touch, yet at the same time pleased by it. Without another word he walked away, disappearing through
the doorway .

Thedlencein the court lasted severad minutes after his departure then died before the coughing roar
of the Scamar, along-hared beast with afla face, ripping teeth, yellow-green eyes and amdl round ears.
His long fur ranged in color, from the palest tan on his underbdly to a brindled chocolate on his back.



The tips of the longer fur on the top of his head and around his neck were a ydlowish green while the
deeper fur was a midy blue-green like the color of new soring grass that rose above the last year's
growth now dead and faded brown. He paced restlesdy up and down his cage, a powerful besst,
megnificently muscled, in the prime of his life—but not well. Patches of his fur looked dull, ruffled; the
ydlow-green eyes were filmy and his mouth hung open now and then as if he lacked the will to keep his
jaws together. Serroi sucked in a deep breath, shivered. There was an dmogt im-perceptible taint of
sickness to the air in the court. Perhaps nothing lived on these idands because nothing could live there.
Her head began to ache. There was so much she didn't understand, so much she couldn't
understand—but she knew the scamar was suffering; her eye-spot throbbed to his pain. She began
waking dong the cages, pearing lemnly a the animds ingde, tilting her head back to ingpect those
piled high above her. Her eye-spot continued to throb as she started feding her way into them, but she
redirected her ef-forts, not absorbing now but projecting, reassuring them, caressing them with that deep
love she had for dl of them, the love pent up ingde her that had no other outlet. By the time she finished
her round even the air amelled cleaner. The animas were settled in drowsy comfort, in Slence or meking
their various kinds of purring sounds. Content again, she went to the cage with the chinin and opened the
door, whistling her old call, laughing as the adults and pups legped out and pranced around her, siffing
a her, rearing up to lick at her face.

Sarroi hesitated in the doorway. The room was lit by a few candles, &fire snapped and crackled in a
dark-stone fireplace. Bathed in rich golden light the Noris was stretched out on a divan, propped up on
vevet pillows watching the flames dance. She wanted to go to him, he seemed as londy as she
sometimes fdt, but she knew indinctively that he was uneasy with her no matter how relaxed he seemed.

“Come here, Serroi.” His voice was soft and dreamy. He hadn’t looked at her but he knew she was
there anyway. Ser-roi licked at her lips. “St beside me” he said. One pde hand dropped onto a thick
pillow on the floor beside the divan. The gesture was too deliberaidy graceful, another betraya of his
lack of ease. Serroi moved dlently to the pillow and settled hersdf Hiffly besde him, her head by his
shoulder. Though she couldn’'t have put what she fdt into words, her discomfort came from his She
stared into the flames, waiting for im to speak.

After a lengthy slence she looked up to meet his eyes. They were fixed on her and bright with
curiogty as if he were taging his reactions and hers, probing a himsdf with a curious objectivity that
confused her. Among her own people emotions rode surfaces. No man paused to examine his anger but
was smply and thoroughly angry.

“You've stled in comfortably?’

“Yes, Ser Noris.” She brooded a minute. “The hands showed me how to draw alaot of funny marks.”

“Pictures of sounds, child”

Because he sounded amused, she sniffed and complained, “Hands don't talk, Ser Noris. How'm |
ever going to tdl which mark means which sound?’

“Learn the marks” He yawned, drawing back from her mentaly as wdl as physicaly.

She sensed she' d moved too fagt; this was like taming a wild and wary beast. So he wouldn’'t send
her away, she said hadtily, “Whet isa Noris, Ser Noris?’

“Mmmm.” He lay back on the pillows staring, into the wavering shadows dancing across the distant
caling. “A Noris is a shaper. Wind and water and stone answer his words. A Noris is a reacher into
strange subworlds that would frighten you, child. A tamer of demons. A focus of forces great enough to
rock the world. A Norisisa man of terrible power forever shut off from the greatest power of dl.” The
bitterness in the last words made her regret that she'd asked the question, but the soft voice swept on,
leaving the bitterness behind. “Y ou should have asked what isa Nor, child.” He reached out and stroked
Serroi’s curls, an absent-minded caress he was not even aware he was giving her. “Nor is the generic
term for what | am. There are severd kinds of Nor. Some are wesk futile creatures who because they
have mastered a few cheap tricks delude themsdves into bdieving they belong among the mighty; often
they serve as priests of the Hame among the Sons of the Hame, only group foolish enough to pander to
their egos. These are the Norids, the street Nor. Some Nor are good competent journeyman sorcerers,



but they need elaborate pargpherndia or ther spells will go awry; they need the incense and the candles
of dead man's fat, cat’s cradles, pentacles, Sgns, td-ismen. They can be arrogant and foolish and they
often reach beyond their grasp and end up food or daved to the demons they seek to raise. You'll find
themin the courts of those kings who like to bask in a second-hand sort of power, preen-ing themsdves
that they control men who control such won-ders. These are the Norits.” He sat up suddenly, staring into
the dimness over her head. “Fndly there are the word-masters who by much study and inborn gifts move
beyond the need for apparatus, who need nothing but the actudizing WORDS to command what we are
permitted to command. And there are those who try to push the limits of what we control back urtil ...
itsnot as easy asit looks.” He blinked, suddenly back with her from whatever dream he kept secret in
his heart. “No, child, it's not so easy. One doesn’'t Smply learn the words and bellow them into the wind.
Each of the great words rests on vast amounts of sudy and discipline and denid, on a preparation
invigble benegth the surface. | wak, my little Serrai, in the middle of a web of potencies woven over the
many lifetimes I've known; | speak the WORD and a part of the web is actudized. | speak an-other
WORD and it sinks back into the web.” The corner of his mouth turned up as he gazed down a her
blank face. “But you don’t understand a word of this, do you.” His eyes twinkling, he reached down and
stroked the tips of hisfingers dong the sde of her head, then across her brow, something no one else had
ever done. Hisfingers caressed the eye-spot and she fdt a flush of warmth, a great rush of love for him.
She could have curled up beside him and et him go on pet-ting her forever, content as a chinin pup after
along day’s play.

He dropped his hand onto his knee. “Go to bed, child. We Il tak again tomorrow. You can tdl me
about your specid gifts”

Confused and dazed, Serroi wobbled onto her feet and walked dlently from the room, leaving the
Noris garing into the flanes, brooding over something, perhaps turning in again on himsdf, studying
himsdlf, toying with his unaccus-tomed emotions as a scamar will toy with a smdl rodent it has caught
away from its burrow.

The Woman: |V

The maca ambled around the base of the rocky knob, stopping as he saw Dinafar waking back and
forth, taking a pace or two in each direction, careful to keep the knob be-tween her and the village The
beast went down on his knees and rubbed his head over the grass, he tried to ral but the saddle
prevented him. Honking mournfully, he lurched onto his feet and edged up to Dingfar. He pushed his
head againg her chest, sending her sprawling againg the rocky dope. He whined and nudged a her
agan. She began to be frightened—then she heard a chuckle and jerked her head up to glare a the mee.

The andl woman sat casudly in the saddle, leening on ams crossed over the saddle ledge,
amusement vivid in her amdl green face. “He ign't trying to hurt you, poor beast.” She leaned forward
and whidtled three warbling notes.

Themaca’s head twisted around. With a series of anxious hoots he trotted to the mee, stopped to
rub his head againg her leg. The meie did off her mount with a supple grace that woke a sudden envy in
Dingfar's breast. I'll do that some day, she thought. | won’t be afraid. She scrambled to her feet,
brushed her long straight hair out of her eyes, watched the meie strip the saddle from the macal and ease
the halter off his bobbing head.

The mee looked back over her shoulder, her large orange-gold eyes sparking with anger. “Y our
fisher kin left these beasts out here dl night with their gear on.” She looked down at the gear, scowled.
“Maiden bless, | haven't time. | haven't time ....” She kndt and tore up a double handful of grass, looked
back a Dingfar. “Take the pad and shake it out.” She jumped up and began scrubbing a the maca’s
back. “Look at these rubbed spots. Poor damn beast, hell be sore for awhile” The macai moaned with
pleasure as she worked ..

Dingfar shook the pad vigoroudy, then best it againg the rock, amiling with satisfaction as the vermin
tumbled out. “1 suppose they’ll do something about them today. We ...”

She dropped the pad, straightened her shoulders. “They don't know much about mecal.”



“Let me have that aminute” The mee took the pad atter Dinafar had scooped it up again. She hdd it
out a arm’s length, narrowed her eyes. Dinafar saw the green spot on her forehead tremble a little, amdl
waves passing across the ova of a green darker than the matte dlive of her face. Black specks rained
from the pad and vanished in the matted grass. Dinafar stood scratching absently at her somach
wondering just what she was getting hersdlf into, the meie was stranger than she' d thought; Hill, she knew
what she was leaving and that was enough. The little meie turned to her. “ Stand gill a moment, Dingfar.
Y ou've picked up some vistors”

Dingfar flushed uncomfortably. She knew some of the ver-min were her own, parasites she'd picked
up from the posser she'd herded, the stables she'd dept in. She looked down, hate like fire for the fishers
who had shamed her from the moment she was born. Then she started as cool fingers touched the
junction of neck and shoulder. A moment later, most of the itching was gone. “Maiden bless, meie” she
mumbled. The mee said nothing, smply swung back into the saddle.

“Hand methat gear,” she said.

Dindfar stared, then redized that she'd be riding the spare maca in a little while. The thought excited
and frightened her.

The mee rested saddle, hdter, pad on the front ledge of her saddle. “Wak beside me. The other
meca will follow and help shidd you from the village. As soon as we' re under the trees, I'll rerig our ugly
friend here so we can make better time”

Hdf an hour later, when they were moving through high brush and scattered trees, when even the
white diffs had passed from sight, the mee pulled the maca to a stop. Dinafar was tired and hungry.
Clinging to the stirrup legther had helped but in dl her life she could not remember having walked so far
and so fast. The mee untied the waterskin and handed it down to her. “Don't be extravagant with this,
Dina We can't stop to fill it for a good long time” She glanced into the shadows under the trees and
dghed. “Maiden knows what' s waiting in there for us”

While Dinafar drank, then rested, trying over in her mind the shortened verson of her name, deciding
that she rather liked it, the mee saddled the stray maca and dipped the hdter over his ugly head. Then
ghe caled Dinafar and boosted her into the saddle.

As they rode deeper into the forest, Dinafar clutched a the ledge of the saddle, trying to fit hersdf
into the ralling rise and fdl of the macal’s gait. She was beginning to fed sck; her hedily eaten breakfast
was gtting uneasy in her somach. She looked envioudy at the amdl woman ahead of her who was
avaying gracefully to the gait of her beast, back firmly erect asif her pine had a sword thrust down it.

Dinafar thought of the village now far behind and smiled grimly. Henser will have to find himself
another girl to pester. Her amile widened to a broad grin as she pictured an an-gry father teking the
blunt end of a fish gpear to his back. I'm out of there. I'm really out of there. She shivered, sckness
churning in her stomach, exacerbated by the hatred roused in her by those thoughts. Clinging to the
saddle she leaned out as far as she could, yidding to her need to vomit.

Then amdl strong hands caught her and pulled her down off the macai, held her as her body was
wrung by spasms of nausea. Sour and exhausted, she let hersdf be moved away and laid out on a thick
layer of rotting leaves that amelled like cool rich earth. She could fed the dampness cregping through her
daothing as she lay with eyes shut, entirdy miser-able. Then the smal hands were back. A damp cloth
moved over her face, deaning away the sweat and sour liquid. She diffened, feding awkward, confused
by the surge of emation the mel€ s gentle touch woke in her.

She pushed the hands away and sat up. Her ssomach shifted uneesily but she swalowed repestedly
until the nausea went away. When she looked up, the mee was tying the waterskin back behind her
saddle. The smdl woman turned and watched her quietly. To Dinafar’ s surprise there was a haunted look
inthe orange-gold eyes, an indant’s revelaion of pain ingantly suppressed.

“Can you ride now?’ The mei€'s voice was gentle, cdm, remote. Her pointed face was a mask, dl
expresson disci-plined away. “If you fed more comfortable walking ...."” The words came dowly. Behind
the mae€'s outward tranquil-ity, Dinafar sensed a nervous urgency that made her offer something torn
from her by courtesy done. Dingfar thought back to the hdpless rages that had wracked her since she
was old enough to fed, if not understand, the hate, disgust and crudty she'd breathed in with every beat



of her heart, This gentle courtesy accorded her by one who was a little more than a stranger brought her
a sudden vison of life a the Biserica that gave her the strength to stagger to her feet and pull hersdf
dumsly back into the saddle. She settled hersdf as best she could and looked down at the meie. “Tell
me how to fit the macai’ s rhythms, mee | can't ssemto do it,”

A hdf amile, little more than, a rueful twitch of her lips, lit the amdl woman's face. “My fault, child. |
should have red-ized that you knew nothing about riding; you even told me s0.” She moved her golden
eyes criticaly over Dingfar, the green spot on her forehead twitching as she concentrated. The spot
looked velvet soft; Dinafar was suddenly and intensely curious about the fed of it under her fingers, then
she closed her hands into figts frightened by what she was think-ing.

“That damn skirt.” The meie wrinkled her nose while her eyes shone with amusement and disdain. “I
cannot see why or how women endure this” She began fussng with Dinafar’s bunched skirt, pulling out
the wrinkl€' s, pushing a Dinafar’s thighs and knees until her legs were pressed more firmly againg the
wide lesther gprons that protected her from the maca’s knobbly skin. Dinafar swvalowed a 9gh a the
pain as muscles complained againgt being stretched in unaccustomed ways. The mee patted her on the
thigh, ignoring her uneasy blush, then swung into her own saddle. “It will take a day or two for your
bones and muscles to accustom themsdves to this” She laughed. “I remember my own aches. You'll be
wishing the Maiden had called you home, but the soreness will go away, | promise you.” She clucked at
her mount. Asit took a step forward, she leaned over and caught hold of the hdter on Dinafar’ s mount,
fordng him to walk beside her.

“Center your weight around your navel.” The me€'s orange-gold eyes did criticdly over her. “Hold
your back draight but not giff. That's better. No, don't giffen. Think of your spine as a plumb bob.
Know whét that iS? Never mind. Think of a string with aweight at the end. No matter how you move the
top of the gtring, the weight keeps it hanging straight. Y our spine is the string, your buttocks the weight.”

Her voice was tranquil and remote; it fdl on Dinafar’s ears like cool water as the two macal paced
dowly dong, Sde by sde. Buoyed by it, she was able to rdax and let hersdf be-come part of the flow,
not even noting when the voice merged with the flutter of the leaves overhead and findly stopped
atogether.

Dingfar rode with the mee in and out of cool green shadow, gold splotches of sunlight dipping over
them where the leaves thinned. The wind whigpered in a continuous mur-mur, a drowsy, comfortable
sound with a resonant qudity that such sounds lacked out on the grasdands. She let her maca fdl behind
and rode through the green world, filled with a joy as warm and bright as the patches of sun that danced
over her.

Sometime later, the meie twisted around in the saddle and looked back at her, then pulled her maca
to a dower wak until they were once more sde by sde. The little woman amiled, both surprised and
pleased. “You learn fagt”

“Mongres are clever creatures or so the story goes.” Dinafar amiled to take the ging out of her
words. Old hates were dipping further and further behind as she left the village be-hind.

The mee grimaced. “How many times have you heard that?’

“All my life” She shrugged. “Tha's past now.”

The mele nodded; her quick smile flashed out again. “For-get it—or, if you have to remember, be
gad you're a clever mongrd. Stupidity’s no blessng.” She frowned as Dinafar clutched a the saddle
ledge and shifted allittle to ease some of the drain on her legs. “Tired?’

“Alittle”

The meie tilted her head back,. eyes narrowed, messuring the height of the sun. After a minute she
looked down, rubbed at the back of her neck. “A little longer, then wée ll stop.”

They rode on, the meein front again, Dinafar trusting that the odd little woman knew where she was
going. It wa? pleasant to relax that way, to let someone ese take respong-hility for her actions, Dinafar
couldn’'t remember when she hadn’t had to fight amply to stay dive. As time passed, though, and the
meca rolled on and on, she began shifting about more and more, the burning in her groin and thighs
mounting dowly until it was nearly unbearable.

The trees opened out; they rode into a wide irregular space that was a burned-over section of the



wooded dopes where lightning had set afire and cleared off the larger trees. Severa charred corpses of
the squat brdlim trees and the jagged pomeacin lay like black exdlamation points in the brushy second
growth. As they followed a twiging track through the tangle, Dinafar began wondering when the mee
planned to stop. She examined the draight narrow back ahead of her, the turning head, its tight curls
bobbing with the movement. The mee seemed uneasy. Deeper in the brushy growth Dingfar could hear
rugtles and snaps asiif predators were following them. She caught the itch from the meie and nearly forgot
the painin her legs.

Burding out of adump of brush behind them, ydling his war chdlenge, a Kappra charged at Dingfar,
his saber raised for a killing Wash. The bronze blade hummed over Dingfar’s head as her war-trained
mount squatted, then reared and threw her. She landed againg a stand of springy saplings that broke her
fdl but sent her ralling under the claws of the Kappra's macai. More by luck than any management on
her part, she evaded them and scrambled into the brush on the far side of the track just in time to miss a
second swing of the saber. Eyes ringed with white, mouth open in a damp snarl, the Kappra forgot her
and rode a the mele.

The mee dropped to the ground, smacking her maca on the rump to send it out of the way. As the
Kappra drove toward her, she leaped back before the swing of the saber, glanced rgpidly about, then
darted to her left, plunging into a smdl stand of second-growth pomacim; their multi trunks were hard
and sharp as spears and grew so close she could barely fit her andl body between them. The whippy
branches bent before her and snapped into the macai’ s face when the Kappra tried to force his mount
after her. Howling with rage and frudtration, he swung down and bounded after her.

Dinafar crawled out of the brush, usng some of the curses she'd collected in the fisher village a the
broken branches jabbing into her and tearing her dready ragged clothing. She crouched by the track,
pulling leaves from her hair, watching with horror and fascination as the fight continued. The Kap-pra was
quick and adept with his saber. Most of his cuts missed by a hair and a hdf and the mee was blesding
from a dozen amd| cuts and scrapes. But he was a rider and dumsy on the ground. She was quicker.
She used the young trees to block many of his cuts. Again and again he svung at her and dashed off the
tops of sgplings. Dinafar began to breathe a little eesier. The me€'s face had gone utterly tranquil; she
wove Re a dancer through the second growth, like a were-light enticing the Kappra on to doom, she led
him round and round. Dingfar dragged hersdf to her feet, casting about for a weapon, anything. She
found a lopped-off branch and began absently gripping it of leaves and twigs as she watched the intricate
dud in front of her.

The Kappra's breath was coming hard; his mouth gaped, dripped foam. He'd passed into a
berserker rage that gave him a terrible strength and speed; he drove the mee back and back, his saber
cutting through the saplings as if they didn't exist, a squeding whiffling passage like nothing she'd heard
before. Dingfar gasped again.

The mee fdtered. She tumbled over an exposed root and bardly managed to escape the swing of the
saber. Trembling with fear, Dinafar ran toward them, those death-dancers so intent on each other no one
and nothing dse existed for them. His wrist, Dingfar thought. If | can hit hiswrist ...

The meie sumbled again, dammed into one of the larger trees. The Kappra howled, triumph in the
ululating sound,; driven with dl the power in his arm, the saber cut a her, moving so swiftly it was only a
blur anging its own lethd sound through the air. The mele seemed to hestate, stare hdplesdy at the
descending degth, then dropped and rolled away, this time to the right, moving so quickly that Dinafar
could only gape. The saber cut through the emptiness where the mee had been and diced deep into the
tree—the trunk was jugt a bit too thick for the blade to cut completely through. As the Kappra tugged
futildy at the hilt, supid and blind in his rage, the meie lunged up a him, buried her knife in his sSde,
yanked it out, the blade drawing with it a great gout of blood.

The Kappra gasped and crumpled, the saber hilt bobbing over him. The mae kndt beside him,
mouth twisted with a pain of her own. He groaned. With his last strength he spat in her face. No anger in
her eyes, only sadness, she wiped the spittle away. “Maiden give you quiet rest,” she murmured. When
he was dead, she brushed her band across his face, dodng his eyes, pushing his mouth shut. She kndt
another minute in slence, then she retrieved her knife, wiped the blade on the Kappra's loindoth and



replaced it inits sheath. She picked up fdlen leaves and rubbed them vigoroudy be-tween her pams and
over the bloodstains on her legs.

Dinafar looked down at the dead Kappra, back at the rub-bing, sheking hands. “Meer’

Themee sighed and got heavily to her feet. “What isit?’

“You killed two yesterday and you didn't ... dl this” She swooped her hand from the dead men to
the slanding woman.

“Yes” The mde started trudging back dong the track to the macain who stood rubbing sides,
gingely snatching bites of the brush. She reached up and touched the arch of wood and horn. “When the
arrow draws, you don't fed them die” She sghed. “You don't fed them die” She shook hersdf,
seemed to throw off her depression and spoke in ordinary tones. “Get mounted. We can't stop here”

When they were back in the green shadow under the trees, Dinafar saw the me€'s head turning
agan, usng her eyes, ears and whatever other senses she had to probe the trees ahead and on each side.
Before they’d gone far into the forest, the mae unclipped and strung her bow. No more sur-prises,
Dinafar thought. She smiled, then shifted in the saddle, her mouth twisting as she sought vainly for a more
comfortable postion.

The mee nocked an arrow, dowed her maca. A Kappra rode a them from the shadow, his
chdlenge deadened by the close-huddling trees until it was cut off completdy by the ar-row in his throat.
The mae did down, cut her arrow free, murmured her quiet blessng while Dinafar pulled saddle and
hlter off the Kappra's macai and dumped them on the ground.

Twice more Kapperim attacked; twice more they died; twice more the macain were stripped and
freed.

At midday Dinafar was following the mee through a twis-ing ravine deep in the shadows of the
mountain peaks. The trees had been Ieft behind. Her legs were numb; she kept her-sdlf in the saddle with
the grip of both hands on its ledge, too exhausted even to complain.

When the mee stopped at last, Dinafar’s mount stopped aso. The hdt caught her by surprise and
she nearly fdl off. After she regained her baance she leaned forward until her face rested on the spongy
fringe curving dong his neck. Then she lifted her head and watched the meie through a haze of weariness,
she saw her tuning her head again, side to sSde as if she were feding out ther direction. With a quick
hebitud gesture, she brushed back her sorrd curls, then kneed the ma-ca into a dow wak. Groaning
slently, Dinafar dumsly kicked the maca into maotion.

After an eternity of dimbing over rock dope, up and up, dways up until Dinafar’s legs were no
longer numb but burn-ing, as if the macai’s barrel had turned to live coas, the meie rode into a narrow
crack in an outthrust of rock that seemed to Dinafar the bones of earth itsaf thrust through its flesh. They
plunged firg into darkness, then into light again as they emerged; the torment eased as the maca rocked
to a stop. Smdl hands touched her thigh. “Slide down.” The warm husky voice cut through watery waves
of tiredness swvamping Dinafar. “Lean toward me and let yoursdf go. | won't let you fal.”

Dindfar sat swaying, unable to move farther, then she leaned out and let hersdf fall.

The hands caught her. For a moment she was pressed agang the meie€'s strong little body, then she
was stretched out on cool deep grass, savoring the pleasure of being utterly Hill. Hands straightened her
legs and pulled her skirt down. A damp cloth passed across her face, then down her arms. She opened
her eyes.

The mee was kneding beside her, the haunted look back in her eyes. It vanished as soon as she saw
that Dinaefar was watching her. She amiled. “Good. You'll fed better in a little” She moved on her knees
adong Dinafar’ s body until she was knedling at her feet.

Dinafar had never worn shoes; she knew her feet were scarred and ugly and dirty. She tried to pull
them away, but the meie took them in her hands, her surprisngly strong hands; she ignored the dirt, the
broken nalls, the cuts and scrapes, the thick horn on the soles, and began manipulating first the ankle then
the toes. Dingfar gasped with pain, then sghed with pleasure as some of the grinding soreness passed
from her legs. After a moment she started to become acutely uncomfortable as the meie continued to
massage her calves.,



The mee looked up. “Don't worry, child” She sounded amused. The orange-gold eyes were
twinkling at Dinafar. “No matter what you' ve heard about us, I’'m nat trying to seduce you.”

Dinafar knew from the heat and tightness in her face that she was blushing scarlet. She stammered,
“'mnot ... MM ....”

The meie amiled. “Relax, Dine . She continued to work on Dinafar’s knotted caf muscles until she'd
worked out most of the soreness and Hiffness, then she stood and stretched, findly looked down. “That
better?’

Dindfar sat up. “Yes” She pulled her legs up, wrapped her ams around them and examined the
place with considerable curiosty.

She was gtting in the center of atiny lush valey dmogt like a deep hole in the rock. The turf under
her was cool and green, thick-set blades of short soringy grass. By one wall a spring bubbled clear, cold
water into a pool that never seemed to fill. Above the spring, carved with some delicacy into the living
stone, was a great-eyed figure, generoudy fe-mde but obvioudy not human. “Who is she?’

Themee glanced, a the carving. “The Maiden,” she said quietly. “ As the creasta shurin see her. This
isa shrine-place.”

“Creasta shurin?’ Dinafar frowned. “I thought they were just children's tales”

Themee laughed. “No, that they most certainly aren’t.” She unbuckled her weaponbelt and let it fal
besde Dingfar. “Just sy and content to be unnoticed.” She unclipped her bow and st it down more
caetfully, laying it on the belt to keep it off the grass. “For very good reasons they keep away from men,
too many of them have been killed for their pelts, but they are dlied to the Biserica so a shuri should
ansver my cdl. We need a guide to show us the quickest and easest way through the mountains
Maiden bless, the Kapperim don't usudly come above the tredine” She shook her head then, looking
troubled. “Can’t count on that, I'm afraid. Nothing holds the way it should this year.” She glanced at the
carved figure. “1 don't understand what's hagppening.” She shook her head. “No maitter. In alittle while
I'll cdl ashuri and see what problems the mountain’ swill present us with.”

“Alreedy?’ Dinafar was dismayed; she' d thought they were settled for a while, this mountain cup fdt
safe and her body rebelled at the thought of dimbing back on the macai.

Themee got to her feet and started toward the beasts who were grazing placidly not far from them.
“I'm sorry, Ding, but | warned you. I'm pushed for time, | ...” She sghed, shrugged. “You'll have to
keep up as best you can.” But when Dinafar started to get up to help her with the gear, the meie stopped
her. “Rest now, you've got a hard night ahead of you.”

When the macain were stripped, the mee brought her sad-dlebags to the edge of the pool, kndt on
the grass and started digging in one of them. She pulled a round loaf from the bag, glanced a Dina who
lay sprawled comfortably on the grass watching her. “Catch.” The loaf landed with a little bounce on
Dinafar’'s somach. She giggled and sat up. The mee dug farther and tossed over a parcd of fish paste.
“Make us a sandwich; careful of this one” She lobbed a long-bladed knife to Dinefar, It landed with its
hendle toward her, afoot from her hand. “Thistoo.” The meie threw a tin cup to Dinafar and jumped to
her feet, a fla pan in her hand. She nodded a the pool. “Good water.” For a moment she stood
frowning; her fingernails dicking againg the bot-tom of the pan. “I'll get us some brambleberries. There's
avine over there.” She nodded her head at the bramble web dimbing the rock in a mig of green and
purple.

Dinafar caught the cup, gazed at it, then a the mee as she searched through' the leaves for the
berries, dropping them like purple rain into the pan. Her fingers trembled. The fish-ers wouldn't let her
touch anything they ate from. She' d drunk from an old cracked mug that she washed hersdf and hid from
children’s mdice. Some of the boys broke her things whenever they could find them. She'd eaten from a
wooden dish flung at her head, usng a warped horn spoon she' d scav-enged from the midden behind the
Inti’s Hall. She'd been beaten for that, for having dared to touch it without begging permisson—begging.
They let her keep it, Snce it was d-ready defiled by her touch. She looked down at the me€'s drinking,
cup, shared so casudly, down at the loaf of bread and the fish paste and the knife. She set the cup gently
asde and picked up the knife.

The mee came back, the pan heaped with berries. She took the sandwich from Dingfar, cut it in hdf,



took hdf and raised her eyebrows a the empty—cup. Her eyes searched Dinafar’s face, then she took
the cup, filled it a the pool and brought it back. “Drink,” she said. There was pan in her face, Dinafar
lowered her eyes, uneasy; the mae read her too deeply. “Drink,” the meie repeated oftly.

Dingfar took the cup in sheking hands and sipped at the water. She handed it back to the meie who
deliberately turned it and touched her lips to the spot on the rim where Dingfar’'s mouth had been. She
drank, then dropped onto her knees. Saying nothing—no words were needed—she placed the cup
hdfway between them and wriggled from her knees to a cross-legged comfort on the grass. She picked
up her hdf of the sandwich and began egting.

Dindfar hesitated. She tried to trust what she saw, but the years of conditioning made it hard. Her
body was 4iff as she reached for a handful of berries, then began edting the sand-wich. She reached
awkwardly for the cup to wash down a mouthful of bread suddenly too dry. She drank, her hands
shaking, water sailling from her lips, embarrassng her. She carefully wiped the rim of the cup againgt her
deeve, then drew her am across her mouth. When she looked up, the mee was amiling gravely at her.

“Go gently, child,” the mele said. The quiet understanding in her face should have soothed Dinafar's
unease, but ingtead dtirred her anger. It was an intrusion into places where the meie had not been invited.
The meie shook her head. “Reax and accept what you can. You have to learn. There are no castes at
the Biserica” She watched Dingfar a moment longer then settled into a physicd tranquility that was
curioudy infecting.

Dingfar caught that infection and gradudly managed to rdax into a drifting dreaming state beyond
irritetion and an-ger. She ate dowly and when she was finished she brushed bread crumbs from her
mouth and |ap, then sat quigtly across from the mele, her hands folded in her Iap, letting the dtillness of the
shurim shrine-place and the serenity of the meie bring her a peace unlike anything she' d fdt before.

The tiny valey was filled with sound—the macain crop-ping at the short succulent grass, the wind
whigpering through spindly trees growing in a thin line dong one diff, the water gurgling in its basin, an
occasond bird Snging a soaring song, a lazy insect drone. The sun was hot as it did off ze-nith, but it
was not uncomfortable. In alittle while she stretched out on the grass and dipped into a deep deep.

TheChild: 4

Shewas beginning to know him. After three years in the tower she knew his moods, when he could
be coaxed into talking about himsdf, when he was unwilling to be touched in any way. That he had some
affection for her she knew. That it was shdlow rooted she dso knew. She was never too secure with
him, aware aways that his fedings for her would stand litile strain. She knew these things without
working them out; in her eghth year she dill had no words for much of what she knew from ingtinct, not
logic. She watched him, tried to please him, gave him the love that filled her and tor-mented her, the love
that no one had ever been willing to ac-cept from her—no one but her animas. She struggled to be what
he wanted her to be dthough often she couldn’t be sure just what that was.

He was cool and precise with a passion for detail and a de-mand for perfection that sometimes drove
her into angry rebdlion. During the past two years he' d tested her again and again to find the limits of her
gpecid tdents, what the organ behind the eye-spot was capable of, how far its influence reached and the
number of thingsit could do. She worked hersdlf to utter weariness to please him but he was insaiable.
She survived and thrived because she shared with him his thirst for knowledge. She learned smdl spells
to handle wind and water. She learned to deflect lightning and lift amdl stones. She watched the Noris
dip into the sub-worlds and cdl forth demons, even talked with them when he let her. He continualy
touched the eye-spot, stroking hisfingers over it, resting them on it as if he tried to absorb its substance
through them. Sometimes he hurt her; sometimes he frightened her; sometimes it seemed to her that he
was trying to dip into her skin he probed so deep into how she fdt and what she knew when she woke
the spot.

Eveything he learned about that organ she learned aso. She dready knew that she could cdl
animds the Noris told her how she did it—enticing them through their pleasure centers, giving them a
pleasure reward when they did what she wanted. The longer she knew a particular animd, the strong-er



her control grew until it went far beyond the origind crud-ity of the pain-pleasure response—amost as if
she and it grew together into one complex being. She learned dso that the organ could find anything she
desired, the finding and de-siring being reaction and trigger. Anything she could picture in her mind, the
could locate, establishing a direction line and fallowing it until she came as close as she could to the thing.
This need to have the image in her mind limited her to things she knew, but her limits were rgpidly
broadening as she learned to read.

Her days passed quickly, were packed with activity. She studied her books, tended the plants that
aways died no mat-ter how much care the lavished on them and were aways re-placed, played with her
animds, fed them, talked to them, kept them hedthy. She knew them dl now, even the scamar. In the
evenings she'd let im out of his cage. He' d run wildly around the court, legping and teesing invisble prey
like a grest savage kitten, he'd lick her with his rough tongue until he nearly rasped her skin off, he'd butt
his head againgt her, he/ d stretch out on his back, four huge feet waving inthe air, and beg her to scratch
his bely. Sometimes in the roughness of his play he'd knock her sorawling, sometimes he sat with his
front end in her lap, purring franticaly as she scratched behind his ears, her hands buried in his thick
green ruff. Of dl the animds, though, her favorites were the chinin. They had free run except when the
ammer was out of his cage, she took them up the stain into her room while she studied, the three pups
dept on her bed, curled up at her feet.

To her agtonishment, she found that there were more lan-guages than there were kinds of speakers.
She could puzzle out five of them now, though she couldn’t speak them. She spent long happy hours bent
over the scrolls stored in her room, drinking in knowledge of strange things and strange places.

Evenings she joined the Noris to tak alittle, get his answer to things that puzzled her, or Imply st in
quiet companion-ship. He was her father, her family, her teacher. She trusted him, findly, as much as she
ever would trugt anyone. And she loved himin spite of the unexpected chill he could wake in her when he
went away, retreated into that mind space where she couldn’t follow.

She was ralling on the floor of her room, playing with the new batch of pups when the Noris opened
the door and looked in. Serroi sat up, tartled, then jumped to her feet. “ Ser Noris?’

He looked around the littered room, lifted his brows, then beckoned to her, eyes twinkling. “I've
brought you something else to play with, Serroi. Come see.”

The rock opened for them again, mdting into a narrow pirding staircase that circled high into the
tower until they came to a bronze dab blocking off further rise. Serroi ran up the lagt dairs, then jerked to
astop. There was no hook. She looked over her shoulder at the Noris.

“Youll have to have my servants open this for you when you come here” He leaned over her and
touched the bronze. The door swung dowly open.

The room ingde was much barer than her. There were a bed and a chair, some pegs on the wall with
gmd| tunics hanging on them. The window was high on the wdl and barred. There was nothing ese
visble until asmdl blond boy came around the end of the bed and stood saring at them, sucking on his
thumb, his eyes wide and frightened.

Searroi hated him immediatdy. Pressing againg the Noris'sleg, she said, “I don’t want him. Send him
avay.”

The Noris patted her curls and pushed her forward. “No, Serroi. We're done with animds for a
time. | want you to learn to command him as you do your chinin.” He stood in the doorway watching her.

She glared at the boy. He was three or four, dmogt as tdl as she; his eyes were a deep blue like
digant seawater; his tunic was as blue as his eyes, his feet were bare; his skin shone a golden glowing
brown like amber in saunlight. He was frightened of the Noris, even frightened of her. She socked her
figs onto his hips and scowled a him. “Boy, come here”

“Nescu-va?’ The shill voice trembled, tearsfilled his eyes.

“Hd” She pounced on him, pinched his arm, then pulled him out into the middle of the room. “What's
your name, boy?’ She poked hisfinger & the middle of his chest. “Name.”

He stared slently at her; histhumb came up and he put it in his mouth; the tears crept down his dirty
face, cutting run-nelsin the dust.

“Serrol.”



At the sound of her name she turned. The Noris was waching her, a lazy amusement in his eyes.
“Usethis” A dhiny black pebble was suddenly in the pdm of his hand. She took the thing and scowled
up a him.

“l don't like that boy,” she said.

“No matter. Learn to control him.” The Noris bent and brushed his fingers gently across her
eye-spot. “When you want to leave, cdl the servants.”

Commanding humans was harder for her. They were dip-pery, with stubborn, strong egos. The boy
ressted her. The more she dapped and pinched and ydled at him, the more he dipped away from her.
Even with the black pebble to trans-late for her, she never got close to him. Her intense jedlousy was one
reason, the boy’s own implacable hodtility was an-other. She was jedous of him because he was mde,
able to be a Nor if her Noris so desired; she could never be.

She stood in her own smdl pentacle as he summoned a firedrake and used him to spin a strange and
beautiful thing of gold and moonstones and crysoberyl. Part of it curved from view asiif it dipped right out
of this world; in the center of the tangle was an ovd emptiness. Though she ached with curiosty, she
knew enough to keep kill until the Noris was finished and the firedrake returned to his subworld.

“Wha's that for?” She hugged her thin arms across her flat chest and stared with fascination at the
congtruct in his hands.

“Bedill!”

Serroi shrank back; his anger hurt her. She needed to please him. Her hand pressed againg her
mouth, she nodded, watched as he completed the thing he was making.

The anger faded from his eyes as he turned away. He hed the construct in one hand, used the other
to draw lines of blue fire in the ovd vacancy, complex lines that might have been the symboalic
representations of the grest WORDS he usaed to command. The designs wove tighter, blurred into a
shimmer then smoothed out into a blue-silver surface thet filled the vacancy completely. A mirror. Serroi
bit down hard on her lip to hold in an exdamaion of ddight. She watched as the Noris touched the
immaterid shimmer, stroked it solid asiif he froze light into metd fit to take the image of a face.

The hands carried the mirror away. Serroi watched it go, widfully thinking that she'd never know
now what it was for. She looked up to see the Noris amiling down a her. She started to go to him,
stopped at his upthrust hand.

“Don't cross the lines of the pentacle, Serroi. Not yet.”

He spoke a WORD and the lines drawn on the floor mdted into mist. “Come now.”

In her room the mirror was Stting on a amdl table under the rack of scrolls. Serroi danced over to it,
then looked back a the Noris. He smiled and waved her around. She kndt in front of the mirror and
looked down at the image of her greening face.

“What would you like to see?’

Serrol frowned. “See? The vina herd?’

“Touch the mirror.”

Serroi looked up at him, then touched the shining surface. It was cold and hard under her fingers.
She trembled, bent closer. The blue-slver shimmer rippled, then cleared. She saw a vina herd pouring
across the tundra under the long sun. The grass was green and lush, the limu flowers thick, bril-liant
patches of red and yelow dotting the green, the sky clear, blue, cloudless. She could dmost fed the whip
of the brisk wind across her face as she watched amd| high-wheded carts moving dong beside the herd.
She soared over them asif she were a hunting bird salling through that crystdline blue-ness. Wondering if
the people were her own or from another dan of windrunners, she bent over the mirror and peered at
the miniature figures, trying to make out festures. The mirror answered to her desire and the focus atered
until she was' hovering just above the carts. She saw her grandfather Stting on the lead cart, Snging as he
was wont to do. He looked content, well-stisfied with his life. Her brothers rode vinat beside the cart.
Ingde, her mothers and sisters were gtting as she'd sat so many times. She blinked. Seeing them made
her fed uncomfortable.

The Noris dropped a scroll beside her. She picked it up and began unralling it. Then she smiled. The



scroll was a ge-ography of the western continent. She looked at the par-agraph by her thumb. Sankoy.
The rug weavers. She touched the mirror again. When it cleared, she saw along narrow room with a
loom gretching from floor to celing. A dozen girls worked small fingers over the vertica threads, tying
and tying and tying knots, never stopping, ther fingers lice machines, eyes large, glazed, in pinched and
unhedlthy faces. Serroi shuddered and touched the image away.

“Use the mirror to learn, Serroi.” The Nori sounded pleased.

She turned; he was in the doorway wetching her. She rose from where she was kneding and
confronted him. “I want to be a Noris”

After a startled second, he brooded over what she'd said, obvioudy troubled because he didn't
know what to say to her. Sowly, he shook his head. “That is not possible”

“Why?1’'m not supid. | can learn. Y ou' ve dready taught me some spdlls. | can learn more. | can.”

“You'refemde” He sad it with a quiet findity asif that were the duly explanation necessary.

She refused to accept it. “1 can learn as fast as any supid old boy. I've been here three years now.
I’ve learned lots of things. | can learn to be a Noris.”

He moved a hand impatiently. “It has nothing to do with your intdligence, child. Or kill. Or any of
your many tal-ents. It isamply this, | fear. Nor are necessarily mde .. If afemae took the Nor-route to
power, she' d have to fight her-slf as much as she fought to learn and would burn hersdf out before she
got to where she wanted to be.” When she opened her mouth to protest further, naither understanding
nor accepting his dow, hdting explanation, he gave a amdl exclamation of disgust and left.

Serroi glared a the blond boy. He scowled back at her. His fear seemed to leave with the Noris.
She tightened her mouth, her jedousy like a firein her somach. The boy could take her place with her
Norisif she didn’'t obey him. She fought againg the pain in her heart and closed her fingerstight about the
pebble. “What's your name, boy?’

He blinked solemnly at her. Sowly his hand came up to his mouth and he began sucking a his thumb.
He sad noth-ing.

Searroi pinched hisarm. “Name!”

He pulled awvay from her, his thumb popping from his mouth. “Bad,” he shouted at her. “Ugly girl.
Udly frog-face. Ugly. Ugly. Udly.” When she jerked her hand back to dap him, he stuck out his tongue at
her and ran away to hide be-hind the bed.

All that spring she struggled to fight her antipathy to the boy, for that blocked her efforts to learn him,
then control him. He hated her back with dl the passion in hissmdl body. He was a handsome child with
aclear, soft skin and shining dark-gold hair. He' d been someone's darling, spoiled badly; he cried often,
was mdicious and sneaky, running to the Noris, showing the bruises on his ams where Serroi had
pinched him. If there were no bruises, he'd pinch himsdf; she'd caught him at that. Though the Noris said
nothing to her, Imply watched the two of them with an enigmatic cool amusement that continued to keep
her on edge. She grew thinner, tense and exhausted with her sruggle. Her long, panful, fruitless struggle.
For it was fruitless. That worried her mogt of al. She couldn’t control him. Even after three months of
intense effort, he fought her every step. She findly managed to impaose her will on him for brief intervas,
no more than two or three minutesin duration. Swesting, her face twisted into agraining mask, she could
force him to walk about under her direction, could make him pick up or set down smdl articles, nothing
more.

She came to dread those sessions. She couldn’t bear to fal at anything the Noris asked of her. As
the hot dusty summer settled over the tower, she fought to master the boy until she was close to
destroying hersdf. Then the Noris brought the experiment to an abrupt, and to her eyes arbitrary, end.
One morning she came wearily from her room to find the stairs leading up to the boy’s room no longer
there. The stone was solid. She hoped the boy was gone, but didn't dare ask for severd days. She
neglected her studies and spent the next days playing with her animds, trying to console hersdf for her
falure She'd tried her hardest, but she'd faled. Her blood kin had dways punished: her when she made
mistakes, no matter how hard she'd tried. She waited and waited for the blow to fall, then nerved hersdf



to speak to the Noris. This evening, she thought. When | go to him.

He turned his head as she walked in, turned it back to gaze dreamily into the legping flames. She
settled on her pillow. He was in one of his unapproachable moods, not unfriendly, just unwilling to talk.
She fidgeted on her pillow, sraighten-ing her legs out in front of her, then curling them under her.

The Noris stirred, frowned.

Serroi closed her handsiinto figs. “1 tried. | couldn’t,” she whispered. “I’'m sorry.”

“What?’ His head siwung around. “What are you talking about?’

“The boy.” She pulled her body into a smdl bdl on the pillow, head down, knees tight againgt her
chest.

“Ohthat.” He flicked long white fingers, dismissng the boy into nothing.

“I tried.”

“Forget it, child.” The Noris spoke shortly, making the brushing-away gesture again, annoyed a her
persstence. “It was only an experiment. It's over. | sent him away.”

She loosed her hands and lifted her head, brushed the curls out of her eyes. “ Sent him away?

The Noris's hand moved gently over her curls. “When you want to understand something, Serroi,
you test it to its limHits” He pulled a curl between thumb and forefinger. “Do you misshim?’

She sghed and relaxed, leaning againg the divan, her cheek on its vevet, watching the flames dance
and the shadows play, the Noris's hand regting lightly on her head. “No,” she breathed. “I'm glad he's

gone.

TheWoman: V

Serroi sat beside the deeping girl, drifting in a mindless ease until she found hersdf on the verge of
fdling adeep. Disturbed nights had Ieft her with a weariness that was like an ocean pressng down on her.
She sghed, got to her feet, waked with quick nervous steps to the rock pool. She stripped and, plunged
into the clear snowmelt, gasping with shock as her warm flesh dipped under the surface. She paddled
about until the last wisps of degp and nightmare dis-solved and her blood was thrumming through her
Vens

Tuming onto her back, she floated, gazing up a a sun that was low in the west, bisected by the top of
the diff. The cup was filling with shadow; night was close enough to cal the shuri. She flipped over and
paddied to the diff wdl with the carving of the Maiden. With water duiang from her body, the climbed
the crude ladder of foot and hand holds hol-lowed into the rock, though the holds were amdl and made
for bands and feet differently shaped. She placed her hand over the Maiden's stone fingers where the
gone was worn smooth by many other touches, amiled as warmth tingled into her fingers and flowed
adong her ams tofill her shivering body.

“Creagta-shuri.” She tang the words in her husky contrato, paused to ligen to the echoes playing
with the sound. “Meie of the Bisarica | am.” She sang dowly, twiging her tongue around the gutturals
paingakingly learned many years before. * Guidance through the mountains | ask. By the pact between us
| ask.” She waited again until the echoes died and the warmth faded from the stone fingers, then dropped
back into—the pool.

She paddied across it and pulled hersdf out, shivering and muttering as the cooling ar touched her.
Hadtily she snapped her blanket roll open and dropped to the grass, rubbing briskly a hersdf with one of
the blankets until her body glowed. When she was dry, she pulled on her tunic and skirt, then sat down
beside the gently snoring Dinafar to wait for the shuri.

Though the vale svam in dark blue shadow, the top third of the eastern diff shone gold long after the
aun disappeared. One gtar, then another appeared, pin-pricks of slver in the darkening blue. As the gold
findly melted away, the sky grew thick with furry slver points. She began to wonder if the shuri would
come a dl. Nothing is holding. She shook her head. | can’t waste another day here. When she
closed her eyes she could see Tayyan sprawled in her blood. She wrenched her mind away from that and
began thinking about Domnor Hern. She remembered him as she saw him one day waking toward the



women's quarters, laughing up a the much taler Morescad arrogant and stone-faced beside him. The
Domnor was a pudgy men with congtant laughter in his grey-green eyes as if he found the world more
then dightly absurd. He ate too much, played with his women too much, enjoyed himsdf too much in too
many ways. Lybor cadled him a pleasure-sated fool. Serroi shook her head. | don’t know. The Mijloc
goes along well enough under his hand. Better him than Lybor and Morescad. Wil he believe me
when | tell him what Tayyan and | heard? It's crazy, the fools, thinking they can use a Nor, even a
cheap street Norid. Calling up a demon to take over Hern's body: Do they think no one will
notice? Maiden bless, Floarin will tie the pair of them in knots if they try to get rid of her. And
Tayyan's hurt, maybe dead because of that numb-brained nonsense. With consderable effort she
subdued her anger and bent over Dindfar.

The gifl was scowling in her deep, her snores little more than soft whidtles, her hands closed into fids.

Dinafar, Serroi thought. Outsider. She looked down a her own hands, a the matte dlive of her skin,
dghed. Outsider. When she touched one of the fisted hands, Dingfar moaned in her degp and pulled the
hend away. Serroi rubbed at her eyes. At least my mother loved me and saw | had food and clean
clothes. To teach a child she's lower than dirt! She thought of Dinafar crouching over the pile of
supplies, a once defiant and hopeless, sruggling to find a way out of the trap she was in. | didn’'t want
you with me, she thought. | <till don’t. What am | going to do with you? Take you with me to Oras
and get you killed too? Maiden bless, I'll find a way to send you south. You'll find friends there,
loyal friends, not oath-breakers. Oh damn damn damn. She fdt a pricking behind her eyes, forced
the tears back. I'll weep for you later, Tayyan. If | have to.

The blue shadows deepened to indigo as clouds gathered overhead, ralling across the, star fidd until
only a few sparks were left. A shadow in shadows came whispering across the grass and stopped in
front of her, the whites of its eyes glistening ungteadily as they shifted from her to the girl desping beside
her.

“Haes angeleh, Shuri,” she murmured, then sat without moving, waiting for the shuri to speak.

“Hasna angelta, Meie” The voice from the shadow was low and burred, the tone questioning. “Why
you shurin cal?”

She considered the qudity of the voice, decided to use the mde &fix. “ Shurid, out of my need | cdl.”
She spoke dowly, gravdy. It was important to take care. Shurin were a proud and touchy people—and
formidable enemies when they chose to be. Nervoudy she passed her hand back over her hair, pushing
wind-touded strands off her face. “We two—this child and 1—the Kapperim seek.” She dropped her
hend onto Dinafar’s shoulder, fdt it move away from her touch. “A double hand of desths do | owe
them. This of shurid | ask, a safe and quick journey through Earth’s Tegth.”

The shuri was slent. He stood very dill, MS only move-ment the shifting of those large round eyes,
Serroi to Dinafar and back, until Serroi began to worry about her assump-tions—was the shuri in femde
phase after dl”? She let hersdf rdlax when the shuri bowed its furry head. “The pact between shurin and
meaen sworn is, Mee. Vauefor vaue, inthe, pact it is”

Puzzled and wary, Serroi echoed the shuri. “Vaue for value. Has Biserica ever denied its debts?’

“Moongather a nyok’ chui has cdled from Earth. A den has it made a Kabed water. The glishnacht
without water wither. The season-mother among the firsd he took. The kittmahan no water to the
glishnacht bring. Wam'toten, our children of this year, in fear and hunger, in third to me do cry.
Season-father | be. The season-mother he knife take; he trap set; he eaten is” The husky voice trailed
off, grown even thicker with the intense grief that shook his smdl form. Ur-gent as her own need was,
she could not deny the shuri’s need. In the pact it was. She looked down a the girl dirring in her deep,
amiled ruefully. Another problem, another snag. She shook Dinafar awake.

When they rode out of the cup, winding through the treacherous dit with its tumbled rocks and
precarious wadls, the sorm clouds were massng overhead, coming between moongather and earth. The
wind pressed her clothes into her skin, tried to lift her off the saddle. She glanced back, won-dering how
Dinafar was making out. The gifl was bent low over the maca’ s neck, sensbly presenting little surface for
thewind to catch hold of. Serral laughed to hersdf. She does learn fast, little mongrel.



She fdt an easing of the sorrow that oppressed her. The smple fact that she was moving forward, on
her way back to the city, was suffident to quiet her pain for a while As a-ways, the sorm outsde
dirred her blood and helped to ease the sorm insde. She moved eesly in the saddle, tling into the
maca’s dip and lurch, feding as if she rode the dipping and swaying wind, not touching the earth at dl.
Lightning flickered, turning the world into patterns of black and white. Flat blacks, flat whites, hard and
bold, like the designs her mother used to weave into belts and decorative strips.

As she followed the dark shadow scrambling, dong a crude trail, she laughed doud, seeing agan the
plains where she was born, plains far to the north of here where some nights were passages long in
summer-deep. She could fed in her bones the creaking rocking cart that was her cradle and her borne
for the fird years of her life She remembered running like this with her chinin, running through wild
thunder-storm’ s beside the dow flood of the herd and, remembering, felt a sudden rapture, wanted to lift
her head and howl like achini a the wind and the ralling clouds.

The shuri leaped onto a, boulder higher than his head, perched there while Serroi hauled the maca to
a stop beside him, euphoria blown out of her like weeds before the wind. Coldly dert, she waited for
Dinafar to come up beside her. The gifl was beginning to manage the macal with some kill, but Serroi
saw her shifting cautioudy in her saddle. 1t would take more time before she was completdy at ease on
macai-back.

“Mee” Answering to the shuri’s cdll, she turned back. He raised a hand, pointing ahead toward the
sweling breast of a mountain. “Nyok’chui down and around me, Mae. Best the meca |eft here be. Or
he come and eat.”

“Shurid, | hear.” She did off her mount and beckoned to the girl. Switching back to the mijloc
tongue, shouting to be heard over the wind, she cried, “Dingfar, stay here with the macal. Please?’

Dinafar nodded. She did diffly from the saddle, dmost fdling as her knees buckled under her. Serroi
caught her and steadied her until she could stand. “Y ou dl right, Dina?”

“Oh yes, jud Hiff.” She sumbled to a rock and sat down. “Wait here?” She pushed her dark har
back. The next flash of lightning showed her as an old woman with heavy, weary lines in her face.
“Alone?’

Behind her Serroi heard the rasp of the shuri’s claws as he fidgeted on the rock. She pushed her har
out of her eyes. “Not long. And | won't be far. You'll be safer here”

Grains of grit danced over the rock and pinged into them; the wind was heavy and damp, driving
ungteedily againgt them. Serroi touched the girl’s cheek, then followed the shuri.

Around the curve of the mountain the wind was softer. She kndt on the mountainsde, leaning
forward tensdly, searching the flickering darkness below. In the narrow flat where one downdope ended
and an updope began a amdl round pool caught the last glimmers of light from the sky on its dancing
surface and scattered it in sparkles of Slver that raced across the stone and lit a round patch of blackness
inthe hillsde. The Den.

The shuri touched her arm and pointed. “Nyok’ chui.”

Serroi sucked in a breath and let it trickle out. “1 see.” She straightened, pulling three arrows from her
case as she came erect. Eyes closed, she did her fingers dong the shafts, remembering with her body the
characteristics of each, weight and balance and soul.

When she opened her eyes again, the air was thick and black around her and the pool below had lost
itsglimmers The wind tugged at her hair, plucked a her body in erratic gusts. She sat and pulled off her
boots, stood again, working her feet into the coarse soil until she felt the earth below a part of her blood
and bone. She stripped off her tunic.

Hisfur fluffed about by the wind, the shuri watched her with grave curiogty but he said nothing more,
amply waited for her to do what she'd been trained to do.

Serroi dropped the tunic and raised her arms over her head, twiding and turning, letting the wind coil
around her, taking the rhythm of its rise and fdl into her body. When she knew it like her own bregth, she
amiled down at the shuri. “Air and earth.,” she murmured. “Earth my body lifts and air my shafts” She
looked past him at the faint splotch of darkness on the far dope. “Come soon?’ She touched—very
lightly—her eye-spot, fet the trembleiniit, then focused mind and body downhill, sensng a dirring in the



blackness of the hole.

“He out come when he hunger fed. He shurin at water take or a homeplace” The shut was a amdl
sad lump of fur. “ Soon come. Three days he not eat. Hungry.” A shill chittering sound was his verson of
ironic laughter. “Want ashut’ snack,” he said.

Serroi chuckled, surprised by the black humor of his words. Still chuckling, she strung her bow and
tested the pull, lifting it, then letting it fal. She flocked one of the three ar-rows and thrust the other two
delicatdy into the soil beside her right leg. As the Nyok’ chui began dragging its bulk from the hole in the
dope, she sraightened again to stand, knees dightly flexed, her bared skin drinking in the wind, tasting its
patterns. She held the bow loosdly, watching the great Worm ooze dowly from the earth.

The Nyok’ chui’ s head was a snarling mask with a coarse mane standing out around his hairless face,
eaech har like a wire, sparks legping from one to another like smdl bolts of lightning until his head was
ringed with blue-white light, pulsing, and egrily hypnotic. The firgd section of its body was & broad
barrel-shaped torso, supported by Sx double-jointed legs that ended in massve taons like those of
some great bird of prey. As the Worm inched farther and farther out of the hole, the segments became
more and more rudimentary until, near the end of the scaled body, the legs were little more than Hiff
stubs. When completely out, the Nyok coiled the tall in wide, doopy loops and raised up his foreparts.
Thefront pair of talons, flexible as human fingers, batted the air in dow curves; the lightning halo about its
head lit up the adamantine claws at the tips of each of these powerful pseudo-fingers until they were a
glittering jeweled threst with even akind of beauty to them. Between talons and tall, it was as if the beast
hdd severd natures a reluctant truce un-der its various skins. Eyes glowing red, it swiveled to stare up
thehill a her. Once again it pawed the air, opened its cav-ernous mouth, roared a chdlenge a her.

Serroi drained to see. Conditions for shooting could hardly be poorer with the uncertain light and the
ardic wind. She shut her eyes, willed the unfamiliar change and opened them again in the uneasy
night-vison she seldom used; she saw themin stark outlines, greenish black and green-tinted whites with
little fine detail but a massive sense of solidity.

The Nyok’ chui began flowing up the hillade toward her. Over the sngpping of the amdl lightnings
about its head she heard the burring hum it used to pacify its usud victims, she fought off the hum-induced
lethargy, centered hersdf once more, lifted the bow, drew the string back, waited.

Sendng her resistance, the Nyok reared, roared & her.

She loosed the arrow, brought up the second, nocked it, pulled, released. Brought up the third,
nocked, pulled, re-leased.

Thefirg arrow drove into the indde of the Worm’'s mouth. The second pierced the right eye, driving
through the bulging sac of jdly into the brain beyond. The third socked home into the Ieft eye.

The Nyok’chui roared its agony, writhing, biting at the ar-row its curved teeth couldn’t even reach,
swalowing and swalowing the gouts of blood that poured from a pierced ar-tery. It would not die. With
two arrows driven into its brain, with athird inits throat bleeding it to death, it would not die.

Serroi cupped her hand a moment over her eye-spot, closed her eyes and switched off the draining
night-9ght, Ignoring the noises from the struggling Worm, she unsrung her bow and—laid it aside, then
Sttled onto the cold, gritty soil, the storm winds tearing a her. She pulled on her boots and her tunic,
then sat Hill, waiting as the Nyok’ s struggles lessened and findly ceased.

A few large raindrops splatted down on her head and shoulders. The night was, velvet black now,
the wind more er-ratic than, ever. Lightning flared, struck below her. The dr-ding winds brought her the
sweet gtrong odor of burning flesh. The dead beast, she thought. The worm. She rubbed a her nose.
I’ve heard ... what have | heard ... something ... something. The shuri fidgeted beside her then gtarted
moving downhill. Absently she noted his departure while she continued to dig for the dusve memory.
The Worm of the Earth. The many-souled Worm that crawls through the living rock. Worm. Eye.
She touched her throbbing eye-spot. Yes. That's it. The inner eye, dead and alive. “Tgicho,” she
breathed. Maiden be blessed for this gift. In a frenzy of ex-citement she scrambled to her feet and
raced downhill to the cailing pile of dead worm. In the intermittent flashes of light-ning she could see the
shuri dancing in triumph on the Nyok’ s head.

She sumbled and did the last few feet to rebound from the cold rubbery flesh, shuddered, then



began dimbing the coils until she reached the collapsed mane. The coarse har was long and thick, more
like copper wire than hair. Even with the Worm thoroughly dead, the mane had suffident charge left to
send tingles through her body as she pulled her-self up onto the domed skull. The shuri stopped its dance
and jumped to alower coil whereit crouched, watching her with bright-eyed curiogty.

Nerving hersdf, she kndlt on the broad snout and drove her grace blade into the web of snew and
nerve between the bulging eyes, trying to avoid looking at the tranducent orbs bleeding a greenish ocoze
that bubbled around the fletching of the arrows. While she worked the shaft ends tilted and dropped
away, the wood burned completely through. Serroi shivered and kept more carefully away from the
fumes begin-ning to bail up from the eyes.

In a complex of nerves, negting in a gpecid hallow in the skull, she found an egg-shaped object amdl
enough to fit comfortably in the pam of her hand. The unripe focus of the Nyok’s power. She cut
carefully around it and worked it loose, then scraped at it, freeing it as carefully as she could from the
fragments of flesh and snew.

She wiped the knife on the coarse har then dipped it back in its sheath. Fingers closed tight about
the eye, she raised hersdf dowly onto her feet and stood baancing carefully on the Worm's head, feet
half-buried in the mane, the draining charge ill strong enough to nip & her.

“Meae?

She glanced down and saw the shuri. “ Shurid, dangerous it be what | next do, but it | must do.” She
pointed. “Up the hill. Go. Wait.”

When the lightning showed him hafway up the hill, she looked down at the dull bloody thing in her
hands, trying over the chant she hadn’t used for fifteen years, Ietting the words and rhythm focus her mind
and will.

Remembered pain was a sudden sharpness digracting her from needed concentration. The chant
brought back too viv-idly the sweetness of the early daysin the tower, days like a paradise gone forever.
She looked up at the clouds, sighed, then tightened her mind about the chant. Singing the words into the
sorm wind howling about her, whipping her harr into a wet tangle, shuddering againgt her body, she hdd
the eye above her head and cdled the lightning down to her. A bolt flashed beside her, struck a the
Worm's head. The reek of burning hair and charred flesh wheded around her. She sucked in a bregth,
Spat it out, caled again.

A great jagged streak struck at the eye; her body quivered with shock and pain. She fdl to her
knees, started diding down, bumping heplesdy from cail to coil of dready rotting flesh until her head
dammed againg stone and she knew nothing more.

She woke on the earth beside the Nyok’ chui, her body sore as if her bones had been wrenched
gpart then dlowed to snap back into place. She was bleeding from abrasions on ams and knees, a burn
on one cheek. But the eye was dill clutched in her hand. The shuri crouched anxioudy beside her. She
gmiled & him as soon as she noticed him, but winced as the muscle pull hurt her seared cheek.

The eye was warm in her hands. When she opened her fin-gers it nestled in the curve of her pdm, a
new-made crysd with a soft orange-amber glow at its heart. She touched it with her other forefinger,
amiled asit resisted being separated from her pam. “Tgicho,” she whispered. “Ser Noris, my Noris, you
taught me this” Tears blurred her eyes. “Do you like what you made, my Noris?’ She wiped her eyes,
sat back on her heds, exhausted by her ordedl.

Tajicho. Twister. Tdismen of immense power, it was keyed to the person who made it, usdess to
anyone d<e. It twisted spdlls, turned them back on the spinners unless they were unusudly agile more
then this, it wiped its master from the world as far as the Norim were concerned, even the most powerful
of them—except perhaps her Noris. No magic mir-ror, no beast-eye, no demon could see her even if
ghe stood in front of it. This Ser Noris had taught her and in so doing had given her a weapon againg
him, how potent she couldn't tell. For a moment she wondered about the coincidence of the Nyok-chui
turning up just now, wondered if this were some part of his torturous schemes, then she shook hersdf out
of her diands irritated a hersdf for fdling into futile speculation. She tucked the crystd into her money
sack where it clinked muscaly againg the samdl store of gold coins, moved fingertips over the amadl



lump, lifted a corner of her mouth in a one-sided amile. “Finished thisbe,” she told the shuri.

The ran began coming down hard. Lightning 4ill flashed, though less often. Serroi’s har was
plastered againg her head. Her leather tunic and divided skirt were treated with the juice of the nu-frasha
herb that grew high on the dopes of the Biserica valey; they shed water a long time, saying supple and
comfortable after many a soaking. Therain beaded up off the surface of the leather and funnded into her
boot tops until she doshed as she moved her feet. She was cold and desperately tired as she collected
her bow, clipped it to its strap, and followed the shuri around the mountain to the flat where Dinafar
waited.

The girl was huddled againg the crouching macai, soaked through. Her head lifted as she heard them
coming. Eyes wide in her drawn face, Dindfar said, “Thet roar?’

“The Nyok’ chui is dead.” Serroi bent and took hold of the girl’s cold hands. “Come, it's time to
move on.” She tugged gently, hdping Dingfar sruggle up. She stood slent, pulling her waterlogged skirt
away from her legs while Serroi urged the reluctant macain, back onto ther feet.

After shoving Dingfar into the saddle and dapping the bulky skirt into a modicum of order, Serroi
svung up into her own saddle, wincing at the contact with the cold wet leather. “Shurid!” She shouted to
be heard above the sorm noise. “Ride with me so | don’t lose you.” A tardy flash of lightning showed
her the water streaming off the shuri. The upper layer of his fur had changed under the rain to a deek,
water-shedding surface that glistened like brown glass. Water duiced off the coarse skin of his face and
divided around the blunt muzze with its wide-set nodrils and perpetud smile She fdt his gmdl
three-fingered hands close about her ankles, then be walked up her body until he was perched on the
saddle ledge in front of her.

With the shuri guiding her, with Dinafar slent behind her, Serroi rode up and up, winding, twisting,
sometimes having to dismount, and struggled up impossible dopes and over un-stable scree. She coaxed
the macain on, whigling and cooing to them, stroking them into moaning content with her eye-spot after
they’d managed some difficult task. The rain fdl, endless and cold. The wind tugged and battered at
them, drove gudts of icy water into faces or backs as it shifted con-tinualy in Snuous currents funnding
through the mountains.

The hours passed in noise and weariness. Overhead, the clouds began to tear apart, letting a gimmer
of moonlight through. Once the breakup began, it spread quickly until the dopes were darkly visble In a
moment of comparative cdm Serroi heard Dinafar gasp; she glanced back and saw the girl looking down
a the perilous track, eyes wide with horror.

The track they followed was littered with loose rock; it hugged the Sde of the mountain, faling off on
the right into an abyss so deep its bottom was logt in shadow. The gifl was swaying in the saddle, close to
the end of her endurance. “Dindl”

Dinafar's head came up dowly, her face a mask of weariness, her eyes gleaming liquidly in the
grengthening light.

“Hang on alittle longer,” Serroi shouted. “A little longer.” The wind caught the words and shredded
them but she saw Dinafar nod and try to straighten her back. Satisfied, Serroi turned and rode on.

The hours passed, cold endless hours. They Ieft the abyss behind and did steeply down into a narrow
crack, the wals on either sde risng higher and higher as they twisted deeper into mountain-heart. Seated
in cracks that branched off on e-ther sde, groups of shurin watched them move pagt, large round eyes
greenly phosphorescent. Equaly slent, perched like a furry lump in front of her, the curve of his back
fitting againg the curve of her front below her breasts, the shuri be-gan humming, his song transmitted
through bone and flesh to her. He had led them through the worst of the peaks and across the divide,
through the secret paths of his people. Once this crack was negotiated they’d be well on their way to the
gentler dopes of the landward sde of the Earth’s Teeth.

They wound on and on. The straggling Dancers hung low behind them, gifting the stone with triple
shadows lighting the way with thelr deceptive cold glow. Serroi glanced up and saw dark slhouettes
cutting across the starfield. Five black not-birds with long narrow wings and oversized heads circled high
over her,

She began shaking, then remembered the tgicho and grew cdmer. They were traxim,



demon-servants of the Nearga-nor. Hying eyes. She touched the lump in her money sack and fdt its
warmth through the thin leather. She amiled. It was work-ing as it should, sheltering her from dangerous
eyes. The traxim went away without seeming to notice her.

The wind dropped abruptly, freeing the crack for a few moments from its whine, freeing the riders
from its continua—Dbattering. Serroi shifted wegrily in the saddle; alittle gppre-hensively she looked over
her shoulder. Dinafar was lying againg the macai’ s neck, her arms arding itsthin neck, her hands locked
together. She shook her heads Hang on, Dina, she thought. We can’t stop yet.

They rode out of the crack into a steep descent and into a predawn wind that helped pull the wetness
from their bodies. By the time the eastern sky showed a palor near the horizon and the peaks behind
them had caps of crimson, Serroi was dry and only alittle cold.

The shuri hed up a hand. When Serroi pulled the maca to a hdt, he dimbed down her leg and
crossed few paces of bare earth to a pile of rock. He perched on top of the pile and looked about. In the
dawn light she could see-that the reddish fur around his blunt muzze was stippled with white. He was
growing old, not many seasons left for him as sea-son-mother or season-father.

Asif he read her thoughts the shuri nodded sadly., “Next year season-mother | be, Meie. For me the
last of seasons.”

“My sorrow, shurid. | intrude.”

“The right you have. With three arrows the season for me you have won.” He stretched out a thin
am and pointed to the glow in the east. “A Stenda hold there. Half-day riding. The Stendam to Oras
have gone for Gather, though two be left for watching bold and stock. The hold they leave each morming
and each night they come back to deep within walls. No closer than thisgo I.”

“By the pact then, peace between us be, shurid.”

“By the pact peace be, Mee” The shuri sketched a gesture of respect, then scurried, past the
mecain and vanished among the rocks behind them.

Serroi looked up at the thin scatter of paing stars. The traxim were gone. Touching the bulge in her
money sack, she amiled then sghed as she rode back to Dinafar.

Sill damp, the heavy skirt was plastered againg the girl’slegs; as she lay dong the maca’s neck, her
face in the spongy frill, violent shivers coursed dong her thin body .. Serroi lifted a hand, dropped it.
Dingfar didn't need encouragement. A fire, some hot cha, those wet clothes off, deep, those she needed.
Serroi sghed and siwung the macal back around so she could scan the ground in front of her.

Though athick band of tree's obscured much of the dope, she glimpsed a shimmer of water winding
in a narrow line. Without looking back again she kicked the tired maca into a dow dhuffle toward the
stream, the other beast fallowing close behind.

She followed the water to a grassy dearing, stopped the med and looked about. Because the soil
was shdlow and stony only grasses spread their matted roots here, holding the amdl space free of trees
and brush. She did off her macai, stretched, yawned, bent and twisted her aching body to work some of
the gtiffness and soreness out.

Dinafar groaned and pushed hersdf precarioudy erect, face flushed, eyes glazed.

“Dina?’ The gil swayed; her swallen lips trembled but she couldn’t speak. “Dina, lean over like you
did before.” Serrol sang the words past the barrier of Dinafar’ s exhaugtion. “Loose your hands, little one,
let go, let go, I'll catch you, let go.” She kept up the quiet chant as she watched the girl’ s fin-gers begin to
uncramp from their hold. The drooping body swayed, then dropped like a stone into Serroi’s waiting
ams. Saroi fdt the cold dammy skirt dagp againg her, fdt the fe-ver hegt in the girl’s body, the shivering
cold in her hands. She lowered her gently onto the grass then stripped off the sodden dothing, ignoring
Dinafar’s weak scanddized protests. She tossed the dothing asde and ripped the blanket roll from
behind her saddle, snapped the blankets open, tossed one blanket aside and wrapped Dinafar in the
other.

That'll do you for a little, she thought. She glanced at the weary beasts who were aready grazing.
You later. She trotted into the shadow under the trees, searching for down wood.

Hdf an hour later Dinafar sat blanket-wrapped, Spping a cha laced with pyrnroot from Serroi’s



weaponbelt. The fever glaze was gone from her eyes, the flush from her cheeks. She cradled the cup in
her hands, her eyes on the macain busly cropping at the grass close by. “Hadn’'t you better tie them up,
Mee?’

Serroi prodded at the skirt she was holding up to the fire. “They won't go far. Anyway, | can cdl
them back easly enough.” She flicked a finger across her forehead, amiled as the girl’s eyes widened,
tossed her the skirt and followed with the ragged blouse. “Warm enough?

“Umm ..” Dinafar yawned suddenly. “Y ou put some-thing in the cha?’

“A hedling root. Do you mind?’

“No.” Dinayawned again and fumbled at the blouse and skirt, her eyes drooping lower and lower as
she pulled the dothing over her thin body, blushing repeatedly a having to bare hersdf. Serroi carefully
looked away, made uncomfort-able by the girl’s embarrassment. She thought about the crowding of the
Inti’s hal, remembered the prudery of her parents. Intimacy and prudery. Perhaps the second is born
of the first. When she turned back, Dinafar was dumped on the ground, snoring a little. Serroi moved
around the fire and stood looking down at her. She never complained. | wouldn’'t want to make that
ride myself if it was my first. She kndt beside Dina, straightened her crumpled limbs and shifted her
onto the second blanket. She smoothed the long straight hair back off the girl’s face then tucked the other
blanket around her. “Seep as long as you need.”

She stood and stretched, the morning light brightening around her. In the east, above the treetops, a
few last shreds of dawn lingered, but they were fading rapidly. She yawned, sat waiching the fire as it
died to afew coals, then snuggled down on the grass, dropping into a deep deep.

She was dartled out of deep by a hoarse ydl and rough, strong hands that clamped her wrists
together. She stared up into a grinning face, then was dangling in midair as he hdd her out a arm’s length.

TheChild: 5

Serroi bent over the scrall, puzzing out the words; they were written in a script she'd just begun to
learn and described the travels of a trader and rogue whose humor was ressting her a the moment, but
whose descriptions were vivid enough to keep her interest, especidly as just such a caravan was moving
dowly across dun-colored sands before her in the magic mirror.

She was nine years old, saverd inches tdler, content with her life in the tower. She wore tunic and
trousers, new ones, fetched from somewhere by the Noris' s invishle servants. The patterns in black and
white woven into the belt were strange to her; she'd used the mirror to search the tundra for the
wind-runner clan with those patterns but had never managed to find it, had grown bored with the search
and findly just ac-cepted the dothing when it was provided. There were so many other interesting places
to explore by the mirror.

Suddenly aware of eyes watching her, she lifted her heed and looked around. The Noris was
ganding slent in the doorway. She touched the mirror to blankness, rolled the parchment into a neet tight
ral and replaced it inits rack. Though the rest of the room bore the imprint of her careless passage, the
rall books werein meticulous order. The pens and penpoints on the table were shining clean, the sheets
of paper squared in orderly piles, edges exactly pardld to the edges of the table.

The Noris amiled at this touch of order. “Come, Serra | need you to help me with something.”

Happiness warmed her. Almost dancing, she crossed the room to him and took his hand.

Therock flowed before them, collgpsing into stairs. The tower seemed to be solid except for those
cdls of emptiness located through the stone like bubbles in a brick of cheese. He took her higher than
she'd been before and touched open a door leading into a room she' d never seen before.

As she walked indde, a chini yearling trotted to her, sniffed & her, laid back his ears and crouched
whining in front of the Noris. She'd noted that before. Wild or tame, creatures winced away from the
Noris pantomiming their fear in pos-tures of submisson. Even the great Scamar crawled on his belly and
yowled with fear. The Noris stepped past her and crossed to a chair. As he settled himsdf, she continued
to stroke the chini’s head and looked around.



The room was smdl and circular, a cylinder in stone risng high overhead, ending in a crisp blue cirdle
of sky too far away to lessen the sense of oppression that weighed on her. Little by little her happiness
dipped away. The ar was too heavy in that roofless room. Her eye-spot throbbed. She turned to the
Noris, a dozen unspoken questionsin her eyes.

He sat in a black stone chair raised on a dais with a per-manent pentacle incised in the stone around
it, the linesfilled with Slver that shimmered in the brilliant light pouring through the roof opening.

The yearling pressed hard againgt her leg; she could fed him trembling. He was a tdl gangling animd,
his back about groin-high on her, not quite at home yet in an adult-szed body. She scratched behind his
ears and smoothed her hand dong his spine. Touching this strong life, she was aware agan of the
deadness of the tower. She was never sure that the Noris truly lived, he seemed a man like others, but
some-times she doubted it.

“Serrol.”

She stared & him, artled. There was a heavy solemnity to his voice unlike his usud cool
detachment. She wondered what was coming, certainly something different. She moved to stand before
him, sraightening her back and shoulders.

“You've been here four years.” His eyes moved from her face to gaze blankly over her shoulder at
the glass-smooth stone of the wal. “You've proved to have an unusud apti-tude for leaning. | am
pleased to find it s0.”

Serroi sucked in a bregath, feding more uneasy than ever. The things he was saying should have come
from the warm, pleasant side, but they didn’'t, they were like the fase amile he wore sometimes, sad
without feding, a sop to her fedings. She knew that he had a very limited undersanding of those fedings
In the past four years, she'd learned to accommodate hersdlf to these limitations, shutting down when she
could some of her stronger reactions to his actions. A year ago jed-ousy had scorched her. He was
dartled a fird, then amused. She' d been in agony and it had amused him.

“Y ou asked me once why | took you from your kin. Do you remember?’

She nodded, her eyes fixed on his face.

He held his hands out before him, padms up firg, then the backs; after a minute he dropped them on
the dark stone chair arms, draped them gracefully. “Hands,” he said. “My hands. They hold power; .you
know that.” He tapped fingers againg the stone. “But there are limits We can manipulae, trandform the
norHiving; we're sealed away from manipulat-ing the living. | needed a gatein that wal. You.” He settled
back in his chair, amiling a little, more remote than ever, an ivory and jet image of a man. “You are my
gate, Sarroi.”

Apprehension and excitement swirled in Serroi until she was dizzy with them. She understood little of
what the Noris was saying, but she grasped her importance in his eyes and glowed a the thought. Still,
she was afraid, she didn’'t know why.

“Look a me, Serroi.”

She stroked the chini again, then raised her eyes to meet his The shining black rounds grew larger
and larger until she saw nothing but that blackness. She was weeping, could fed the tears dripping from
her eyes and trickling down her cheeks while a terrible coldness flowed into her from the Noris, difling al
that she' d been feding, anger and joy, love and despair, chilling her until there was nothing—warm’ left in
her, until the-tears dried, until her body was unfeding stone.

A thing crept into her body. She fdt her fingers twitch, her ams move. Fdt the eye-spot wake and
send out itsinvigble fingers under pressure from the invader. Her body stirred. Sit-ting trapped in walls of
ice, the seed of warmth that con-tained her essence saw and grieved as her body went awkwardly onto
its knees beside the whining yearling. Her body leaned forward until her face was pressed agang the
chini, her brow touching the soft grey fur on the side of his head.

The chini diffened. She fdt the thing in her creep out through the eye-spot and move insde him.

The yearling moved jerkily away. She heard him whine, then growl, saw him legp high, crouch,. crawl
across the stone, scraping at the floor with spastic paws. He began to howl. She fdt his agony. The
frozen part of her watched crit-ically while the tiny soft spot where she redly lived could do nothing but
mourn endlesdy in darkness. Her body crouched in the middle of the room while the Noris working



through her tore the chini to bits, driving him until he foamed at the mouth, dashed againg the wadls at full
speed, bit a himsdf, teering out gobbets of flesh and hair. Fndly the chini year-ling died under the
torment, driven until his heart gave out from pain and exhaugtion.

The part of the Noris working through her withdrew. She fdt the cold flow out of her and couldn’t
move her trust bro-ken utterly, she fdt like she was bleeding insde where no one could see it. Hardly
aware of what she was doing, she lifted her arms, crossed them tight across her chest, her eyes fixed on
hisivory face, begging him to reassure her, to let her love him again, to say something she could believe.
He sat brood-ing, gpparently unaware that she was in the room.

She rose shakily to her feet and moved to the body of the chini. Kneding beside him, she touched the
mutilated flesh, ran trembling fingers over the pointed ears, looked down at the mouth that hung open, the
lacerated tongue lapping out over the ydlow teeth, touched threads of blood congeding in long lines from
the jaw.

Shefdt the Noris's eyes on her and got heavily to her feet. He was frowning, puzzled by the strength
of her emotion. When she came over to him, he leaned forward and pushed her down urtil she was
kneding a his feet ingde the lines of the pentacle. A WORD made the slver in the lines glow paély.
Another WORD, one more complex than she'd heard before, crashed againg her, struck pain from her.
She moaned and huddled closer againg the Noris, sick and terri-fied.

A grey fog gathered over the chini’s battered body. It hovered a moment then began shaping itsdf
into a likeness of the beast. Red eyes like hot blood, red tongue ldlling over ydlow teeth, pricking ears, a
great grey body, the demon was atravesty of the living breaething beast yet she sensed that it dlared some
of the chini’s nature, chini and demon melded into a horrible andgam that made her somach churn. It
dunk from the diminished body and came to siff at the sil-ver lines of the pentagram.

Serroi cringed away from it, cowered againg the chair, pushing harder into the Noris's legs while the
thing paced back and forth in front of her, its ginking breath blowing into her face.

The Noris stood. A chain of shimmering siver leaped into being in midair and dapped about the
demon’'s neck. It whined with pain and crouched submissvey. With a WORD the Noris paed the
pentacl€’ s Slver then turned to scowl down a Serroi. “Go to your room, Serroi. Put yoursdf in or-der.”
He seemed angry asif she had somehow hurt him by her pain. He stalked from the room, one end of the
glver chain in his hand, the demon trotting beside him.

Serroi looked sadly after him, then at the body of the pup. She couldn’t even bury it. There was no
honest living soil on this barren crag. Catching hold of the chair's arm, she pulled hersdf onto her feet.
With alasgt glance at the dead beast she sumbled out of the room and trudged dowly down the gairs to
her room, pulled the door shut behind her, winang at the dull dang, of metd againg stone.

She stood a moment in the center of the amdl space look-ing vagudy about. Severd plants were
beginning to droop. She moved blindly to them, touched the wilting leaves and the splotches of brown.
Abruptly she was aying. She threw hersdf onto her rumpled bed, her body shuddering with sobs
wrenched from her.

After the evening med, amed she couldn’t eat, she paced restlesdy about, the room, picking things
up, setting them down again, trying desperately to forget what happened. She needed to beieve that he
was a least fond of her. Findly she Sghed and went to see him.

He looked up and amiled at her, then turned back to the fire. She settled Slently beside him. After a
minute she caught his hand and rested her cheek on his cool flesh. She had to bdieve that he vaued her,
that he had some affection for her evenif he didn’'t truly understand her. Severd minutes passed like this
then she looked up to find his eyes fixed on her, ex-amining her with curiosty and some: puzzlement. She
held her breath, but he said nothing. She sighed and tried to forget the chini. It wouldn't happen again. It
couldn’t. Things would go on between them as before. She would forget and be happy again.

A week later he cdled her back to the cylindrica room. She saw the smdl grey figure with its round
wrinkled face like an ugly old man and great round nocturna eyes,; she cried out and took a step back.
The Noris brought her in, d-most shoving her as she begged him not to do it, her hands dinging to him,



tears streaming from her eyes. He used her to drive the little beast to its death, coldly testing it beyond its
grength. Once agan the demon blended with the animd.

After that he let her rest a week, then caled her back to the chamber with another chini, usng it to
grengthen the firs demon, weding the two natures more completely. Week after week the animds died
and demons were born or made stronger. Sowly the cages in the court emptied and dowly her anguish
grew. She begged the Noris to stop; he couldn't understand, it was only a successful series of
experiments, what did a few lives matter, there were dways more animds, they were born and died
every day.

Serroi kndt beside the great chair, sruggling to hold back her grief so she could speak camly,
persuasively. “Please, Ser Noris” She sucked in a breeth, fighting for that dusve cdm. “Haven't you got
enough things to work with? Can't you leave the rest of them, let them go, let me stop. Let me stop.
Please. They'remy friends, Ser Noris. Let me stop.” She sucked in another breath, waited tensdy for his
answe.

“Look at me” Hisvoice was crigp and hard. When she looked up, she saw that he was coldly angry,
S0 angry his hands were trembling. “You are the gate.” He leaned forward suddenly and caught her head
between his hands. He held her gently enough but she couldn’t move. “They're only animds, Serroi. I'm
doing whet | told you, pushing back limits, learn-ing things | never knew before. You have to understand
that, child.” To her surprise he was dmogt pleading with her. “Remember the mirror, the books, the tests
we did together? You like to learn, Serroi. We share the same need to learn. They're just animas, most
of them would be dead dready by predator or disease. We give meaning to that death.”

Her head locked in place by those sted and silk fingers, she was forced to look up a him. “They're
my friends” she said. “And you're making me hurt them.”

He hdd her a moment longer, then pulled his hands away and leaned back in the chair, his eyes
closed. After amoment he waved her away from him with a quick impatient gesture of a dim white hand.
“Leave” he sad harshly. When she was at the door, he spoke again. “Be here tomorrow after the noon

She began to fight him, trying to keep from looking Into his eyes. She failed. She tried to wal him out
of her body. She faled. She tried to push him out once he was in. She falled. She exhausted hersdf
gruggling againg him and logt every time, but she never quit. She could no longer endure sharing in the
destruction of the beasts and birds she loved.

As she druggled, she felt hersdlf growing stronger; he had to exert more of his power each time he
cdled her to that room. Still she lost. One by one the cages were emptied.

The courtyard grew slent. She couldn’t go near the ani-mals anymore, those few that were Ieft. They
wouldn't let her. She kept away from the court. She couldn’t bear to look at the empty cages—or at the
occupied ones, knowing their dwellers would soon be tormented to deeth.

She auffered. Having given the Noris her love fully and fredy, she hurt when she had to defy him, hurt
more when she sensed his own hurt, when she had to face his anger, his accusations of betrayal.

Soring faded into summer. She ate and dept when she could, lay awake more hours trying to find a
way out of her dilemma. One day she tried dimbing the cages, but the highest were too far below the top
of the court wals and set too solidly in place. She tried loosening one cage, but only bruised and tore her
fingers Without tools she could do noth-ing. She went through her books and searched the mirror to find
out everything she could about the idand chain of the Nearga-nor, but she found little that comforted her.
The islands were miles out to sea. She knew nothing about boats, nothing about svimming ether, and
she could remember dl too wdl the power the Noris had over wind and water. There was no way she
could run from him.

The sessions continued. She settled into a numb grief and let him use her as he wished. She withdrew
from him, no longer sat with him in the evenings. Most of the time she lay in heavy nightmare-ridden
deep, retresting into deep to avoid the pain her waking hours brought her—then the walls began dosng
inon her.

She went findly from apathy to a shrieking rage, plunged from the room and refused to go back,



prowled about the court like atiny predator, ready to claw a anything that moved. The Noris found her
there early in the morning, sit-ting huddled by the water pipe.

“You spent the night there.”

“Yes” Shivering, miserable, she glared up a him. “Come indde, Serroi. Wash yoursdf. Eat
something.”

“No.”

He bent to touch her head. She jerked back. “ Serroi ....”

“No.”

Hisface amask inivory and ebony except for the glitter of the pendant ruby, he straightened quickly,
dmog asif she'd dapped him. For a moment he said nothing. When he spoke, his voice was harsh and
cold. “That is your choice” He turned away, turned back as abruptly, flung out an am to point a a
rough wooden door in the towerside. “Live thereif you mugt.” Waking heavily, ddiberately, without Sgn
of hurry, he crossed the flags and disappeared indde.

Summer passed and the rains began. Day after day the rain dripped down. When the rain stopped,
the fog moved in and more moigture dripped endlesdy from the cage roofs and the wals and settled on
everything. The cages were dl empty, ther straw and other contents raitling forlornly in the winds that
sometimes crept in to blow the vells of fog about. Serroi stayed in the cell-like room in the tower wal and
the stone radiated a gentle warmth that kept her dive. The invisble hands brought her food and fresh
dothing. Sometimes days went by before she saw the sun, and even when it came out, she couldn’t
endure going into the dlent court to see the empty cages. She stayed in the amdl dark hole and brooded.

The Woman: VI

Hands were pulling at her. Dinafar muttered and pushed a them, unwilling to wake. She was dill
tired, her body ached, even moving her hands quickened the soreness in her musces. The pulling
continued. She opened her eyes, blinked, then cried out as she looked up into a man's grinning face. He
twigted his hand in the front of her ragged blouse and ripped it away, baring her chest and the dight swell
of her new breasts. She kicked at him, but her legs were trapped in the folds of her skirt. She tried to
wriggle away, hiting and scratching as his hands fumbled over her nipples. She rolled away from him,
scrambled onto her knees. Curang good-naturedly, he grabbed her wrigt and jerked her back. A men
she hadn’t seen before caught her other wrigt. “Wild one” he said. “Hurry up, Lere” He wrapped his
hand in her hair and jerked her bead back.

The pain brought tears to her eyes. She bucked her body about but the two men were far too strong.
Thefird man, Lere, the other had cdled him, sat on her feet and began working the tumbled folds of her
skirt up past her knees.

A roar from behind her head brought a muffled curse from Lere. He sat back, his face blank. “Ay,
Tercd,” he said with a forced respect.

“Sten, Lere, off thet tita. Tie her wrists. Got no time for that now.”

“Ay, Tercd.” Lere glanced a the other two and muttered, “Ay, ay, ay, not a bit o' dinkin’ fun.
Hunh! Hang onto her, Sten. I'll get abit o' sinkin' rope.”

Hands tied in front of her, Dinafar sat up intime to see the Tercel damp one thick-fingered hand tight
around the mei€ s wrigts, holding her out from him like a strangled bereg he'd taken from a poacher’s
snare. Her face masklike, she hung limply asif his srength had drained dl fight from her. Dinafar was
puzzled. The meie had never just given up. Not like, that. The Tercd was a giant of a man, dressed in a
leather tunic and black wool trousers, his barrel chest covered by a black and green tabard with the Sgh
of Oras gppliquéd on the center pand. All the dothing was worn and dusty. He had severd days stubble
on hisface, agreasy shineto his skin, a gaunted look from days of hard riding and little deep. When the
eratic breeze blew her way, she could amdl his stale swegt. Beyond him, she saw the meie's mount and
hem, saddled and ready, sanding with three others. The Tercd started moving toward the beadts, the
mae dill dangling a arm’s length. His strength was phenomend. His vanity too, Dingfar thought. HE's



showing off for his men.

Without warning the mee-twisted her body up and around. Before the Tercd could move, she
dammed her smdl boot into his groin.

Bdlowing with pain and rage, he dropped into a crouch, dutching a himsdf with his free hand. His
other am dropped until the mele was crouched besde him, her wrigs dill prisoned. She fought
desperately to free hersdlf, twisting and kicking, but she wasn't strong enough ... He held her His meety
face dill a grey-purple and shiny with swest, his eyes glassy, he sraightened a little and flung her away
from him. She landed close to Dinafar, hitting hard enough for Dingfar to wince in sympathy. She hit and
rolled to her feet in a Sngle fluid movement—and stopped quite ill, a saber-point in her face.

“Sten, dit the bitch’s throat if she move” The Tercd low-ered himsdf to the grass and sat hunched
over, glaing a the mele. He passed the back of his hand over his face. “Lere, tie her hands good. She
oet away, | have your skin.”

Swedting, eyes narrowed, he watched closdy as Sten made the mee St while Lere tied her. When
her hands were se-cured, he grunted onto his feet, stood swaying a minute, then waddled over to her.

The meelifted her head and stared at him out of a blank face. “How'd you find me?’

He jerked a thumb up. Dingfar followed the movement and saw gx black birds drding over the
clearing. “Traxim saw the fire, bought us. Funny, though.” He scowled, nudged her leg with the toe of his
boot. “ Speaker-trax said there was just one here” He ran his eyes over her, his tongue diding over his
fleshy lips. “Lybor and her Nor want you bad, bitch. Y ou gonna be sorry your ma whelp you. I'm gonna
watch that Nor make you talk. I’'m gonna hear you scream, bitch. I’'m gonna hear you beg him kill you
and let be”

The meie amiled.

The Tercd shook his head. “No, you get no chance to kill yoursdf. We take good care of you, not
like you crazy friend.” The mei€'s gasp brought a grunting laugh out of him. “Didn’'t know? After you run
off, t’ other, she see the Nor coming at her, she pull out ....” His thumb jabbed at the grace blade dill
sheathed on the mae's wegponbelt. “And ...” He dapped his hand agang the sde of his neck.
“Good-bye, meie. The Nor he kick her a couple times, mad as hell. Told us haul her outside the city and
dump her.” He bent down, grunting an oath at the pain, jerked back on her hair, forcing her to look up.
“See them? You gonna end up in them bdllies like t' other one” He draightened, wiped his hand on his
dugty trousers, waiching her intently, savoring her distress. Dinafar ached for her, angry at the guards
because she was helpless, disgusted with hersdf because of her avid curiogity about the mee, but when
the Tercd went on with his punish-tale, she cursed the meagerness of the, information in his words. “We
hauled that skinny tits out and left her by the place where they run the maca. Before we get back to the
gaes, the traxim are crawling over her, getting themselves a fine fresh med.” He laughed at the, anguish
on the me€' s face, the moan these words tore from her .. “When or Nor’s done with you, bitch, I'm
gonna, stake you out there. Same spot. I'm gonna gt and watch them ....” He stabbed a fore-finger a the
sky. “Watch them chew on you, edt you dive”

The mee dropped her head—onto her ams, her samdl body shuddering under the impact of
emotions Dinafar could only guess at. The Tercel watched her with satisfaction, then beck-oned to Sten
and Lere. “Get titam in the saddle. Time we was going.”

Themee was quiet as Sten threw her onto her macai. She caught hold of the saddle ledge with her
bound hands and fumbled her feet into the stirrups. Dingfar could see that her eyes were closed and tears
were dipping down her face. Then Lere's hands moved over Dinafar’s body, twesking her nipples,
thruging between her thighs. She stood quite till, wondering what he'd do if she vomited over him. At a
roar from the Tercd, he hoisted her into the saddle, then pulled her skirt down. She refused to look at
him. He le&ft her after afind, pat on the thigh and mounted the anima standing be-hind her.

They moved out of the dearing, riding in angle file, the Tercd fird, hunched over in the saddle,
curang in alow steady monotone,, then the meie, then Dinafar, then Lere, with Sten coming last. The ride
rapidly turned to torment for

Dinafar; she fdt every overworked muscle from last night's terrible effort. She hurt. All over. She
hurt. It wasn't like a wound that concentrated the pain & a Sngle spot. She was bone-deep sore



everywhere. Riding downhill dl the time didn’t help, though the dope was moderate. She glared at the
Tercd’s broad back and hoped his pan was worse than hers.

Awhile later, though, she'd warmed up and exercise had loosened much of her diffness. Feding
better, her curiogity roused, she looked around. They were passing through a : smdl dearing in the trees.
Overhead the great black birds saled in lazy circles. As they rode on, she kept looking up. Whenever
she could see a bit of the sky, the birds were there, falowing them. Dinafar shivered. Traxim. They ate
the other meie. She warned me she was going into danger. What's this all about? | wish | knew
what’ s going on. She scanned the little mei€' s back, wondering how she was taking the presence of the
birds. They mightn’t be the same ones; | hope they aren’t. She clamped her teeth into her lower lip,
swalowed, swalowed again, until the urge to vomit went away.

There was adight breeze winding through the trees. Dina-far fdt it lifting a few Sraying hairs, letting
them fal, pass-ing over her skin, cooling her. The mei€'s sorrdl curls flipped about under its tugging. Her
head was up, tuning a little from gde to sde. She looked back. Dingfar could see a faint puldng in the
green spot on the mel€'s brow as she stared over her shoulder at the two guards behind Dinafar. Then
she was looking ahead again. Dingfar swalowed. She's getting ready to do something. Apprehensve
and upset, she clutched at the saddle ledge walting for the world to fdl in on the guards. Nothing
happened. They rode on and on and nothing happened.

They wound through thick-standing brdlim, the two-fingered leaves of the squat trees whispering in
thewind over their heads, so many leaves that they shut out most of the sunlight until the procession was
winding in heavy slence and humid twilight dong a beast-run beaten deep in the spongy soil by years of
trampling hooves. Here, Dingfar thought. Do something, meie. They can't get at us here, those birds.
Do something. Still nothing happened. She began to wonder if the meie had given up trying.

After an hour in deep shadow the way ahead began to lighten. Gleams of the nooning sun broke
through, afew beams dancing with dust motes reaching down to gild the ground. The Tercel broke into
the sunlight, his massive form black againg the dusty gold. When Dinafar rode into the clearing blinking
and hdf-blinded by the light after so long in shadow, she saw the meie jerk erect and pull her maca to a
stop.

Behind. Dinafar a maca shrieked, a high hoarse scream that merged with two others as the mounts
of-the three men reared, twisted in convulsve heaves, sheking ther riders loose, throwing them to the
ground. Screaming, prodded to a mindess fury, the beasts turned on their masters and tried to trample
them. One caught the Tercd in tee throat with a hind daw and ripped his head off, sending it bounding
across the glade into the shadows on the far Sde. A second landed on Ler€'s chest, gomping in his ribs,
scrgping loose long gtrips of doth and flesh. Sten was agile enough to rall clear and scramble back onto
hisfeet. He ran a Dinafar who sat ggping a the sudden carnage, too startled to move.

Oiff to one gde the mae was fumbing a her weaponbelt with her bound hands, trying to unshegthe
the knife and cut hersdlf free. She looked up, saw what was happening. “Dina, get out of there.”

Waking to her danger, Dinafar kicked her heds into the macai’s sde, but she was too late. Sten
caught her skirt and wrenched her from the saddle. The breasth knocked out of her when she hit the
ground, she tried to daw his hands loose, but he was too quick for her blind fumbling attempt at
sdf-defense. He held her down with his hand wrapped in her hair. She stopped sruggling when she fdt
cold metd dong her neck.

“Come off that, mele” Sten’s voice was hoarse; he was afrad and furious, so furious his voice
shook. “Knife. Belt. Drop them.”

The mee did off her mount. Her hands were free, the wisps of severed rope dropping away. She
gazed down a the knife in her hand, then dropped it by her feet. Face empty, fingers shaking, she
unbuckled the weaponbelt and stood in the broken circle, a haunted look in her eyes.

“Come here. No more tricks. | see one of those beasts move ...."” The saber did across Dinafar’s
shoulder, then down her arm to rest on her wrigt. “I see anything funny and thisgirl got no more hand.”

“l hear you,” the meie said dully.

Senang the little woman's pain, guessing it had something to do with the dead meie her friend, tired
of being a passen-ger and a burden—tired of this to the point of folly—Dinafar cried, “No!” Usng the



long muscles of her thighs, she forced her body up, jerking her hand from under the saber’s blade at the
sametime. Ignoring the pain in her head, she twisted around and drove her fingers at Sten's eyes, dawing
bloody tracks in his face. He loosened his grip on her hair and leaned back, cursng, his hand coming
away with bloody strands of black hair dinging to it. As Dingfar scrambled away and sumbled to her
feet, Sten rose from his crouch to stand lightly balanced, his saber ready. He amiled. “Come on, bitch;
I’'m waiting.”

Dindfar pressed her hand againg her mouth as she watched the mee circle dowly about Sten. She
mud have taken a saber from one of the bodies while Dingfar distracted Sten; she held one now—and
looked like a child playing with its father’ s arms, her short fingers barely able to circle the hilt, the weight
and dze of it looking too great for her thin arms to lift. Her face was intent as she concentrated on the
men in front of her, saying just beyond his reach, watching, waiting. Like that first Kappra, Dinafar
thought. Teasing him until he made the mistake that killed him. She' s\going to kill this one too; he
outreaches her, outweighs her, has to be three or four times as strong as she, but she's going to
kill him. Smoothing her har back from her face with, nervous hands, windng at the pain of her torn
scap, she watched the death dance work out its dow wary patterns.

Sten lunged, begting the mei€'s saber aside with careless ease, the point of his blade cutting a amdl
wound over her breast as she legped back, atrickle of blood coming through, the worn legther tunic. Her
face didn’'t change. Sten attacked again, usng his strength to beat her down; she drifted back, not trying
to fight him, only watching and retresting. He chased her about the glade, trying to close with her, but she
was too fast, dancing away from him with taunting ease, avoiding the bodies of the dead guards and other
obstacles asif she had eyesin her feet.

Sten began favoring hisright leg. He injured it, Dinafar thought, when he fell off the macai. She
sank onto her knees garing at the drding duelers, absently brushing away the web of long har blowing
across her face. Sten fdtered briefly; the meie twisted past his saber and cut a his arm, a amdl victory
that cost her some blood as she flashed away. He began limping. Severd times the meie managed to
draw blood and get away unscathed, laughing each time, her mock-ery bringing the blood to his face,
disupting whet rhythm he had |€ft to his attacks, teesing him into attacking without thought. The last time,
she stopped close to the headless body of the Tercd, her back to it. “One little woman,” she taunted
Sten. “Pretty mimkin, dance for me”

He lunged at her, forgetting the weakness of his leg, forget-ting everything but the need to beat her
down. She started to legp back, caught her hed on the Tercd’s knee, fdl back over the body. Horrified,
Dingfar held her breeth, her fists clenched on her thighs

When she fdl, Sten ydled his triumph, hopped another step, landing on his weakened leg, His right
leg buckled as he put weight on it and he went down on one knee. Before he could move, the mee was
back on her feet in a nedtly ex-ecuted roll. She legped the Tercel, dashed at Sten as she flew past, her
blow partly deflected by the saber he managed to bring up dmost by indinct; then she was behind him,
dading again, the saber catching himin the neck, nearly cutting his head from his body. As he crumpled
dowly over the Tercd’s legs, she flung the saber awvay and kndt beside him, chanting softly the blessing
of the dead.

Dinafar began to breathe again. The glade filled with peace. The maca were grazing placidly a the
grass, the three men were flattened bodies bloodying the earth, the little meie murmuring over each the
blessng of the dead. Dinafar wiped the sweat from her face, then looked up as she heard a soft hissng
behind and above her. One of the traxim had dipped low and was gliding over her head. A moment later
the black-furred wings were begting srongly as it circled up to rgoin the others. As she watched, a
second trax folded itswings and dived toward the kneding mee. “Above you,” Dinafar screamed. “The
trax!”

The mae looked up, rolled away just intime. The trax missed its strike, but the next one was coming,
with another behind it. And another. She snatched up the discarded saber and flipped onto her feet with
that beautiful controlled flexing of her body that Dinafar found hard to believe.

When the second bird struck &t her, the meie dashed at it with the saber, battering it aside, drawing
blood from one of the stubby legs. With a wild shriek, the bird flapped wildly and rose out of reach. A



third attacked.

Dinafar looked about, saw the saber that Sten had used. She snatched it up and swung it awvkwardly,
trying to use point and edge as she saw the meie doing. The saber’s weight surprised her; she was S0
dumsy with it she came near weeping with frudtration. Lowering the point till it rested on the grass, she
wiped at her swesety face. The birds were swooping down on the meie, battering a her, dawing for her
face, snapping at her; screaming their harsh ugly chdlenges. Dinafar hefted the saber, gritted her teeth
and ran toward the meleg, intent on doing something, she didn’t know quite what.

Somehow the meie saw her and knew her intent. Gasping out the words in bursts between saber
dashes, she cdled, “Dina ... behind me ... don’t try ... to cut ... hold sa-ber ... point ... up ... Jb! Keep ...
emoff ... my back!”

Three of the birds were down, flgoping about, atacking legs with their needle-toothed beaks. Dingfar
fird tried to ig-nore them, then kicked at them as they chittered about her. She did what the meie had
sad, held the saber up, seadying it, trying to concentrate on this as she'd seen the meae con-centrating,
drawing out of hersdlf strength she hadn’t known she had. Teeth began gnawing & her ankle once more.
She cried out, kicked, couldn’'t didodge the bird. The mee cut off the leg of an attacker, glanced around,
exdamed with dis-gust, cut through the bird's neck with a angle vicious dash of the bloody blade, then
was back fighting off the others. Dinafar kicked away the severed head and lifted her saber higher,
trying to fight down her nausea as the black body at her feet boiled and shivered, dissolving into goo and
ginking black vapors.

After aweary intervd of noisy, amdly struggle, the last two traxim broke off the attack and flew up to
cdrcle over-head. The mee watched them, her face grim. She kicked away a grounded bird, dispatched it
with a weary jerk of her arm, jabbed the saber point into the earth and leaned on it, bresthing hard,
blinking sweat from her eyes, frowning a the pools of goo where the birds had been. With an
exdamation of disgust, she straightened and limped to her wegponbelt. When it was buckled around her
again, she closed the fingers of one hand about the amdl sack dangling at one side, her head tilted back
as she watched the arding birds.

Dinafar kicked at a wounded trax sngpping vidoudy at her ankles. Clumgly, she brought the saber
down on the sringy naked neck. The trax squawked and hopped away, head wob-bling, neck bleeding.
“Can't kill the blessed things” she groaned, lifted the saber—again and chased the fluttering squawking,
bird across the clearing, hacking ineptly at that tough neck. She findly managed to bring the saber down
graight enough to dice through the rubbery flesh. Looking at the bloody blade with disgugt, she dropped
it and limped back to the middle of the clearing.

The mee was dill gazing at the sky. Overhead the remain-ing traxim were chittering and floundering,
obvioudy dis-turbed about something. As Dinafar gaped at them, they circled the dearing a find time,
then arrowed off toward the north. “Why'd they do that?”

The mee relaxed, wiped thefilm of sweat off her face. “They can’t see me anymore.”

“Oh.” Dinafar frowned. “Huh?’

“Laer.” She stretched and groaned, rubbed at the back of her neck. “Want one of those tabards to
cover you?’

Dindfar looked down a her naked front and blushed. Hadlily she stripped Sten's tabard off,
disgusted by the flaccid, flopping body, pulled it over her head, shuddering at the patches of blood on it.
The mee amiled weaily. “Well have some clean things for you by tonight” She yawned. “Maiden
bless, I'm tired. Still, we can’t stay here. Help me gtrip these maca.”

They Ieft the bodies sprawled on the grass and rode back into the shdlter of the trees. Taking quietly
a times about little things, unimportant things, nothing persondl, at times slent and withdrawn, the meie
led Dinafar dong the winding beast-runs in the growing heat and humidity of the advancing day. By
midafternoon they’ d Ieft the trees and crossed into brush-covered hill country. An hour later they came
on awide stream of clear cold water. They stopped to drink and wash away layers of dust—the macain
dirred up clouds of red dust that settled into every crevice. The mee sank into a heavy slence; Dinafar
concentrated on hoarding her strength. Both women rode on only because there was no place to hdlt.

Near sundown the meie pulled her mount to a stop and leaned forward, ligening intently. After a



moment Dinafar could hear a muted roar ahead; the stream beside her was rushing over a diff
somewhere not far in front of them.

They stopped again at the rim of a shalow diff, the stream legping out over it in a short fdl, dissolving
into mig a the base then winding through a boulder-strewn bed toward the Stenda forthouse and
outbuildings tucked into one point of the green and lovely valey spread in a broad triangle below them.
Most of the corrals attached to the barns were empty except for dust-devils and blowing straw; in one a
maca was ganding a a water-trough, one foot held protectively off the ground, a fod nudging againgt
her. The house itsdf was shut-tered and ill. The mee glanced anxioudy & the sun, then began riding
dong the diff, looking for away down into the valey. Dinafar followed, hoping that the house meant rest
and food.

TheChild: 6

Serrol gloomed in anest of blankets. The cdl was littered with dirty clothes and fragments of rotting
food. The hands brought her two meds a day and once a week they hauled her to the tap in the center of
the court, stripped off her filthy clothes and scrubbed her down. Cool and impersond, they kept her
reasonably hedlthy and preserved her for the Noris who seemed unready to discard her. For the rest, she
was free to do as much or aslittle as she chose.

A papery rudtle broke the heavy slence. She watched alarge roach usng its front legs to pull its long
flat body from one of the many cracks webbing the side wall of the cdll. As soon as it was free from the
crack, it shook itsdf, rattled its wing cases, then sat a moment preening its feders, ignoring her with
plendid salf-absorption. Its absurd ars surprised Serroi into afit of giggles.

The roach scuttled back into the crack. When she sat very ill, making no further sounds, it poked its
head out, looked warily around, then came out of its refuge in a series of quick, angular movements and
rested fla againg the stone, feders twitching, bright black eyes swiveding about with a downish imitation
of intelligence. A amdl fizzing escaped her In spite of her efforts to suppress her laughter. The creature
arched its thready neck and seemed to stare a her with indig-nation. She settled back into her blankets,
her laughter trick-ling into a comfortable series of chuckles.

The roach lifted briefly into the ar on whirring, sraining wings, circled dumsly, then landed beside a
fragment of food on the floor. It twitched it's wings back under the cases, waddled briskly about the
inch-high crumb, findly walked its front legs onto the bread and perched that way, feders twitching, head
turning and tumning urtil it was satisfied that no other creature lay in wait to snatch its food. Assured of
this, it crouched beside the crumb and began edting. Serroi stretched out on her scomach, head propped
on her hands, watching it nibble at the bread.

When the insect finished its med and flew up onto one of the bedposts where it sat like a conqueror
generd surveying his new kingdom, Serroi eased out of bed and pulled on her clothes, careful to make
no sudden moves that might startle her new companion. For the firg time in days she fdt impatient with
hersdf and her surroundings,,

Some months before the hands had brought her, unasked, some deaning materias, a broom, a scrub
brush, an old bucket,—a jar of greasy soap—they were shoved in a corner, untouched. She snapped off
the jar’slid and dumped afat dollop of soap into the bottom of the bucket, wrinkling her nose at its acrid
andl. She glanced at the roach,. giggled and went out leaving the door open behind her.

All that morming she scrubbed a her dirty dothing, dosing each piece in the-soapy water, then
dgpping it hard on the stone pavement as she'd seen her mother beat dothing clean in northern streams.
She even sripped off the things she wore and washed them. Then she rinsed everything at the tap and
hung the dothing on the cages to dry.

When she went insde, the roach was crawling about on the wall. It whirred to the bedpost, its tiny
head moving back and forth as she moved, watching her with bulging eyes as she scrubbed the cdl clean.
It watched as she finished with the floor and wadls. Watched as she made up the bed with the clean
sheets and blankets piled forgotten on a shdf. Watched as she gruggled with her har, washing it
awkwardly, knock-ing over the bucket severa times before she finished, leaving the room awash with



sogpy water. Sat magigeridly on the bedpost as she used the brush to scrape the water out the door.

While she waited for her dathing to dry, it moved about on the wall, scuttling in and out of cracks
like a smdl slly roach-Nor moving within the fluid rock of its resdence. Much of the time, though, it sat
on the bedpost, triangular head cocked dertly, feders twitching with fussy importance.

As the days passed, she began talking to the roach, tdling it stories, some she remembered from the
long winter nightsin the vinat-hide tents on the tundra, others she’d read in the Noris's scrolls. The dow
movement of its head created the il-luson of intdligent ligening, dlowing her a shadow sense that she
was doing something more than talking to hersalf. Sometimes the hard memories crowded in on her and
she went back to huddling on the bed. On these days the, roach would come out of a crack and gt
watching her with a look of ancient dark wisdom; she knew it was illuson like the rest, but as the
moments passed she fdt a deep cam flowing over her.

Growing tired of repeating her stories, she began making up new ones about the heroic adventures of
agrl like hersdlf and a giant roach. A girl she'd like to be, not the small trapped anima she was. They
hed magnificent adventures in aworld spun out of dreams and the images she' d seen in the magic mirror.

As the long but no longer londy winter crept toward its end, she fdt a great change in hersdf. She
began going out-side, dimhing over the cages, raiding them for ther bits of wood and stone. Somewhere
in the long days of dreaming, her wounds had skinned over. She no longer shied away from the empty
cages. Her spirit had awakened, reborn, as the flowers and grass were reborn on the tundra after each
killing winter. She piled her bits and pieces on the cage roof, but the best condtruction she managed left
her hands a body length below the top of the courtyard wall. After her lagt try, she sat on the roof,
dangling her feet over the edge, kicking them back and forth, wondering what to do next, ignoring the
gathering and dripping of the fog that smothered her in grayness.

A darkness bloomed in the fog, rigng like a black finger toward the sky. She watched idly,
wondering what was hap-pening. Towering above the north wal, the dark smoke swirled and billowed,
softly solidifying into the form of the giant Nor with a black robe, pae face and hands. The migty figure
lifted @ hand and flung lightning at the tower. Serroi gasped. Hadtily she did over the edge of the roof and
swung down the cage bars to the ground. When she looked up again, she saw a second smoke-Nor to
the south. This figure hurled another bolt at the tower. It struck high on the sde and Fplit in hdf, traveing
inaring of light around the stone. Frightened, Serrol dived into the cdll, damming the heavy door on the
attack.

All winter the walls of her cdl had radiated a gentle warmth, keeping her dive and comfortable. As
the days passed and the attack continued, the keep walls began to glow with hesat, the fog condensing on
them turning to steam in a constant Szzle-hiss and her holein the wall became un-bearable. Huddling in a
swegaty heap on her bed, she looked around. The roach had disappeared somewhere, maybe the streams
of moigture ralling down the walls had driven it off.

| can’'t stay here, she thought. She mopped at her forehead, scraped straggling sodden hair off her
face. | can't stay here.

Unhappy and afraid, she tossed the bucket out into the court, stood a moment wetching it roll toward
the tap. Fog still. The sun’s up out there somewhere. She winced as the shadow figures tirred outside
the walls, watched them glide about, meeting and parting, looming over the tower like thun-derheads.
Ingde again, she rooted out dl the blankets and sheets she could find, dumped them on the bed, and
started searching for the roach. She searched for it a long time be-fore she findly bundled blankets and
sheets together and took them across the court to the large cage where the scamar had prowled so
reslesdy lagt spring. Insde the cage there were tree forms and broad shelves molded from a fibrous
gtone that would insulate her from the burning and make liv-ing possible in that oven.

She spread one blanket out on the ledge where the scamar used to deep, tossed the rest of the
things in a corner of the cage, hegtated in the open gate, flicking glances a the prowl-ing figures,
wondering as she did so why her Noris did noth-ing, walked quickly to the tap across paving stones that
seared through the soles of her boots. She filled the bucket and ran back with it, damping her jaws
together to stand the sudden sharp pain in each step.



The day passed.

During the long night the wdls glowed red-hot and the ar in the court was near unbreathable. She
was hungry. There was no food. The hands hadn’t come dl day, didn’'t come dl night.

Throwing blankets and sheets ahead of her like stepping stones she crossed to the tap sometime after
midnight—with-out the moons and the stars it was hard for her to tdl. She danced up and down as the
heat struck up through the blan-kets while she waited for the trickle of near bailing water to fill the
bucket. To the north and the south she could 4ill see the great figures of the Norim as solid columns of
black. To-morrow is going to be bad, she thought, and frowned at the tower, wondering once again
why the Noris did nothing. HE's not afraid. He can’t be afraid. She glowered a the northern giant.
He |l come out when he's ready.

Dawn. She kept shifting about as the padding heated be-yond bearing. Twice she went for water.
The day went on and on, interminably on and on.

And findly ended. The sun went down. The moons bloomed for the firg time in days, a long scatter
of opdine discs and arcs over tower and court walls glowing a sullen red. Serroi drooped on her pile of
charing blankets and tried to deep. She wasn't hungry anymore; hunger pains had gone away, leaving
behind dizziness and an extraordinary darity of mind. She looked out through the bars at the northern
gant ganding dill and formidable. This is a challenge, a test of his power. She moved a little, nearly
toppled off the unsteady pile of blankets and sheets, sucked in her breath in a gasp of pain as one am hit
agang the stone. Cuddling her arm in her 1ap she peered out at the shadow-giant. He's afraid. They're
both afraid. My Noris is letting them stand out there and stew. He's gitting in that horrible room
with his beast-demons waiting until they begin to crack.

After awhile it seemed to her that the ar was cooler. The stone behind her was decidedly cooler.
Eventudly she wor-ried the blankets and sheets out over the ledge and stretched out to deep.

At dawn she sat up, her head aching, her mouth dry, her lips cracking. She took the bucket and
trudged across the cooling flags to the tap. When she pressed down on the hook the water gushed out
more grongly than before—and drops splashed on her legs, cool drops. Laughing with ddight, she put
her hand in the flood; she splashed water over her face, shivered with pleasure in the easing of her own
heat. She laughed again and lifted the bucket over her head, danced about as the cool clear water
plashed down over her. Shefilled the bucket alast time and started back to the cage.

A booming laughter echoed across the sky. She set the bucket by her feet and gaped as the shadow
giants glided around the tower, drding until they stood together in the east, glaring at something behind
her. She swung around.

A third giant rose behind the tower. Her Noris.

Lightning crackled, diced like crooked spears at him. He lifted a vast tranducent hand and deflected
the bolt casudly into the sea as a greenish mig swirled up out of the tower, coiling round him until he was
haf-hidden in a pale shimmer the color of scum on a summer pond. He didn’t bother mov-ing when the
shadow giant flung a second bolt a him. It struck the green and vanished—uwithout a crackle or hiss or
any Sgn of travail, it Imply vanished.

Serroi watched fascinated, her soaked har draggling into her eyes, her eye-spot throbbing panfully
a the power that hummed inthe air.

Lightning crackled and flew and was as damaging as a gentle oring rain. Things howled about her
Noris, demons and firedrakes, gouts of water, other things she couldn't name, could scarcely admit to
hersdf she saw. The Noris watched dl thiswith a vast amusement and contempt. Noth-ing touched him.
The attacks spattered againg the green smoke and screamed into nonexistence.

The two images went transparent a moment, then they merged into one, thick and solid and
dangerous, a terrible fig-ure roaring out a triumphant howl that bounded across the sky and faded in
multiple echoes. The giant raised its ams high. Between its hands a black cloud formed—a cloud that
rippled and coiled, rose high, drew back, rose again.

Ser Noris moved back one step then another as the cloud flew a him. Watching with distress,
forgetting her hatred in the excitement of the conflict, remembering only that she loved him, that he was
father and mother and teacher, she pounded on her thighs screamed her rage at the giant. Then she



stared open-mouthed as a greet tranducent beast legped into the sky to stand beside her Noris, snarling
its chdlenge a the blackness—the chini-demon, glowing with a green far stronger than the aura
surrounding the Noris. He bent, touched the demon’s head, pointed at the billowing darkness.

The beast went legping for the cloud, tearing it into harmless shreds, legping through it again and
agan, worrying it, pawing & it, whirling round and round until the cloud was reduced to amdl fragments
that mdted into nothing. Growl-ing, the hairs on its insubstantia spine standing up like tar-nished copper
wire, it stalked around the Nor-meld, caught the lightning flung at it in crud yedlow teeth, bresking it into
gparkles of lignt that dropped in a glittering rain over the ide to mdt into stone like bits of migt.

The med hadtily separated into its two components. They would have run but could not. Wherever
they turned, the beast was there. They struggled, shrieking with pain, shooting out gouts of blackness like
blood as the beast’s teeth tore into their smoke bodies. Ther struggles grew weaker and weaker, they
were only trying to escape, but escape was not permit-ted. The image of her Noris grew stronger and
blacker as the attackers faded, as if he was drinking in their strength. When they meted into nothing, he
amiled. The beast-demon lifted its head and howled, then trotted back to its master. The Noris tugged a
the demon’s ears, scratched at the distorted skull, then both figures meted and the display was over.

Serroi breasthed normally again. Kneding beside the bucket, she scooped up handfuls of water and
glashed it over her face and shoulders, over and over again until her shaking stopped. She drank,
niffed, drank again, then sat back on her heds. The red glow was gone from the tower; she looked a
the charred wood of the cdl door, rose dowly to her feet and waked to the tower. Biting her lip she
jerked on the latch-hook and pulled the door open.

All that was I€ft of the roach was its shiny wing-case and a few leg fragments. She picked up the case
and stood holding it in her cupped pam. With a quick violent mation of her arm, she flung it out the door.

TheWoman: VII

Dinfar followed the meie dong the gravel wak beside the shiddwadl of sharpened logs, windng as
the amd| stones dug into her bare feet. They turned a corner and she saw double—-gates dightly gar, a
space between the two sides a man could just manage to squeeze through. “Why ...” she began.

The mee flattened her hand on Dinafar’ s shoulder and urged her through the gap. “So the caretakers
can deegp in their own beds.” She pointed a a line of amdl houses backed up agang the logs. They
shared sdewdls and their common roof formed a plaiform about three quarters of a man-length below
the top of the walls. Dinafar waked backward, garing wide-eyed at the courtyard with its patterned
paving and negt little areas of kitchen greens outside each smal house.

“Wetch out for thewdl.” The mee caught her arm and steered her around alow circdle of sonein the
center of the court. “The Stenda take down the sweep when they leave. The men ill here mugt lower a
bucket on a rope when they need weter.”

The house was huilt of logs as thick as those in the wall. The only windows on the facade were
twenty feet over her head and stoutly shuttered. Benesth those windows hung a ten-foot shidd carved
and painted with the arms of the Stenda lordling who ruled this hold. Benegth this, deeply shadowed by
the outthrust of the upper floors, was the man entrance, a place of ceremony and subtle boasting, three
posts on each side, carved with the Sgils of ancestry, mde to the right, femde to the left.

Dindfar dimbed the three broad steps and stopped beside the mee who was examining that
formidable door with weary interest. She glanced up, stared. The upper floors jutted out above her, an
overhang about two feet wide with a marching row of plugged peepholes just vishle in the thick wood
flooring the overhang. She took another step and stood beside the meie frowning at the door. Three iron
Kars crossed in front of it, forming a black metd star whose ends disap-peared into deep dots. A heavy
chain was twisted about the point where the three bars crossed, fastened into place by a padlock that
looked strong enough to resist a war-ax. She lifted it, exdlaimed at the weight, let it dlank dully back into
place. “You'd have to burn the place down to get in.”

“Think s0?7" Tired eyes twinkling, the mee bent and fished for a moment in the top of her boot.
Twiding her head up, she went on. “You can't see any way indde?’



Dinafar tugged a the chain, grimaced, stepped back and scanned the front of the house. “Maybe
around back.”

The meie sraightened. “First lesson. Enter a house through the door.”

“Mag”

“Serioudy, little one.” She opened her hand and showed Dinafar the thin sted probes crossng her
pam. “The strong-est point of a fortress can dso be its weakest if you look at it in the right way.” She
kndt before the lock. “And use your head properly. Doesn't just gpply to locks either.” She dipped a
probe in and began waggling it gently about. “This looks hard. 1sn't. All you need is a key.” Humming
softly, she dipped a second probe in beside the first and moved it ddi-cately about. “Or a subgtitute for
that key. Ah.” With a heavy clunk, the padlock dropped open. She dipped the probes back into ther
pockets insde her boot. With a hand from Dinafar, she got off her knees, worked the chain from the bars
and collapsed them into their dots. “As you see. Nothing difficult about this” She pulled the door open
and went indde.

Shaking her head, Dinafar followed. The air indde had a stadle andl asif the Stenda had been gone a
year, not a few days, and with the door closed there was very little light en-tering to lessen the murky
darkness. “Meae?’

“Up here, Dina” The meie was looking down & her from a hole in the caling. She leaned out a little
farther and dapped her hand againgt the wall. “Ladder. Climb it. | need you up here”

Dinafar pulled hersdf up a series of carved dats and emerged into a dusty twilight space between the
inner and outer walls, a space wide enough for two men to walk aong, side by sde. “What’ s this?’

“Part of the defense sysem.” The meae kndt beside a smdler trap hdf a pace out from the one
they’ d come through. She knocked back the heavy iron laich and hauled the plug up, exposing a narrow
hole, somewhat broader than her shoulders and about haf as wide. Dingfar nodded to her.

f as she recognized one of the peepholes she' d seen in the overhang. Their purpose became clear
when the meie beck-oned Dinafar over and pointed. “Look.” The front door was just below. Defenders
could take out anyone trying to fool withit.

The mee unbuckled her wegponbelt and st it aside, un-clipped her bow and laid it beside the belt.
“rib going to put things back the way they were. You'll have to hdp me up af-terwards Think you
can?’ Dinafar nodded. She looked down at her big hands and nodded again.

“Good.” The mee dropped lightly in front of the door. She pulled the bars out and wound the chain
back through and around them, snapped the padlock home, stepped back a litle and looked up.
“Stretch out flat up there, then drop me the bow strap, it's strong enough to hold my weight. Don't try
lifting me; 1 think | can wiggle up on my own.”

When Dinafar lowered the strap the little woman leaped, caught hold of it, climbed it hand over hand
until she could catch hold of the opening. With a quick flexing of her agile body she was through the
opening, sprawled beside Dinafar. Then she was on her feet dgoping a her dothing, brushing the grit
from her pams. She kicked the plug back in the hole, stepped back as Dinafar did the latch home.

Dinafar sat back on her heds. “What now, meie?”

The mee leaned againg the wall, her eyes closed. In the dim lignt Dinafar couldn't see her too
clearly, but the dark shadows around her eyes and the lines of drain in her face were marked too
grongly for Dinato miss. The meie Sghed and pushed away from the wall. “I'd like to say deep, but
that's not a good idea. Bath firdt, have to be cold water, but that's dl right.” She drew the back of her
hand across her eyes. “Clean clothes. You'll want to get out of that.” Her fin-gers flicked a the
bloodstained tabard. “Hot food washed down with pots and pots of cha” She yawned, amiled. “Come
on, | know a bit about how these holds are laid out. Friend of mine was a Stenda.” The last words were
gpoken in such a deliberately matter-of-fact way that Dinafar needed no tdling who that Stenda
was—the other mee, dead and eeten by traxim.

Bathed and fed and dressed in clean clothes, they sat a a kitchen work-table sharing a comfortable
dlence in along pleasant room with a huge fireplace, dark red tiles on the floor, cast-iron and copper
pans hanging from pegs on the wals. A seaming cha-pot a her ebow, the mee was repair-ing a torn



rucksack while Dingfar sorted dried fruit and jerked meat into two piles besde smdl wax-covered
cheeses and tins of cha leaves.

When she was finished she sat back and watched the meie drive the needle through the leather,
pulling the dtitches tight with quick twists of her hand. “Why do you cdl that a wegponbelt?’ Leaning
forward she rubbed her fingers over the Series of amdl pockets. “ Sdve and soap, needles and thread,
anything you happen to need. But no weapons.”

Themee looked up, amiled. “It carries the sheath for my grace blade.”

“That’s nothing.”

“I know.” The little half-amile was back. “Patience a minute” She examined the rucksack, then tied
off her thread and cut away the trailing end with the grace blade. “Finished.” She patted a yawn, amiled
drowsly a Dinafar. “Most meen carry swords” Another yawn. “Maiden bless. Unh. My teachers
laughed me out of it, taught me the bow. And to use my head instead of the muscles | haven't got. Like
this morn-ing.”

“You fdl on purpose?’ Dinafar opened her eyes wide. “You could have been killed.”

“That'sthe point. You' know it; he knew it in his bones and he let that knowledge color his actions,
let his anger overwhelm his kill. | had a bit of luck when his leg gave, but I'd have gotten behind him
without it and once behind him ....” She spread out her hands. “Y ou see?’

Dingfar nodded.

“The head, Dina, will ....”

A noisy hammering on the front door accompanied by muffled shouts interrupted her. Lifting from her
chair with a swift smooth surge, dl the tiredness wiped out of her face, she buckled on her weaponbelt
Then she was out of the kitchen, running through the house to the front hal. Dinafar hurried after her, was
jugt in time to see her vanish through the trap. Dingfar pulled hersdf up into the wakway. The mee
looked up, touched a finger to her lips She was stretched out on the floor, her head close to the
peephole. Moving as quiglly as she could, Dinafar stretched hersdf out on the other side of the hole.

The hammering stopped. She heard men moving about the court, kicking open the doors to the amdl
houses. Two men came somping up the steps and rattled the bars. Her heart in her mouth, Dinafar
blessed the mei€'s cool head. If that door had been open—well she didn't like to think about that. She
heard them moving about, then they stopped close benesth the peephole.

“Whet the hdll, shean’ here. OI' horny tooth up there say s0.”

“Damn fool. Warnt to tdll the Son you didn’'t bother checking out the Hold?’

“Ca-shit, Cap'n. You know it. I know it. T'lads know it. Mele drownt hersdf in that boor-storm
t' other night. OI' horny he got hissdf a bellyache and had hissdf a bad dream. What's Son want with her
anyway? Scrawny thing they say; not worth wearin’ down.”

The other man just grunted.

Dingdfar heard severd maca hoots and the scratching of claws on the courtyard paving. The riders
stopped by the stairs. “No sgna anyone, Cap’'n. Couple herders out with t'stock. Saw ther tracks.
T other Stendam, they musta gone down to Oras.”

“What about you, Winuk?’

“Same. Want we should go get the herders?’

“Trax up there, he say you're right. Gegger’s Hold the next over, five mile south.” The men's groans
were heartfdt. “Ever think the Son’s looking down at you now through them eyes?’ Dinafar heard a soft
dipping sound, a creak of leather, and pictured him waving a hand &t the drding bird. The sudden slence
brought snorting laughter—out of him. “Move, it, Seyderim. We got hdf aday yet.”

When the noise of their passage faded, the meie pushed hersdf up until she was kneding and saring
into the dimness beyond Dinafar’ s shoulders. “ Sankoy,” She whispered. “The Intii hinted &t it. Sankoy.”

“Mee?’ Dingdar scanned the drawn face, worried by the hopelessness in it. Maybe she was just
tired, but the mee sounded like she was ready to, give up. “They didn’t find us”

The meae pressed her hands agang her eyes, dghed, dropped them onto her thighs “Those men
were the High Teyn's Berseyders from Sankoy, Dina. Berseyders being run by a Son of the Hame doing



the work of a Nor from Ores. Maiden bless, Dina, | didn’'t know how big thisis, Lybor and her fecble
plots, she hasv't aglimmer ...” She rubbed at her eyes, yawned. “Ay-ii, I'm tired.”

“It' s getting late. Why don't we spend the night here?”

Themee sat without answering, one hand draped across her eyes, then she got weaily to her feet.
“No. There€ s no time. | want to make the Highroad early tomorrow; we need to keep moving as long as
there' slight to see by.” She turned and Started for the ladder. ,

Dingfar chewed on her lip. There was too much she didn’'t understand but she knew enough about
exhaudtion to see tha the mee was traveling on will done. My, I'm not going so good either. She
stretched her legs out in front of her, rubbed at her aching knees. It doesn’t make sense, leaving here.
She's et her need blind her understanding as bad as the Kappra and those guards. | have to make
her see .... She dimbed down the ladder and hurried after the meie, catching her near the kitchen; she
touched her arm and the meie swung around a frown on her amdl face. Dingfar licked her lips. “It's only
an hour or two lost, mee. How much difference can an hour or two make?’

The me€'s eyes flashed gold fire as she jerked her am free, wheded and stalked away. In the
doorway she turned again. “We leave in hdf an hour. Be ready.”

Dressed in the clothes the mee had found for her, Dingfar walked dowly into the kitchen, uncertain
of the mood she'd find the mee in. The little woman's back was to the door. She'd taken off the
wegponbelt—it lay in a broken cdrcle on the table besde the two suffed rucksacks. She wore black
wooal trousers duffed into her boot tops, a loose white shirt whose deeves were too long; she was
fumbling with the wrigt knots, finding this—more awkward and difficult than she liked .. When she spat
out an impatient oath, Dinafar grinned and went to tie the strings for her. The meie smiled wearily. “Thank
you, Dina. Sorry | snapped a you.”

Dinafar grimaced. “You know what | think, meie”

“I know.” The meie dipped her amsinto a boy’s vest, settled the heavy russet cloth down over her
body. “If the stakes weren't quite so high, you'd be right.” With a grimace of distaste she fitted a boy’s
lecther cap over her head, tuck-ing in her sorrel curls.

Dinafar looked at her, tarted to speak, then pressed her lips together.

Orange laughter danced momentarily in the mei€'s eyes. “Green kin,” she said. “Makes a joke of
any disguise, doesn't it?’

“Wdl ....” Dinafar looked down &t the red tiles. “ Any-one seeing you, meie, has to know you.”

“Don't worry about it, Dina. Before we reach the Highroad | take care of that detal t0o.” She
touched the bow thet lay beside the sacks, sghed and shook her head. “This too. I'll have to leave it
somewhere” She stroked her hand adong the smooth curve of—the upper limb. “Perhaps | can come
back for it sometime.” She took the bow and arrow case and dropped them onto the pile of blankets and
ground-shests. “Everything's ready. We' d better get out before the caretakers comein.”

“What about thet?’ Dinafar pointed to awaxy button in the center of the table.

Themee grimaced. “Tarr.” She went dowly, to the table and picked up the grey-green bud. “You're
right, Dina” Dropping into a chair, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “I'd fdl off if | tried
riding” Her voice durred with her fatigue. “My teachers wanted me to study herbs and be a hea4voman,
they sad | had atdent for it. | didn’t want to, it was too close to ... never mind. Have you heard of the
Biserica hed-women, Dina?’

Dindfar sat on the front edge of a chair, wondering if she was expected to answer; if she kept very
dill the meie might talk hersdlf to deep. She looked up, met the drowsy orange-gold gaze. “No, mee.
But we didn’'t get much outsde newsin the village”

The me€'s eydids dropped agan; her short dim fingers played idly with the grey-green bud. “South
of the mijloc there' s an idand chain; barren rocks most of them, but the largest has a soring and lots and
lots of little scraggly bushes” Dinafar could barely make out the words they were so blared and dow.
She amiled to hersdlf, suppressed the amile when she saw the meie looking &t her.

“Think you're smart, don’t you. Won't work, my girl.” The mee yawned, then fumbled the bud into
her mouth. She chewed a moment, swallowed, shut her eyes. “Every soring those bushes produce these



tadty little buds.” Her mouth twisted into a wry hdf-amile. “Addictive and dangerous. But ....” She
sraightened, her eyes brightening, color returning to, her pae face. “But, my tricky young friend, for the
next five hours, I'll have my srength back.” She stood. “Let’s go. Get yoursdf an amful and follow me”

The Child: 7

Seven days passed, dow and painful days for Serroi. She sat in the center of her bed daring at the
wadls until she could stand looking a them no longer, went out of her cdl into the court, wandered
amlesdy, about, touching the bars of the empty cages, daring into the sky, going round and round,
looking for something, she didn’t know what, empty and aching. She touched the door to the court,
stroked her fingers over the cold metd surface. She wanted .. she wanted ... she wanted the magic
mirror and her book scrolls. She wanted to St with the Noris and fed his hands caressing her hair.
Y eé—if he touched her, she would knock his hand away and run from him, she knew that. She wanted
things to be the way they were—and they could never again be the way they were.

The hands came back on the morning after the battle, bringing hot food to her cel. She fdt no
hunger, sat daring at the seaming food. After a while she forced the fird mouthful down. Hunger
returned; she ate everything they brought.

Except for bringing her food, they left her done those seven days. On the eighth day, they came
back, hustled her to the cdll, cleaned her hair—not with the bucket, cold water, harsh soap, but with a
scented cream they worked into her har then rubbed gently out with soft white towes, working with
infinite patience until her hair was fdling about her shoulders, bright and clean, cailing into masses of
fleecy curls with red sparks in the brown. They brushed her hair until it gleamed and coiled in soft curls
about her scowling face. She let them work because there was no way to stop them, though she sat
daing at the floor unhgppy and angry. There was only one reason they would bother so with her. “I
won't go to him,” she whispered. “I won't.” Tearsin her eyes, she tried to pull away from the hands, but
they wouldn't let her go.

When the hands were gone, she ran out into the court. She would have bathed in mud but the battle
fire had burned the courtyard clean. Ydling in anger, she ran about the court, found handfuls of ash
where straw had been laid down in the cages. She rubbed the ash into her shining hair, feding a flare of
triumph, aflare that quickly faded into her former restless unhappiness.

On the ninth day her boots were gone when she woke. In their place were dainty slk dippers. She
caught them up and threw them across the room. They bounced unharmed from the wal and fdl to the
floor with soft plops. She banged the door open, kicked the dippers out into the court, ran out af-ter
them and stood glaring up & the tower. “1 won't,” she screamed. After trying to pull a dipper apart with
her hands, she hung it on the door’s latch. Hanging onto the dipper, she lifted her feet and swung about
until the Slk ripped. She fdl, bruisng hersdf, fdl again until the shoes were tattered frag-ments. She
gathered them up and threw them into the center of the court. “1 won't,” she shouted. Later, the hands
came, collected the fragments and cleaned her hair again.

On the tenth day her dothing was gone, even though she' d bundled trousers, tunic and belt under her
and dept on them. On the hook where she usudly hung her dothing was a white robe made of a soft
dingng wool finer than anything she'd seen before. She crawled out of bed, touched it, hated it,
re-luctantly loved it. A cold emptiness ingde her, she used the latichhook to shred the soft fabric. When
she was finished she sat naked and defiant on the bed, her hands closed into figts on her skinny thighs. “I
won't go to him. | don’t want to go to him. | don’t. Maiden help me, | don't.”

The hands came, took the tatters away, brought food; then began working on her body. They rubbed
creams into the rough spot’s and bruises, washed her, cleaned her, polished her as they would a badly
used piece of fine furniture. They brushed her har, brought another robe, more dippers from her fedt,
forced her to et hersdf be dressed. As soon as they were gone, she tore the dothing off, carried it into
the center of the court, brought handfuls of ash and turned the water on full force. She rubbed the ash
into the wet soft materia and Ieft the sopping mess by the tap and went back to st naked and filthy on
her bed.



On the deventh day the hands washed her and creamed her skin, dressed her again. When she tried
to rip off the robe, they dapped her hands away, hdd her wrists when she struggled. All morning she sat
in the middle of her neatly made bed, glowering a nothing. When the hands brought her midday med,
she managed to upset the cha pot over hersdlf. The hot liquid scalded her but she ignored the pain.

There was a pause in the activity of the hands as if they sghed impatiently. Then they cleared up the
debris, brushed her rather roughly and left. She kicked off the dainty dippers so violetly that they
bounced off the wall. Ignoring the ding of the soggy robe, she ran out into the court, made a face a the
keep, then climbed up the cages, smung over the protrud-ing roof, scrambling franticaly for a moment on
the splintery shingles, then sat in the middle of the gentle dope to catch her breath. The Nor-battle had
damaged the shingles and the supporting beams o the roof creaked under her dight weight whenever she
moved.

She looked at the scattered pieces of dead wood she' d hauled up here dmogt a year ago. When the
roof shifted dightly with a shift of her weight, she redized she could not build her pyramids again. She
frowned over her shoulder at the wall, the brown-black stone glisening in the sunlight, shivered, turned to
dlae a the tower. If | give in even a little, he'll swallow me. | won't let him . won't ... She tugged
her robe over her knees. Something to hook over the wall ... rope? Wall cap is too smooth? What?

Underneeth her attempts to think out an escape, the re-frain went on and on. | can't. | can't. | dare
not. | can't. Like a blood-drum the beat went on. | can't. | can't.

A rope .. , something to catch ... that bit of branch. She crawled about the pile of debris. A
branch like a fish-hook as big as she was shoved up againg the wall; she tugged at it, trying to break it.
To her stisfaction she found the sea-soned wood amost as tough as the stone in the walls. She glanced
back at the tower. “I'll beat you yet, Ser Noris. You wait.”

For three days &fter that, the hands didn’'t come; Serroi wondered if she was being I€ft to starve or
amply being pun-ished. She didn't dlow hersdf to think about him—just concentrated on her
preparations for escape .. She tore sheets into drips and braided them into a rope, working new gripsin
until she had twenty feet of line When she tied off the end, she pulled and twisted the rope, testing the
length for weak spots. As soon as she was satisfied with it, she coiled it over her shoulder and stepped
out into the court, rubbing a aching eyes. The shadow was deep in the courtyard, the sun floating just
above the western wall. She drank from the tap, stretched and groaned, then walked to the cages.

Once on the roof she dragged the branch aong the cresking shingles to the corner where the roof
seemed to be in the best condition. She knotted the rope about her waist then to the long section of the
branch. Bracing hersdlf, feet wide apart, she swung the limb back and forth then heaved it as high as she
could.

The branch bumped againg the stone then fdl back, a-most knocking her from the roof. She
dropped carefully to her knees, her heart bumping painfully. Three days without food had weakened her
more than she'd redized. Head swim-ming, trembling dl over, she tried again, a desperate expend-iture
of dl the effort she could gather. Thistime the branch went over the wall, though with less than an inch to
spare. She heard the dull dlunk of—the wood as it banged againg the outsde of the wall, fdt the tug of
the cord at her waist, saw the taut white line running from her middle to the wal and over. She tried to
fed triumphant but ingde there was only grief. Hands shaking, she began pulling a the ling, hauling her
improvised grapnel back up. It has to catch, hasto ...

The end came up over the wall, hesitated, then flattened out as the side branch that formed the hook
caught and held.

She edged up to the wall and tugged at the rope. It held. She threw her weight on it. It held. After
she untied the end from her waist, she reached up as high as she could and be-gan dimbing. About two
feet off the shingle's she fdt a sck-ening lurch and stopped dimbing. When she looked up, she saw that
the branch had dipped allittle. She hung a moment, teeth clamped on her lower lip, then she snorted in a
deep breath and pulled hersdf higher. The branch held. She drew her feet up, reached again.

The branch came flying away from the wall, dropping—her heavily onto the roof. The shingles
cracked under the sudden weight and she went through to her hips. Sowly, panfully, she pulled hersdf
from the hole, splinters forced into her flesh by her efforts. She lay out flat, close to the edge. Below, on



the flags she could see the broken branch and the white coils of braided rope. She couldn't cry; she was
too exhaust-ed, hungry and discouraged to cry. She started at the stone paving twenty feet below,
wondering dimly if she should Sm-ply let hersdf fdl, but even at the depths she didn't serioudy consider
this, it would be the admission of defeat more pro-found than she was willing to admit. As long as the
Noris lived, she'd fight him. She had to.

As the sky darkened, she sat up. She ripped off the stained robe, got recklesdy to her feet, not
caring much what hap-pened, bdled the robe into a damp compact bundle and threw it a the top of the
wadl with dl the srength in her smdl arms. Caught by a riang thermd it saled over the top and
disappeared. She stood with her hands on her hips and laughed until the breath caught in her throat, then
she swung over the edge of the roof, kicked about until her legs wrapped around a cage bar. She
climbed down and wandered about the court, drank &t the tap, the cold water meking her empty bely
ache, splashed water over her face and body, mounted the stairs and beat on the door, took a lagt kick
udng the hed of her foot to make the door boom. Findly she went to lie down in the dowly evaporating
pool of water by the tap, Saring at the night sky with its dusting of stars and gtring of many-sized moons,
willing a bird to fly past, any-thing dive. Anything at al to break her solitude.

On the fifteenth day, the hands came, back. They fed her, washed her, dressed her, manicured hands
and feet, brushed her hair to ahigh gloss, then stayed near her, watching—if invisble hands could be said
to watch—to make sure that this time she found no way to spail their work.

About midmorning they took hold of her arm’s and urged her out of the cdll. She resisted, refusing to
walk, lifting her feet from the ground, struggling againgt the grip on her arms, flinging her body about. “I
won't go to him,” she screamed.

They lifted her clear of the floor and carried her through the door and across the court. The dab of
bronze in the tower wall opened smoothly ahead of them and they carried her insde, dl the way into the
great bright room she' d seen on her firg day in the tower. A table had been placed againgt one wall with
severd chair’s tucked under it. The hands pulled out a chair and dumped her in it, forcing her back when
she tried to scramble out. She kept them busy trying to restrain her until the Noris entered the room.

He came quietly around the table and stood beside her. “Be quiet, Serroi.”

Frightened and confused by the mudc of his voice, something she'd forced hersdf to forget, she
dung to her deter-mination to resst without let-up. Tearsin her eyes, she spat up &t his face.

He jerked his head back then sretched out a hand. One of the invisble servants floated a
handkerchief to him. He wiped his face and dropped the kerchief to the floor. The servant picked it up
and whisked it out of Sght. The Noris caught her face in one long-fingered hand, forang her to meet his
eyes. Black and shiny, they grew and grew until she could see nothing else. Her arms fdl limp into her
lap. Her legs hung down without moving. She dumped in the chair, passive as a rag doll. He turned a
char around and sat facing her, frown-ing alittle.

She stared hate at him and nearly wept when he looked troubled. “I don’'t understand you,” he said.
“Why do you keep fighting me, Serroi?” He rose with the controlled grace that pleased her without her
willing it. “I thought we shared a common god. It's not logicd, the way you're acting. You can’t hope to
win.” His face went hard. He glared at her, but at that same moment his hand reached out and pulled
gently a one of her curls.

Shetried to dide away but her body was taken from her control. She was helpless. Tears gathered in
her eyes. “No,” she breathed. “I won't givein. Never. Not ever.” She sat, glowering a him.

The Noris stood over her, ablack column againg the pearly light. Five pae fingers-swam in front of
her blurring eyes. His voice came from a vagt distance, whispered music. “Y our hand, child.”

For amoment the words echoed in her head making no sense to her; when they did, she refused to
move, then cried out with frustration as her hand moved on its own, reaching up to meet his. He knew,
her too wdl, had learned too much from her—and she was fighting her own needs as furioudy as she
fought him. His hand closed over hers. She wanted that touch so much and feared it so deeply that her
somach con-vulsed, flooding her mouth with sour yellow fluid which burst from her lips and spilled onto
her robe.

The Noris jerked away with an exclamation of disgust. He stepped back and stood brooding down



a her while the hands brought fresh dothing and cleaned her up. When he took her hand again, he spoke
aWORD that crackled through the pearly light and shivered it into darkness. Abruptly they hung side by
bide in a blue-green glow.

Water. They were deep under the surface. She panicked, but her body was clamped in place. After
amoment she camed as she found hersdf bresthing without pain, floaing like a fish in the water. The
Noris's hand left hers and she was drifting about as his WORD shook the water about her. She dived
and flew through the water like a strange fish, the

Noris forgotten behind her. She curved her body and swooped in a grand spird, slent laughter
bubbling out of her, filling the blue water with Slver bubbles that tickled her when she swam through
them. A long blue-grey fish with a white belly swam out of the blue and arched with her in her joyous
flight. The large dark eyes stting forward in its head were warm and friendly. As it svam under her, she
caught hold of the finin the middle of its back and rode adtride as the fish danced with her, taking her
down and down, then up to the surface, burding through the barrier film for a golden mo-ment that
piercing agony in her lungs, then they were back again in cool blueness.

The summons came, twiding through the water, pulling them back and back to something she'd
forgotten but remem-bered as terror. A dark figure drew them, fishes on a Sngle hook. She tried to
uncramp her fingers from the fin and kick the fish away from her. She couldn’t. She was bait to trap this
fish. Bait. She saw and remembered the Noris then, and knew she was bait tossed in the water to catch
this particular fish. She lay dong its strong muscular back, fdt the knobs of the spine moving under her,
whispered soundlesdy, I’'m sorry, sorry, sorry.

Thefish hung in the water in front of the Noris, its body moving dowly as it adjusted automaticdly to
the dight tug of a duggish current. Semi tried to move, but could not, lay stretched out dong the fish,
gruggling to lift her head, keep-ing it turned so that the eye-spot did not touch the fish any-where. The
Noris drifted closer. His hands curved with terrible gentleness about her head and eased it down until her
face was flat agang the dippery skin, her eye-spot pressed to the fid's spine. The Noris's hand
continued to rest gently on her head as he used her to reach into things he would have no access to
otherwisg, into the life-affirming forces. The cool water that bathed her and sustained her began to sink
and thicken as she tried to fight him away. Things came swvim-ming around, drding around her as she lay
on the fidh's dowly rotting body, beautiful tranducent things that thick-ened and rotted with the water,
that came dowly to the Noris and submitted to him. When he touched them, they black-ened, were
whole again, but whole in another way, solid black, shiny, filled with a terrible’ energy and daved to the
Noris. The water grew differ, blacker until everything was dull black ....

When Serroi woke, she wasin her old room, lying in adainty bed, a new bed. There was a Sankoy
rug like a woven sunrise on the floor. Chairs, familiar bookscrolls, a line of robes pegged on the wall,
paper and pens on afamiliar table, an aabaster lamp. The magic mirror. She lay in Slken sheets, wore a
brief slken shift, Dazed for a moment, she lay blink-ing at the splendor, then memory came rushing back
and she scrambled out of the bed. With a scream of rage, she pulled the lamp off the table and dammed
it to the floor, laughing wildy & the resounding crash and the skitter of aabaster fragments over the
brilliant rug. Hoarse with anger, she tugged hangings down, tracked bloody footprints into the priceess
rug, stripped sheets and quilts off the bed, more blood on the rug as she ran heedlesdy over the
aabagter frag-ments. When everything she could lift or fug down was piled in a tattered heap on the rug,
ghe ran to the window.

The tower fdl away beneath her, draight down to the sea far below as the diff continued the line of
the wdl. For a long time she watched the water curling around the rocks, the white-tipped waves a
panful reminder of what had happened. Findly she went back to the mess on the floor, rolled up the rug,
duffed the awkward bundle through the window. She leaned out and watched it turn over in the ar,
spewing frag-ments of glass and fabric, splatting findly in the surf to bob up and down or paste itsdf in
sections againg the jagged rocks. After a moment more she turned away, padded to the bed, leaving
more bloody footprints on the naked floor. She crawled up onto the mattress and sat with her legs
crossed, glowering at the door, waiting for the hands to come.



The Woman: VIlII

The double line of smdl fires went north and south as far as Serroi could see. “I didn't quite expect
this” she said qui-etly. She tugged at the strap of the boy’s cap as the bright dots blurred then steadied.
The Tarr was beginning to wear off. She straightened her back and looked around.

“What are those fires?” Dinafar sounded awed ..

“Rlgrim campfire s. Along the Highroad. On their way to Ores, waking, | imagine”

Clouds were gethering overhead. Thefirg hdlf of the Gather was up over the horizon and ill free of
cloudcover, touching the hillsdes with dlver light. The moon-knot was pulling tighter. For a moment
Serroi was tempted to renew her dingy with another Tarr button and keep riding. There was certainly
enough light. No time, no time, she thought. She looked to the North. A day and a half riding, longer
if I walk. And there’s Dinafar to deal with. She looked at the girl beside her. “Dina”

“Yes, mae?

“The Highroad goes south amost the whole way to the Biserica vdley. You could be there in hdf a
passage, twenty days of steady riding. There and safe” She waited for ques-tions, but Dinafar was slent,
watching her. “The other way, that goes to Oras. You've seen the danger I'm in. Go south, little one.
Knock at the Biserica gates, they'll take you in. You don’t need me anymore—if you ever did.”

“I'm gaing with you.” In the moonlight Serroi could see Dinafar’s face take on its sullen, stubborn
scowl. “If you won't take me with you,” she went on, “I’ll follow you.”

Serroi shivered. “We' d better camp.” She scanned the hill-sde below. There was a smdl grove of
brdlim about a quar-ter of amile ahead. “There,” she said, pointing.

They tied one groundsheet on a dant againgt the wind and spread out their blankets on the other after
Serroi weighted it down with a few rocks, some of the many dredged up by the brdlim’s mobile roots.
As Dingfar gathered wood for the fire, Serrol unsaddled the macain and turned them loose to graze.

They worked in silence, putting aside the quarrd that lay be-tween them until they’d eaten.

The fire had burned down to cods. Serroi shook the cha pot, poured the lagt of the liquid into her
cup. Then she crossed to her blankets and settled down under the dant of the groundsheet. She sipped a
the cha and looked down at Dinafar lying beside her.

“Hve days ago .... Maiden bless, only five days ... five days ago my shidldmate and | were part of
the Doamna's guard in Oras.” She rubbed a her eyes and drank some cha “The Doamna, Domnor
Hern's head wife, Floarin, aroyd bitch. Tayyan ... Tayyan was a mountain lord’s niece. A Stenda. Her
father taught her a boy’s kills and a love for racing macain.” She smiled. “A racing macai would make
our pair look pale. She loved those savage, near intractable beasts with a passon no one could beat out
of her and sneaked away to races whenever she could, even after our training was done and we were
sent out on ward.”

Dinafar wriggled around until she was lying on her back, her legs, drawvn up, her hands laced behind
her head. “1 don't see ...” she began, then pressed her lips together, blushing because she dared to
interrupt.

Sami lifted a hand. “T know. | ramble. It'sthe drug, | think. | hope. Never mind, I'll get on with the
gory. Five days ago, just about this time ....” She flicked her fingers at the fragments of sky vishle
through the leaves. “When we were going off duty, Tayyan pulled me aside. She'd heard about a macan
race, anillegd one, hed outsde the city wals. The Sons of the Hame had managed to shut down dl the
races a the arena, cdled them incitement to sn. For some reason, | didn't know what a the time,
Morescad had ordered dl the maen warding a the Plaz confined to their quarters for the night. Tayyan
wanted me to go with her, said Morescad was a Hiff idiot with bone for a brain and no rea-son to order
the meien curfewed except he didn’t like us. She said she didn't see any reason to obey him. She'd met
one of her father’s old riding mates. A distant relaive. And he'd told her of the race. As| said, she loved
the racing macain and she hadn’t seen a good race for along time. She was deter-mined to go. | let her
persuade me. We went out of the Plaz through the Doamna's private garden and over the wdl into the



gables on the far sde.” Serroi Sghed and turned away, watching red run across black on the dying coals.
“At least

She had that. 1t was a good time. We came back into the city drunk with much wine and more
excitement.”

They clattered over the cobbles, Tayyan excited and count-ing her winnings, Serroi quiet and
increesingly disturbed. Her eye-spot throbbed unessily and she had a sense of impending disaster.

“Here” Tayyan caught Serroi’s hand. “This is yours.” She dropped coins into the smdl padm and
closed short fingers over them. “1 put down a couple of decsets for you.”

Serroi shook her head. “You know | don’t play those games.”

“You'll spoil no sport tonight, little worrier.” Tayyan lifted her hands to the gathering clouds, yawned
and groaned with the pleasure of dretching diff muscles.

Serrol walked severd minutes in Slence, then she Sghed and put the coins in her money sack.
“Thanks” she said.

They continued in sllence until they came to the bulk of stone that was the Domnor’s Plaz. The Plaz
dable backed againg the outer wall, close to a amdl, seldom-used door. Serroi and Tayyan stopped
across the street. While Tayyan waited, Serroi probed for guards. “Nothing,” she whispered. “Come
on.”

They dimbed the pole gate, both of them having some dif-ficulty with balance, Serroi grimly
concentrating, Tayyan full of giggles and nonsense until they both nearly tumbled in the thick macai muck
inthe corrd. They dogged through the muck, weaving ungeedily around the degping macain, then dtarted
fumbling through the dusty vines tumbling down the wadl. “Hey, wher€'s the rope?’ Tayyan's hoarse
whisper sounded loud even over the increasing wind. “Maiden’s breasts, windrunner, what the hell’d you
do with the rope?’

“Shh,” Serroi hissed. “Wake the maca. Wake o' Morescad.” She jerked at the vines, sneezing as
the leaves dropped dust and pollen around her. “Mugt be here. Who' d wade through that dop but a pair
of idiots like us?’

Tayyan looked briefly offended, then she giggled and lifted a filthy boot. “Wash it off in Floarin's
pool., Wonder whet the royd cow’ll think when she gets awnhiff of its new perfume.”

“Unh.” Serroi shook the rope free of the vines. “You fird or me?’ Taking Tayyan's snort for an
answer, she started dimbing, making hard work of it as the wine fumes wheded in her head.

They got up the rope with whispered curses and dipping boots then did down into the garden. Serroi
started to shake loose the grapnd and pull the rope in. Tayyan tried to drag her away, but she jerked
loose, sumbling back into a pleshtree, bringing overripe fruit down around her. While Tayyan watched,
swaying and grinning, Serroi scraped a dol-lop of plesh off her front. “My rope, it's my damn rope, you
grinning beanpole,” she hissed. “Be damned if | leave it hang-ing there.”

“Scrap.” Grinning dill, Tayyan forgot her impatience, stalked regdly over to the shdlow bathing pool
and splashed into it, doshing about while Serroi reded in the rope and tied it back on her weaponbelt.
Serroi—watched the lanky form dancing about, kicking up noisy gouts of water, then she ran ungteadily
to join her shidddmate, gloom forgotten for the mo-ment. They splashed about in the pool, dutching at
each other, giggling at the thought of the dignified Floarin's rage if she ever discovered whet they’d done.

When the clouds began to obscure the moons Searroi shivered and climbed back onto the grass.
Tayyan was quiet-er dso, the wine beginning to wear off. The two meie looked a each other, Sghed,
climbed out of-the pool, and waked slently toward the guarddoor. Abruptly Serroi clutched at Tayyan's
am, hdting her. “Someone coming,” she hissed. “I fed ... ,” Her eye-spot was throbbing crazily and the
gink of danger was thick in her nogtrils. “Bad,” she murmured. Tay-yan grew quiet and dert, the years of
training dicking on. The meien faded into the dense shadow of the shrubbery, watching as two dark
figures came through the smdl door in the outer wal and strode across the patch of grass toward the
Paz.

Serroi touched the hilt of Tayyan's sword. Tayyan shook her head. They were in no postion to

chdlenge anyone.



The two men stood a moment in front of a section of wall then seemed to mdt into the stone. The
maen waited a dozen heartbesats then raced across the grass to that portion of the wal where the men
hed stood. Serroi touched her eye-spot, raised her brow’'s. Tayyan nodded, a sharp, assenting jerk of
her head. “Catch them indde,” she breathed, then she giggled softly. “ Hanky-panky in the harem.”

“Hush.” Serroi fdt dong the wal until her eye-spot throbbed. She pressed hard and fdt a dice of
gone tilt under her fingers. Behind it there was a hollow with a T-bar pro-truding from the back. She
twisted the end of the T.

With a whispery scrape, a section of the wal swung inward. Tayyan pushed past Serroi as she
hesitated, unable to summon any of her shildmat€e's glee to lighten the forebod-ing that was a cold hard
knot in her somach. Shaking her head, she followed Tayyan into the darkness.

For an eternity they twisted through the dusty passage lit at long intervals by guttering candles, their
flamesflickering in a sourceless draft. Serroi concentrated on moving soundlesdy, cold with fear and with
the certainty of disaster ahead; she had no thought of arguing Tayyan out of this she knew too wel her
shiddmat€' s stubbornness when her curios-ity was aroused.

In spite of her caution she dmost bumped into Tayyan as she turned a sharp corner. Her shiddmate
crouched by a break in the wall, peering through peepholes in a heavy door. She tapped Tayyan on the
shoulder, braced hersdf on one hand and pushed her head againg Tayyan's and peered through one of
the holes.

Four people ingde. She saw three of them as fluttering shadows, her eyes fixing on one. A Nor. She
pulled away—and leaned her forehead againg the cold stone, colder than the stone. A Nor. She pressed
her hand to her mouth, swallowed, tried to steady her breathing. She looked at Tayyan; her shiddmate's
body was ataut arc, she was bregthing quickly through her mouth. Serroi closed her eyes a moment,
then forced hersdf to look again.

The room was square and smdl, wals covered by heavy tapestries woven into erotic scenes that
brought a blush to her face. Her eyes dipped hedily over the Nor, then came back to-him. Even as she
shivered with fear she knew he was one of the lesser Nor, a street Norid or a fifth-rank Norit. Thet
didn’'t maiter, he dill dominated the room, making the others look like paper cutouts. He was a thin man
with red-brown skin and 4iff black hair, his narrow body clad in a seamless black robe that hung from
his bony shoulders and reached his ankles without touching flesh. Her somach churned and she shook
until she couldn’t trust hersdf so she turned from him and examined the others in the room.

Lybor. Domnor Hern's second wife. A tdl Stenda woman, richly blonde with the pae peta skin of
the highborn and the soul of an adder, as Serroi know only too well, having suf-fered her tongue for the
length of her ward. Lybor had a gift for finding her weakest spot and twiding a knife in it. She sat in the
throne chair at the foot of a curtained bed, Her shadow and confidant, Ficior the poisonous, stood beside
her, her degpset blue eyes dull and unreadable, her twisted wrinkled face uglier than ever. She was
wearing a different robe, a black tube much like the Nor’s robe, aslver flanein a cirde gppliquéd on the
front, riding a dant as her high pot bdly pushed againg the black cloth. A Follower of the Flame,
Maiden bless, | didn’t know.

Morescad stood on Lybor's other sde. Morescad the Gen-erd. Serroi caught her breath,
understanding now the reason for the curfew; he wouldn’t want meien or anyone ese wan-dering around
loose. Advisor to the Domnor. Lord generd of the Army. Head of the Domnor's Plaz. Head of the
Noses, the men who threaded the land sniffing out trouble. Serroi wrinkled her nose. There was a sensud
arrogance that oozed out of his voice, eyes, stlance, whenever he spoke to her or any of the other meien
technicdly in his charge. Something about her seemed to fascinate him. More than once he'd stroked his
fingers over her forehead like a man casudly caressing a pet animd.

Lybor touched her upper lip with the back of her forefin-ger, then ran the finger dong the curve of
her eyebrow. “You came to us offering your services, Ser Nor. This frall one wonders why.” Without
waiting for the Norid's answer, she lowered her blue eyes, then raised them suddenly to his. She amiled.
Smdl hollows flirted in her checks. “Welcome, Ser Nor.” Her voice was dark musc. Sarroi fdt hersdf
respond-ing to its caress in spite of what she knew; she could see the Norid softening, dthough he
controlled himsdf immediately. Lybor smiled again and held out her hand. Y ou honor |1A”



The Norid touched her fingers briefly. Bowing his head, he said, “Doamna, one who has services to
sl seeks the highes market that suits his wares” He draightened. “You are dis-pleased with the
Domnor.”

Lybor turned to Picior and stared into the dull blue eyes for along moment, nodded and swung back
to face the Norid. “Hern’'safool.” She drew the tips of her fingers dowly dong the smooth stone of the
char arm. “A fat little fool who lets scum wak over him. He laughs a me when | try to demand respect
from the mud working in the woman's quarters. He doesn’t care about anything but his food and some
new little bitch he's hot for.” She amiled at the Norid. “You know what we want, Ser Nor; you knew
before you came to us, I'm sure of that. Strings to pull to make Heron look like a man. Strings to make
him do what we want.”

Agan she touched her upper lip, let her finger dide dong the lovey line of her jaw. “For the good of
the mijloc, Ser Nor.”

Morescad gtirred beside her. “For the good of the mijloc,” he repeated, contempt in his dark eyes.
He smiled and dropped his hand on Lybor’ s shoulder.

The Norid's ditted eyes moved from the woman to the big man. “Your rationdizations are your
business, Domani.” He rubbed his thumb across hisfingers. “Mineis the gold you pay for my services”

Serroi fdt bile rigng in her throat. The fools, the stupid damn fools, don't they realize what
they're getting into? She pulled away, pressed her hands againg her eyes, then touched Tayyan on the
cheek; when her shiddmate looked around, she jerked her thumb aong the passage. Tayyan shook her
head impatiently and put her eye back to the hole. Serroi hes-itated then looked for hersdf.

The Norid dropped his hands. “What you ask can be done. But not until the Moongather. The
Demon Road is widest then. See that the Domnor isadone in his bedroom on the night of the Gather. Be
aure the guards outside his door are ones you can trust to keep themsdves and any snoopers out of the
room, no maiter what they hear within. The businesswill take several hours. Your part is to arrange this,
Mineisto prepare mysdf to cal the demon forth. | will have haf my fee now, the rest when the work is
done.”

Lybor turned to Ficior. A slent communion passed be-tween them then Picior went out. Lybor
turned to the Norid. “You will haveit, Ser Nor. Firgt, though, some wine to sed our bargain.”

Ficior came back with a tray and three glasses. A crusty, cobwebbed bottle rested between them.
The old woman filled the glasses and offered them to each.

Morescad grinned and lifted his glass. “To the Domnor, dancing to the stringswell be pulling.”

Tayyan hissed with rage, forgetting where she was Her scabbard scraped againg the stone as she
cameto her feet.

Morescad heard both smdl sounds. He legped for the pas-sage, his sword snatched out and
questing.

Shaking with fear and sick to her somach, with a strength that came out of nowhere, Serroi dragged
Tayyan away, breaking through the Stenda blindrage, persuading her to run.

Run—through the rat hole in the walls—run—feet pounding in pursuit—run—Ilegp up the tree, fdl
over the wall, breaking, the fal with handfuls of vine—splatting into the maca muck—guards pounding
after them—another coming after them—shouts behind—darkness and fear behind—clat-ter through the
streets, running blindly toward the dty wal—run and run and run—Tayyan stting in a pool of blood,
dutching a aleg trandfixed by a crossbow quarrd—crouch on the roof—shiver with fear—the Norid
comes—run—scramble franticdly over dippery roofs with sormwinds sneiching a her, accusng eyes
pursuing her—the Norid be-hind her—after her.

“So | abandoned her, broke my shiddmeate oath and Ieft her to die. | got over the wall, Sole a boat.
You know the rest, Dina. Know how the land itsdf seems to be searching for me. Plaz guards and
Teyn's Berseyd. Traxim and Maiden knows who ese siiffing for me. The Nearga-Nor and the Sons of
the Hame moving againg me and anyone who might dare hep me. And | have to go back.” She rubbed
wearily a her forehead.

Dinafar closed her fingers around Serroi’s ankle. “No. You heard what the Tercd said. You can't



think she' s dill dive”

“No.” Serroi jumped to her feet, emptied the lagt of the water over the cods and kicked dirt over
them. She came back and pulled her boots off, then stretched out on the blan-kets. Overhead the
lightning was beginning to flicker. The wind sang over and around the danted groundsheet, bowing it in
like a sall. The firg raindrops splatted down around them. “I don’t know,” she said dowly. “He could
have lied to frighten me or punish me for what | did to him. I’ ve got to know, Dina. And that’s not dl, not
the mogt important thing, 1 have to warn the Domnor.” She dropped her head on crossed forearms;
Dingfar's large hands patted her shoulder dumgly. She turned her head and met the girl’s anxious
green-brown eyes.

“You'll just get killed,” Dinafar whispered.

Serroi turned onto her back and lay staring up at the wind-whipped leaves. “If that were dl.” She
caught the girl’s hand and mugged it againg her cheek. “Fifteen years ago | escaped one Nor. Though
escaped igT't exactly the right word; he left me to die, but | refused to oblige him. | lived, but I’'m ill not
free of him.” She chuckled drowslly. “Never mind, I'm taking modly to scare away nightmares. Those
fools haven't the least ideawho'll be pulling those gtrings they boasted about. Not them, that's sure. The
Nearga-Nor will make fools of them through that Norid. HEll be running the

Mijloc, though why he want’ s that, why they want that, | don’t know. They don’t understand feding,
life, like color to the blind. They put people in boxes and are surprised when they don't fit, lumpy
fedings, lumpy people, don't fit in boxes. They've got Sankoy, must have Sankoy, the Berseyd only
work on the Teyn's command. After the Mijloc now. And the Biserica” She drifted into sllence, ligening
to the sounds of the bresking storm.

“Shouldn’t you let the Biserica know what's hgppening?’ Dinafar’s soft voice arrested her dow drop
into deep. “Let’s both go south in the morning.”

Serroi blinked, rubbed her hands over her face. “Too long, twenty days to the Biserica, hard riding.”
She yawned. “Besides, there' s dill Hern.”

Thegirl sat very 4ill, her torso a dark slhouette edged with light from the flashing in the sky. The ran
was coming down more steedily, drumming on the hard earth, on the taut skin of the groundsheet. “To
livewith mysdf, Dina, | have to go back.” She yawned again, circled her fingers around the girl’s wridt.
“You don't have to come. Better go south, the traxim saw you with me but you should be safe enough
aone You can tdl Yad-mri what | told you. Yad-mri, our Prieti-meen. You'll like her. Be a favor to
me. I'll fed better with her knowingin case | fal.”

“Youwon't fal.” The girl’s voice was very soft but totaly certain. “You can't so you won't. And you
needn’t expect me to leave you. What would | do if one of those ginking birds came a me? You're
dressed like a boy. They'll be looking for one person or for two femdes, not a brother and a Sster—if
you can fix your skin.”

“l haven't got the energy to argue, girl.” Serroi chuckled as she wrapped hersdf in her blankets. “Go
to deep. WE Il be waking tomorrow, turn the macain loose, they’ll have to for-age for themsdves. |
think you're a fool, but I'll be glad of your company.” With a last yawn, she closed her eyes and was
soon adeep.

TheChild: 8

The year passed 8lowly. Through Serroi the Noris touched the vegetative world, the animd world,
the wild red life of the predators, the cold, dy life of reptiles, the hurry-scurry of rodents and the
touchHflight, placid, jittery life of the prey an-imas. He touched these, corrupted them, endaved them,
then withdrew from them to press on with his quest to extend his power over the whole of
existence—She fought him at every step and lost every time.

A drange thing was happening. Although he was unaware of it, he was changing himsdf, becoming
more accessible to her—as if the life he touched struck back through his shidds and brought the dead
parts of his body-mind back toward the living. Serroi was changing dso. She grew stronger with each
contact she had with the life forces he was seeking to understand and control. The moments when he



forced her to be his gate fed the stubborn core of her being. As the year passed, she began to see a
distant posshility that she could someday break free and strike back a him.

At the end of the year, when winter yielded to spring, he took her far south, into the coast mountains
turning the bot-tom of the Mijloc. He stood with her on a broad diff high over a green and lovey valey,
agarden place with a golden glow shimmering over it that radiated hedth and vigor. She knew as soon as
she saw it that she had to reach this place somehow; it called her with an urgency she couldn’t deny. And
she couldn’'t bear the thought of the Noris destroying that peace and that goodness. She glanced up a
him and was surprised to see his cdm face distorted by anger and desire.

She said nothing, but quietly turned her eyes back on the valey. There was something out there—she
probed at the valey with her eye-spot and fdt something Smilar to a force that had been ressing the
Noris for the past month, fighting his invasion, repairing the damage he was doing. He' d |eft her done the
past week, spending his time refining his accumu-lated knowledge; the tower had quivered under the
forces he invoked. Confident of his control over her, he let her wander outside the tower whenever she
wished. She went down to the shore and kicked through the surf, sat on one of the rocks and watched
the dead fish floating in. There was a tense fed to the ar. The world was gathering itsdf againg him. She
fdt stronger than ever as she bresthed in the rebdlion of the earth. Standing on the mountainsde above
the vdley, she fdt the same kind of strength reaching to her from the place be-low. This is the heart of
the resistance, she thought.

The Noris dropped a hand on her shoulder. She fdt him preparing to flow into her and set hersdf to
ress, the glow from behind entering her aso, fighting with her againgt his intrusion. She cried out as his
hand dapped hard across her face, dapped agan and agan, didracting her, but she ground her teeth
together and fought him off. He cuffed the Side of her head: she screamed with pain, screamed repegtedly
as blows kept coming, hard daps on her eye-spot, but refused to yidd. The valey fed her strength. She
was a rock. There was no place he could penetrate.

Shaking with fury and hurt, the Noris dug his fingers into her shoulder and carried her back to the
tower. He flung her on her bed and stood garing down a her as if he tried to un-derstand why she
would, betray him. He bent down, his hands gentle on her head, the hurt in his eyes tearing a her,
confusing her. For a long time he didn't move, then he straightened. “You have to be taught,” he
muttered. Stretching out a hand, fingers splayed into a pae star, he spoke a WORD. Without looking at
her, he ran from the room.

Sami blinked tears away, wondering what the Noris had done. She moved a hand, accidentdly
brushing it againgt her thigh. She gasped as pain seared through her. The pain got worse, burning dl over
her body. Her dothing became a tor-ment. She tore off the soft Slken robe that was like a nettle shirt.
Her body was bathed in swesat. Her legs trembled. She pushed off the bed. The soles of her feet burned.
She sat on the bed again and fdt fire searing her buttocks. She stood. The air pressed againgt her skin
and burned. Unable to stand or St without pain, her nerve ends sendtized so that the dightest pressure
was agony, she wept. She wept knowing that he'd done this to her out of the knowledge he'd gained
through her, wept while the tears rolled like drops of acid down her face. When she could stand no
longer, she sat on the edge of the bed until she could endure that no longer. She stood again. She
trembled, collapsed on her knees, screaming with the agony she could not escape. She sruggled back
onto her feet. Weeping with pain, she staggered to the door, forced her fingers closed over the
latchhook, intending to make her way to the Noris and beg him to remove his curse. Her fin-gers dipped
off the latch. Sweat rolled down her face. She tried again. The door was locked.

The torment went on and on. Outside her window the sky darkened. Stars sprinkled across the dark
blue rectangle. Her tongue swelled. She tried to drink, amost could not force water down in spite of her
thirst. The hands brought food. The fragrant scents flooded her mouth with sdliva but she couldn’t chew.
Even swdlowing was an agony.

The night passed dowly. She burned. Time crept dong so lethargicaly it ceased to have meaning.
She couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. Couldn’'t weep.

Thewindow paled, was streaked by red and gold. The gloom lightened in the room. Serroi crouched
inthe center of the Sankoy rug the hands had retrieved and cleaned and re-placed. Where flesh touched



flesh she burned, but she was too tired to stand.

The door opened and the Noris stepped quietly ingde. She looked up. “Please,” she moaned.

He spoke a WORD. As the fire died out of her skin, he lifted her, carried her to the bed, sat on the
edge of it and held her until her sheking stopped. After stroking gentle fin-gers over her har for a few
moments, he lad her down on the bed, straightened out her cramped limbs, looked gravely down &t her,
then left.

Serroi stretched and sat up, smoothed her hands down her body. Her skin fdt sticky with old sweat
but the burning was gone, blessedly the burning was gone. Eyes heavy with her need for deep, she
moved to the ewer and began sponging off her body, enjoying the smooth dide of the cool water over
her skin. She bent over the baan and poured water through her sweety hair, shivering with pleasure a the
coolness. By the time the hands came, she was dressed and ravenous.

After her breakfast, she dept. She woke an hour before noon, feding intensdy dive. When she
pulled on the latch-hook the door opened before her; she circled down the spi-raling stairs through tower
and stone to the beach, walked dong the surf, letting cold salt water coil about her feet. The brush-brush
of the water and the warmth of the sun made her drowsy. She curled up on the sand and went to deep.

Severd hours later she woke to find her lunch set on the sand beside her. She ate hungrily, then went
paddling with quiet contentment among the shalows, refusng to think about her punishment. As the
afternoon wore on, the shadow of the pan moved closer and closer until she could ignore it no longer.
She sat on the sand, her knee's drawn—up, her forearms resting ligntly on them, looking out across the
water, wondering what the Noris was going to do to her. She shuddered as she remembered yesterday’s
pain and knew she couldn’t endure that again, she' d do anything he wanted rather than endure that again.
When she closed her eyes, she . saw again the golden vdley, knew she couldn’t let the Noris corrupt it,
knew at the same time that she no longer had the strength to stop him. How the two pulls were going to
bal-ance, she couldn't tell. She opened her eyes, stared out across the endless fla blue of the sea,
wondering where the garden was with the great rambling structure that seemed to grow out of the
mountaingde and the life of dl kinds that seemed so lush and contented. I’'m going there. I'll get away
from here somehow. That's where | belong. She twisted her head up and back, examining the
black-brown stone of the diff that extended into the stone blocks of the tower. The contrast between the
lifein the valey, and the deadness in the stone made her somach cramp with desire to be there not here;
dmly she began to understand the Noris's desire to possess tha wonder, though by possessing it he
would end it.

Rubbing at her neck, she watched the creamy surf creep toward her toe's. There were a few idands
in 9ght, barren snags of rock. Beyond them she could see nothing but endless ralling sea. | don’t even
know where land is, she thought. Or where that valley is. As she fdt that intense desire for the valey,
her eye-spot throbbed, tugged her head around until she looked to the southeest. “The vdley? she
whispered. “Yes, yes” She jumped to her feet, danced around and around on the sand. “I can find you, |
can, | will, oh yes, | will.”

The Noris €t her done dl that day. She managed a good night's deep and spent the next day down
on the sands trying to work out away to cross the water, the blue barrier that mocked her efforts.

Dawn was red in her window when the Noris shook her out of degp on the next morning. He was
ganding over her, his face sad. He put his hand on her shoulder when she dtarted to St up, shook his
head when she started to speak.

After severa moments of slence he spoke a WORD and left her. The pain was back.

Morning again. She crawled to his feet, weeping and beg-ging. He took the pain away. Again he hdd
her while she shuddered and sobbed, again he left her, |eft her done for three days. Each night she
crawled back to her room, expect-ing more pain, but by the third day she began to hope her or-ded was
over. He'd never punished her so long or hard before. She began to wonder if she redly was betraying
him. She loved him in spite of everything and wanted badly to please him. The valey—she didn’t know
anything about it, perhaps it was a trap, only a trap. She shivered each time she thought of the pain,
shivered again when she remembered the sadness in the dark luminous eyes of her father, friend and



teacher.

He stood by her bed the next morning. She tried to tdl him that she surrendered, but he wouldn't
lisen. He was messuring her strength by his and wouldn't believe her. He spoke the WORD and |eft,
amaogt running, pursued by her screams.

Thistime the pain lasted two days. When he came back, she crawled to him, out of her mind with the
torment, no will left in her. He spoke the WORD and the pain was gone, but she lay without moving, ill
sobbing, dill pleading, not even aware that the fire was gone. When he lifted her and carried her to the
bed, she cringed away from him, lost in terror, un-able to think, unable to control her body. He blurred
and cleared, blurred again as she tried to see his face. There was a sadness there but she was unable to
relate to that. The ter-ror was etched into her blood and bones. He sat on the bed beside her and tried to
untangle her curls, not noticing how diffly she lay, not naticing her lack of response. “Serroi, my little
Serroi,” he murmured. “Don't fight me, litle one. Don't make me do this to you, my little gate, my
daughter.” His voice softened on the last word. “Daughter.” He stroked fin-gertips dong her cheek. “The
only daughter | can have in my condition. Be my shadow, Serroi, my other sdf. You told me once you
wanted to be a Noris. That's not possible, but you can learn more than most. We can be happy, Serroi.
To-gether we can control dl that exigs” He smoothed the curls off her forehead, but didn’'t see how she
trembled at his touch. Cadm and content with what he had done, he Ift her.

That evening he cdled her to the firesde and sat content-edly with her while she hdd hersdf iff,
shivering whenever he amiled a her or touched her. She hurt ingde from remem-bered pain and from
loss; tears gathered in her eyes and she blinked them back. She looked at the Noris's quiet beautiful face
and mourned because of the fear she couldn’t help, mourned joy gone without possihility of return.

The next day he came for her. She was stting in the middle of the bed, her legs crossed, her hands
limp on her knees, garing blindly a nothing. When she saw him, she gasped and edged away, her head
turning, searching blindly for a place to hide. There was no place to hide. The Noris smiled. “Come with
me, Serroi.”

For amoment she couldn’t move, then she placed her hand in hisand did off the bed. He spoke and
they were transport-ed to the mountaingde above the golden valey. She looked sadly down at it then
waited passvely for him to use her.

He turned her to face him and stood looking down into her eyes, one hand closed over her shoulder.
His eyes grew and grew, great soft black circles. She stood frozen, blank with terror, waiting to fed him
entering her—but her terror blocked him far more effectivdy than her earlier defiance. Though she was
helpless to deny him, unable to protest any longer, she was equdly ungble to surrender to him; the terror
was beyond her control. He raged and dapped her until she was sobbing. She tried to open for him, but
he thought she was defying him again.

He snapped them back to the tower and flung her on the bed.

She scrambled on her knees to him, pleading. “I tried, Ser Noris. | tried. I'm not fighting you, please,
plesse”

Hisfingers shaking with rage, he struck her hands away and set the pain on her again. Blinded by his
own limitations, he could not see the difference in her and made hisfind and worst mistake, rendering her
usdessto him. He left her in pain for three days, then took it away, let her wander as she pleased dong
the shore. Though he stayed away, she could fed his fury and his disgppointment around her wherever
she went. Miserable and uncertain, she sat on the sand and watched the water come in.

Asthe days passed, she relaxed tentatively; but dill had little appetite for the food the hands brought
her. She dept little and what deep she got was broken by nightmares. The Noris continued to leave her
to hersdlf, perhaps because he hoped that time would hed her asit had done before.

On the tenth day he came suddenly to her room and stood looking down & her as she lay frozen
under the covers. It was very early, the sun dill behind the horizon, sending up layers of red and gold. His
face was a pae blur in the hazy light. She couldn’t breathe, her vison blurred, her heart pounded in her
throat, drummed in her ears. She fdt him try-ing to enter her and struggled to batter back the terror but
could not. With abuzzing in her ears, she fainted.

When she recovered he was gone. She waited, sck and faint, for his retdiation. Nothing happened.



The day passed.

More days passed. She ate little and dept less. Fesh meted from her bones. There were great dark
crcesunder her eyes. Sometimes she thought she saw her mother standing in front of her, scolding her
for something, though she couldn’t quite make out the words. Other times her brothers and ssters came
and tormented her as crudly as they had back on the tundra. At times the beach sand or the Sankoy rug
turned to chill earth with its soft essly bruised grasses and thick scatter of soring blooms, the chinin
would come and play with her, drding about her, barking with ecstatic joy, wrestling with each other,
knocking her over, licking her face—then turning vicious, snarling and nipping a her, driving her into
sobbing, screaming flight. At times, she knew these were hdluci-nations; other times she was logt in them.
Segplessness and dow darvaion weakened her until she sddom left her bed, but sill she could not
meake hersdlf deep and could only force alittle food down without bringing it up again.

The Noris came and stood at the foot of her bed, his face troubled. “ Serroi, why?” She stared a him
terrified. “What can | do?’ His voice was s0ft and unsure. She blinked and tears flooded her eyes. She
reached toward him, her hand shaking. He took it, stood holding it a moment then moved close to her
and pulled gertly a one of her curls. Sobbing and shaking, she threw hersdf againg him. He dropped
onto the bed, holding her againgt him until the worst of the storm was past, sat stroking her fleecy curls,
saying nothing only holding her. Findly he dried her eyes on the sheet, then laid her back. He touched her
cheek, amiled and I€ft her.

Hdf an hour later he brought her achini pup.

Serroi shrank away, horrified eyes fixed on the pup.

The Noris looked puzzled, then his dark eyes twinkled. “I don't need any more chinin, Serrai. |
brought this pup for you, to keep you company.” He scooped up the cowering chini and dumped him
into Serroi’s lap.

She let the pup siff her fingers, then carefully scratched him behind the ears. When she looked up,
the Noris was gone.

A month did past. Spring eased into summer. The days were long and hot but she spent hours on the
sand playing with the chini pup. She dept better, ate with a good appetite; though she didn't tan, her skin
toughened and thickened as she splashed naked in the sdt water or lay on the sand. Her tough resllient
body rebounded into hedlth and her strength returned.

One morning she woke early with the chini pup whiningin her ear. Blinking, apprehensive, she sat up
wondering what was wrong.

The Noris was ganding at the foot of her bed, his face somber. He waited in Slence while she
rubbed the deep from her ey€e's, then said, “ Get dressed, Serroi.”

She closed her eyes, iff with fear. “The valey?’ she whis-pered.

“No. Do as| sad, Serroi.”

She scrambled into one of the white slk robes and pulled the soft dippers onto her feet. Hesitantly,
her eyes on hisill face, she took his hand.

The room blinked out, changed into ralling hills of sand with scattered dumps of scraggly brush. The
Noris spoke. A dark robe dropped onto the sand and rock beside him. He spoke again, a smdl
WORD, and a banquet was spread out beside the robe, seaming savory food on ddicate porcelain,
winein asngle crystd glass, acrysd pitcher full of water.

She glanced at the sun, frowned. It was alot higher than it should be. When they Ieft the room it was
bardy dawn. Here the morming was advanced enough for the sun to be the width of her hand above the
horizon. And it was getting uncomfortably hot. She and the Noris were sanding on a dight rise in the
middle of the most barren and inhospitable land she'd ever seen. Her eye-spot vibrated but she could
find no touch of life as far as she could reach—at least no larger forms, she wasn't probing for lizards or
rats. There were only ripples of rock and sand, cut across by sraggling black lines where rainy season
run-offs had eaten into the earth. She looked up & the Noris, wondering what she was doing here.

Helad a hand a moment on her head, then stepped back. “Good-bye, Serroi.” And she was done
inthe middle of a desert.



The Woman: I X

Serroi stretched and yawned, then rolled out of her blan-kets. Dinafar was crouched over the fire,
cutting the bor-rowed tabard into smdl pieces and dropping them onto the flames, making quite sure they
burned to ash. When, she saw Serrol Stting up, the girl smiled and put the cha pot onto the fire. “ Good
morming, mele. Sleep wdl?’

“Mmmm.” Serroi smoothed her tunic down then began ralling her blankets into a compact cylinder.
Humming a bur-ring tune, she dedt with Dinafar’s blankets, then crawled from under the groundshest,
glanced up at the sky and gasped with dismay—hdf the morning was spent. “Dina, why'd you let me
deep so long? You know ....”

Dingfar sniffed. “1 know you were making yoursaf sick. You needed that deep.” She tossed the last
of the tabard into the fire. “1 don’t see any virtue in rushing to get killed.”

“Dammit, Dina....."” Scowling, Serroi ran her weapon-belt through her fingers, opened the pocket she
was searching for and took out a amdl enamd case. “Quit trying to run my life” She dipped fingertips
into pale cream and started strok-ing it on her face. “You want to help, make sure | cover dl of my face
with this goo.”

The water started bubbling in the cha pot. Its amdl lid bounced rapidly, letting out puffs of steam.
Dinafar snatched the lid back, dumped in a handful of cha leaves, her hand protected by a fold of her
skirt, she pulled the pot off the fire and st it on a flat stone beside her. “The macain have gone off
somewhere.”

“Jugt as wdl. As long as you're coming with me, we can't use them any more. Too conspicuous.”
She sghed, began working the cream into the skin of her forehead, curaing softly as she tried to keep her
tumbling tangled curls out of it. Holding her hair up, she scowled at Dinafar. “You redly shouldn't have
let me deep s0 long. Have | got it on smooth?’

Dinafar’ s green-brown eyes twinkled.

“Stop grinning, girl, thisis serious.”

“Yes, mee of course, mee” Dinga’s lips twitched again. She swalowed, smoothed her fingers
dong her throat. “Y ou forgot your nose, meie”

“Hunh!” She dabbed hedtily a her nose.

All the spare gear cached highin one of the brelim, blan-kets and groundsheets tied onto rucksacks,
rucksacks settled as comfortably as possible on thar backs, Serroi and Dingfar stepped from the grove
and started downhill to the Highroad. Serroi grimaced. “ Crowded aready.”

Dinafar sumbled, caught hersdlf. “I’ve never seen anything like that. How did they ever build it?

The Highroad ran sraight as a knife dash from the Biser-ica in the south to Oras in the north. 1t was
atwenty-foot--high embankment with the top smoothed flat and covered with a thick rubbery surface, a
aull black tar like substance. The top was pefectly levd and wide enough for two fam carts to pass
without crowding.

Serroi tugged at the chin strap of the cap. She was rested and relaxed for the firg time since she'd
left Oras; no night-mares, not even any dreams she could remember to disturb a deep, deep deep. The
cap fit close to her head and was a mi-nor irritation. She'd never liked wearing anything that cov-ered
her ears, but it was necessary as part of her disguise. She glanced at Dinafar. The girl was waking eesly,
looking down at the grass under her feet, a amdl satisfied smile quivering on her lips. “Cream-licker,” she
murmured.

Dingfar grinned, then she nodded at the Highroad. “How did that get built?’

“The Domnor’s grandfather got tired of bad weather and muddy roads ddaying his tax gatherers. He
hired a second-rank Norit to build im a road that wouldn't fal apart under the firg storm. The sorcerer
did it in a day and a night and old Kleom paid hm well. And squeezed the land to replace the money
he'd lad out.” She waved a smdl gloved hand at the dope. “One used to pay tolls to use the road.
Domnor Hern stopped that about ten years ago when his father died. Said the road’s paid for a dozen



times over. No useforcing alot of, folk to spend coin for what they aready owned. Irri-tated the hell out
of Hoarin and Lybor.”

Dinafar amiled dhyly at her, reminding Serroi how young she was. Shefdt a surge of affection for the
girl, a gladness that she was out of that village trap.

They dimbed up the steep sde of the embankment and eased unnoticed into the stream of humanity
ambling dong the black ribbon, mogt of the travelers heading north to Oras and the Moongather. The
families traveding on foot moved geadily dong, enjoying the day and the walk. At times maca riders
came dawing through the mass, ignoring the protests of the wakers. Some of them were Plaz guards,
their faces gaunt and weary, their green and black tabards thick with dust and stained with sweat. Others
were Stenda, blond and arrogant, the men on high-bred macain of uncertain temper, women and girlsin
curtained wagons with huge iron-tired wheds. The Stenda pushed dl wakers off the sides, paying no
atention to curses and complaints, ignoring the men and women on foot as if they didn't exist. Some
were wedthy merchants on placid maekanim whose gold-plated horns stretched three feet on ether
gde, winning their riders room without need for asking; their velled wives gtting in open carts followed
with less fuss but just as much arrogance. Now and then Seykyn assassins rode by, swishing their velater
hide whips on armored thighs No one cursed or complained when they passed, only moved quickly out
of the way.

Serroi stared at the road when the guards rode past, know-ing that the changed color of her skin was
her best disguise, that they weren't interested in a dusty boy. She began to rdax, truding to her
mideading appearance. Then a Nor rode dowly past on ajittery macai.

Dingfar caught her hand and hdld it tight when Serroi flinched away from the dark rider. Her warm
fingers gave Serroi the steadying she needed. She kept the girl between her and the Nor, watched, him
with a fear and an old hunger she thought she'd forgotten. This Nor was an ascetic minarka with the
olive-tinged gold skin of hisrace; his russet hair, sraight as corn floss, rippled in the wind of his passage;
he wore the tight-laced black cloak, the narrow black tunic and loincloth, the Nor’s riding garb. She
squeezed her fingers tight around Dinafar’s, watched the Norit ride unheeding past her. As the black
figure melted into the crowd ahead, she drew a long breath and exploded it out. She was on foot and
invis-ble She grinned at Dingfar. “He didn't even see us”

Dingfar pulled her band loose, giggling. She danced in front of Serroi, began waking backward. “We
fooled him. WE ll fool them dl.” A man ahead of her growled as the girl bumped into him. Subsding, she
dropped back to wak beside Serroi. “Meie, no, what am | going to cal you? We haven't talked about
that.” Her green-brown eyes were suddenly wide and serious.

Serroi rubbed a her nose. “Right. A name. Jern. My next oldest brother, a good enough name.
Jarn.” She examined Dindfar as they walked dong, “Nether of us looks much like mountain stock.” She
sghed. “I’'m not much good at thiskind of thing.” She shook her head. “Trained in dl kinds of weapons,
trained until | can’'t even move naturdly any more. | know how to sew a wound and kill a fever, how to
tame anything on four legs, and dammit, nothing much about put-ting together a good believable lie” She
chuckled. “When | get back to the Biserica I'll have to suggest some courses in underhandedness to
Yad-mri.” She fdl dlent, frowning down at the black springy surface moving past under her boots,
Dinafar humming and skipping beside her.

Rilgrims moved around them, peasants and landless farm-workers by the hundreds, cobblers,
mountebanks, mingrels, acrobats, tinkers, beggars, children, some scowling Sons of the Flame with
dustering Followers—a sdlection of dl the trades and types from dl corners of the Mijloc moving noisly
dong the Highroad. Only the sick or those too old or too weak to stand the journey, or those forced to
day behind as caretakers were left out of the great flood of humeanity traveling north. Tiny motes in that
flood, Serroi and Dingfar walked safe and unnoticed, Serroi more relaxed, even con-tent, now that she
accepted her practical invighility. She watched Dinafar, rdishing the changein her.

The once sullen, angry girl was blooming. Her eyes shone more green than brown, shone with interest
and ddight—though sometimes she edged closer to Serroi, brushing againgt her with tiny touches. Serroi
fdt these and was gently amused, a little sad, seeing her own need for reassurance re-flected in Dinefar.
She'sreally attractive when she's happy, Serrol thought.



Dinafar's skin was dlive, browning to a deep fawn, unpro-tected in the sun. Her black-brown-hair
was draght and long; she wore it unconfined with akind of defiant pleasure. It blew about on the breeze,
fine and slky and very thick. Her mouth was wide and mohbile, dternating this moring be-tween
quivering smiles and broad grins. She wasn't pretty but had a charm of soirit that gave her an illuson of
beauty when she was happy, when her eyes shone, her skin gleamed bright gold, her cheeks turned a
delicate pink. She was broad-shouldered and would be heavy bosomed like her mother’s people, but
her bones were fing, her wrigts and ankles as narrow as Searroi’s though both hands and feet were
generoudy made. Young as she was, she was dready a head tdler than Serroi and apt to keep growing a
while longer. Serroi quieted her uneasiness about where she was taking Dingfar by contemplating these
changes, tdling hersdf any-thing was better for the girl than her soul-destroying existence in the fisher
village

More Norim and. Seykyn assassins rode past. Though she shivered and fdt a tremble in her
somach, with each of them, the no longer succumbed, to that mindless panic that had driven her into
equaly mindless flight. The memory of her betrayal darkened the day for her. She brooded until Dinafar
dipped a hand into hers. She looked up into anxious green-brown eyes. “Maybe she isdill dive, J-Jern.”
Dinafar bit her lip when she sumbled over the name.

“Thet doesn't change what | did.” Serroi amiled at Dinafar, lifted her hand and lightly kissed the back
of it. Dinafar blushed and trembled. When Serroi fdt her withdrawd, she dropped the girl’s hand. “I
don't want to talk of that.”

The ambling horde thinned around noon. Many of the travelers climbed down from the Highroad to
eat and rest on the grassy dopes before continuing their pilgrimage. Serroi and Dinafar kept walking with
the rest, the more impatient ones. Chewing on handfuls of dried fruit, Spping from can-teens, they kept
moving. Far ahead there was a darkening on the horizon like smoke againg the sky. Serroi fdt
exctement begin to build in her.—Oras. Another day and she was there, back in the trap. She turned to
the girl beside her. “Dina, tired yet?’ She scratched at her pams, they were gicky from the fruit. She
wiped them down the Sdes of her vest, forget-ting it was red thick cloth not the treated leather of her
mean tunic. She looked down at hersdlf and wrinkled her nose with disgust.

Dingfar giggled, then shook her head. “I'm dl right.”

Serroi heard the splat-scrape of maca feet coming up be-hind them and moved hadtily to the edge of
the road. She risked a glance over her shoulder, sumbled and stopped waking as her eyes met the
casud glance of a Nor, atdl thin man with blue-black hair braided into fantagtic coils, skin the color of
syrup over cod, and eyes a brilliant indigo with flecks of azure that caught the light like smal sapphires.
The eyes grew and grew as she stood frozen, unable to turn away. Then two Seykynin rode padt, the
claws of ther mounts throwing up bits of the black surface againg her, tiny gings that she brushed a
absently as she watched the Norit ride past no longer interested in her.

Her breathing labored, her heart thudding in her throat, Serroi looked back dong the Highroad. As
far as she could see, until the road was logt in the blue mids of the southern horizon, there were no
walkers |eft on the road, only dumps of riders. Stenda and merchants, Seykynin and Norim. She looked
up. Traxim in groups of five were drding idly over the plain, moving toward the city lost in dark smoke
ahead of them. She began waking again, lost in thought.

Dingfar touched her arm. “Should we stop?’ She gestured at the groups of wakers resting on the
grass, laughing, deep-ing, eating, or Imply Stting and taking as they waited for the noon heat to pass.
“We re the only ones Hill walking.”

Serroi shook her head. “I'd like to get on as far as we can before nightfal. Unless you're tired.”

“No, not redly.”

They moved seadily dong the side of the road, keeping on the verge to avoid the trampling feet of
the various beasts and the dumsy wheds of the carts. Severa more Norim rode past, ignoring them, to
Serroi’s vadt satifaction. The road be-gan to fill again as the wakers dimbed back up the embank-ment.

A boy who couldn’t have been more than four years old raced ahead of his family, scrambling up the
grassy dope, ag-ile as a mimkin. At the edge of the blacktop, he teetered a minute, looking back at his
people, laughing and waving. Without bothering to check behind him, he skipped onto the roadway.



Dindfar giggled as he caught his hed and went down on his buttocks, then gasped with horror as a
Seykyn rode past her, eyes hdf shut, within hdf a step of trampling the amdl form frozen on the
blacktop.

Without stopping to think, Serroi dived under the clawed pads of the macai, meking him shy wildly.
She snatched up the terrified boy and rolled away with him, feding a dash of blinding pain, then she was
tumbling over and over down the steep embankment, her body cushioned by the grass, unable to stop
until she jarred againg the bottom of the dope ..

Sifling acry of pain, she sat up and set the walling boy on his feet. She touched her arm: The tips of
her fingers came away covered with blood. She twisted her head around. A long draight line cut across
the materid of her deeve and a ragged cut hit into her muscle. Blood was oozing from the wound and
dripping down her arm. The whip, she thought. That bastard used his whip on me.

“JJern.” Dinafar was gumbling down the embankment. Serroi looked past her to see the boy’s
family pouring toward her dso. Dingfar fell to her knees beside her. “He used his whip!” The girl’s voice
shook with indignation. “His whip!”

Serroi rubbed her thumb across the blood on her fingertips then wiped her hand on the grass beside
her. “Seykyn. They'relike that.” Dinafar scowled and parted her lipsto speak. “Hush, Dina. Later.”

As the older women fluttered about the whimpering boy, his father sumbled to a stop in front of
Sarroi, stood gasping and passng a blue and white kerchief repeatedly over his round red face. Serroi
ran her eyes quickly over him. A farmer probably, not rich, but prosperous enough to keep his family
well-fed and hedthy and support besides severa’ hands and maids. Two of his children stood Slent
behind him, a boy and a girl, obvioudy in harmony with each other, twins perhaps, both watching Serroi
and Dinafar with a cool, assessing intdligence. Serroi pushed her torn deeve up to cover the bits of skin
showing through the cut. “Thanks, lad.” The big man waved a broad hand at the noisy group around the
boy. “My youngest. | owe you.” .

Serroi shrugged, touched her hand to his, let it be swa-lowed up in the huge paw, pulled it avay
agan. “A man has to live with himsdlf, tarom.” She deepened her voice; her dis-guise was good but this
mean couldn’t be afool, not with the amdl of prosperity that hovered about him.

He tucked the kerchief away and grinned amiably at her. “1 nomen Tesc Gradin, Tartineh from the
west of Cimpia plan. My wife Annie” He waved a hand at the older woman. “Daughters Nilis and
Sanani. Those brats ....” He grinned at the two standing with arms linked. “... Term and Tuli, twins. The
lad you scooped up is Dris. Spoiled brat.” He looked fondly at the boy who was revding in the attention
of his mother and ssters, then turned back to Ser-roi, examining her with kind, shrewd eyes. “You and
your Sger are over-young to be on your own. You run away?’ Disgpprova was strong in his voice,
“Leaving your folks to worry?’

Serroi moved her hand gingerly. The whip-cut was drying, beginning to ging badly. “I nomen Jern,
tarom. Thismy sister Dina” She looked down at her hands, knowing that she was very bad a lying.
Tayyan used to tease her about her compulsve honesty. If she'd thought, she'd have—prepared a story.
So many things she should have done. She reached up to touch her eye-spot, jerked her hand down
agan. Dinafar gtirred beside her. Serroi reached out and caught her hand, hoping, that the girl wouldn’t
yidd to impulsa. “No, tarom,” she said dowly. “Well, not exactly.” She flicked a glance at his frowning
face, then looked down again. “Our father died, you see, when we were babies” She licked her lips,
heting this, wanting to say asllittle as she could. “Our mother mar-ried again two years ago.” She looked
up again, feding the grain in her iff face muscles.

Tesc nodded his understanding. “And now there' s a new family started with you much in the way.”
The big man's eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he put his own interpreta-tion on her words. “ So the two
of you ran away.”

“Yes” Serroi stared down at the grass, Idting the slence grow, startled and amused to see how red
this was becoming to the landsmen as he built a story for her out of his own imaginings, a sory dl the
more convinang to, im since it was hisown. I’ ve learned a new thing, she thought and was a little sad
because she bated having to lie, especidly to, thiskindly man. It eased her conscience, though,, when she
saw how much he was enjoying hisfiction.



“Stout lad,” Tesc said. “Have you got a place to go? If not, you and your Sster are welcome to stay
with us and come back with meto my tar.” He looked gernly at Serroi. “You'll earn your keep, that be
sure. But alittle hard work never hurt a lad or a lass” He frowned at his children who had come up
behind him and kndt with the twins watching Serroi and Dinafar with avid interest.

Serrol glanced a Dina who was returning the stares with equd interest. She poked her back to
dertness, then answered the tarom. “We thank you, tarom, but our uncle, our mother’s brother, he lives
in Oras. A fisherman with atidy boat and no children.”

“Wel, lad, | wish you luck. You'll share our supper with us and travel with us next day? I'll fed
better about you that way. Good hot medls and safe degping will make the waking easer.” He nodded
a the amdl shunca cropping patiently at nearby grass. The packbeast carried a load that |ooked bigger
then he was. “We have tents and plenty of food.”

Serroi hodded, hiding her reluctance. “My turn to thank you, tarom.” Dinafar's hand closed hard on
hers, she amiled at the girl, but shook her head, enjoining her to slence.

Annic clucked her disgpprova when Serroi wouldn't let anyone but Dinafar touch her. Dina washed
the wound, tied a dlean rag Annic provided around it, then sewed up the bloody deeve, working with
aufficent kill to pecify the woman. When she was finished and Serroi had tried out gill shaky legs, the
party climbed back to the road and walked companionably aong, separating into smal groups as they
did so. Tesc kept Serroi beside him, his words flowing in a gentle ceaseless stream as he talked about his
land and hisfamily. Shy at firdt, Dinafar began chattering with the twins, to Serroi’s rdief, from what she
heard of tha conversation, Dina was getting them to tak about their part of the Cimpia plain, asking
questions and giving them little time to ask questions of her.

By the time night fdll, Serroi was weary and sore, grunting responses amogt at random to the tarom’s
monologue. Her am fdt tight and hot. She had no appetite but was terribly thirsty. Dinafar left off her
chatting and came quiglly to her sde, heping her unobtrusvely down the embankment as the family left
the road to camp for the night.

Sarroi forced hersdf to eat and drink, then sumbled apart with Dinafar. The girl touched her
forehead with a rough cool, hand. “Y ou're burning up.” She jumped up, ran to the family fire and brought
back a cup of cha. Kneding beside Serroi, she said, “Drink some of this, then you have to tdl me wha
to do.”

Sarroi took afew gps then pushed the cup away.

“Meie” Dinafar whispered, “you said you had medicine”

Serroi blinked, then fumbled the, tal of her shirt out of her trousers and began running her fingers
adong the wegponbdt she wore buckled under the loose shirt. After a moment she let her hand fdl.
Dinafar shook her. She gasped, but the pain did break through thé fever haze. She fumbled at the bet
and dragged out her small stock of herbs. “Pyrnroot,” she mur-mured. In the uncertain light from the fire
and the firg glow of the Gather, she looked through the herbs and took out a twist of parchment. She
dropped two pinches of grayish pow-der into the lukewarm cha, then sat holding the cup a minute while
the powder dissolved and released a pungent, Sckly odor. She took a breath, let it out, then emptied the
cup in severd gulps. “Hah, that tastes bad.”

Dingfar glanced over her shoulder at—the family. They were taking and laughing together around the
fire. Once, when Dris started over to them, Tesc caught his shirt tall, spanked him lightly, and sat him by
his mother, ignor™ " outraged protest. “They’re giving us privacy, Jan. If you keep your back to them,
you can take off the shirt so | can fix the cut better.”

Serroi rubbed at her temple, usng the hand on her uninjured sde. She was beginning to fed allittle
better as the drug took hold, but her eyes drooped from her need to deep. She moved around so her
back was to the fire and let Dingfar pull off the bloody shirt. When it was findly off, she was swedting
profusely, her aam was bleeding again, her lower lip bleeding too where she'd hitten into it as Dinafar
eased the deeve off her wounded arm. Dinafar bullied her into finding her store of antiseptic salve which
she spread over the wound before she bandaged it again. She dug a dean shirt from Ser-roi’s pack and
handed it to her, then bustled around, spread-ing the ground sheets and the blankets while. Sarroi sat
regaining her strength, Hill shaken and sick from her ordeal. After awhile, she moved dowly, carefully, to



tuck her medi-cines back into the belt.

Overhead the wind was riang and lightning beginning to flicker among the ralling clouds. No trees
here and that meant no shelter from the storm. Tesc had invited them un-der his tent but she'd refused as
palitdy as she could and he hadn’t pressed her. She looked envioudy & the dark bulk as the firg drops
came splatering down. Then she worked her feet under her and sumbled across to Dinafar.

Both ground sheets were spread out with the blankets folded between them, the packs reding at the
head where they could be used to keep the top sheet clear of the deeper’s face. Serroi lowered hersdf
to the grass and began tugging at her boot, but found her hands gently set aside. Dinafar pulled off her
boots and helped her get hersdlf tucked in the blan-kets. Serroi touched her hand. “I'm glad you were
stubborn and indgsted on coming, Dina”

Dingfar amiled, and pulled the groundsheet over the pack, tucking it in carefully. Then Serroi heard
her footsteps mov-ing around to the other Sde of the sheet. The girl sat down, pulled off her own boots,
then crept under the groundshest, wriggled about until she had her skirt straight and her body wrapped in
her blankets. “Goodnight, meie” she whispered, then lay 4ill.

“Maiden bless, Dina” Serroi listened for a moment to the rain pattering down on the treated materid
of the ground-sheet. The pyrnroot was killing the pain in her am and mak-ing her deepy. Tomorrow,
she thought. Tomorrow around sundown, we'll reach Oras.

TheChild: 9

“Why?" Serroi whigpered. She stared at the empty space where the Noris had been. “Why?” She
ran past the feast spread out a her feet, turned heplesdy around and around, arms out, pleading. “Noris,
Ser Noris, don't leave me here” Her voice tralled off as she redized that she was taking into air, that
nothing listened. Her shoulders dumped. She wiped the sweat off her face. It was oppressvely hot
though the morming was young. She looked down at the food, then out at the desert sretching away on
dl sdes. No other water or food anywhere. She flung her head up. 1 don't know what you want, Ser
Noris” she cried. “Whatever itis| won't do it.” Pressng her lips together she glared around, then stared
toward the west. “And | won't die out here ether.”

Satling hersdlf by the fine white cloth spread over the sand, she began eating, choosing only the most
perishable of the dishes, a ddicate custard, divers of raw fish marinated in wine and herbs, a sdad, the
wine. She set asde the roast vina, the raw fruit and cheese, the amdl pile of rolls. When she was
finished, she threw, away everything she couldn’t use and tied the rest into a compact bundle. She
wrinkled her nose a the crystd pitcher nested in a hollow in the sand. “If | had anything ese | could put
that water in ... you're go-ing to be hel to carry.”

She stood and dipped the brown overrobe the Nori had left her over her head, then held up the skirt
and looked down &t the soft dippers. “Won't last long.” She sighed. “No maiter. Now. Find water.” She
closed her eyes and began turning dowly, feding the eye-spot begin to throb as she desired weter.
When the tug devel oped, she ostillated until she was certain of her direction, opened her eyes and found
that she was facing southwest. Using her toe, she drew a direction linein the sand.

One arm thrust through the knotted corners of the cloth, carrying the crystd pitcher in the other hand,
ghe st out.

The sun crept higher. Sweat was rdling down her face and body. She trembled under the
hammerblows of the heat. The earth burned her. The ar burned her when the breathed it in. After about
an hour she began to fed dizzy; her face was flushed and hot but she'd stopped swegting. Her feet were
blistered and the blisters were beginning to crack. She dipped her deeve into the pitcher and rubbed the
wet cloth across her face. It helped a little. Squinting, she peered ahead and saw a ragged ling, like a
sooty scar jagging across the pae sand. A promise of shade, if nothing else,

When she stood on the rim of the wash, she looked down and sghed. Dry wash. Like everything
ese here, dry. Where she was the wal had broken off, danting steeply to the bot-tom of the crack,
endingin apile of rubble. A little farther down, though, the could see places where the wal had scooped
out sections that held pools of shadow delicious to her aching eyes. She began working her way down



the crum-bling side of the wash, her fingers sprouting blisters to match those on her feet. She reached the
bottom exhausted, shaking, her knees folding under her. Leaning againg her am the rested a moment
with closed eyes, rested despite the heet of the earth through the deeve, then she trudged down the stony
bottom of the wash to the nearest pool of shade and col-lapsed in the welcome darkness; the ar was no
cooler but the shadow gave her anilluson of coolness and her eyes rdief from the sun’s assault.

Once again she dipped the end of her deeve into the pitcher and bathed her face, pressing the damp
doth findly againg her cracking lips until al the moisture was evaporated from it, then she settled back as
far as she could into the hol-low, intending to wait for nightfdl. Travel under the beating of the sun
depleted her too much. As she waited she fdl into a heavy deep, a deep filled with nightmare and pain.

When she woke the moons were up, a scatter of dender crescents. Nijilic TheDom was risng,
marking the beginning of a new passage. A new passage into a new life. If | live. Her head ached when
she sat up and she was desperately thirsty. She held the pitcher up and frowned at the disappear-ing
water init, wishing she could think of away to cover it. She drank deeply, drank until she could hold no
more. The water seemed less likdly to be logt if she had it in her body rather than in the open-mouthed
pitcher. Wigdling her finger’'s into the bundle, she pulled out one of the fruits, ate it dowly, ldting the
juices trickle down her throat, flicking the seeds out into the moonlit stones on the wash's rugged bottom.
Heavy with the water she'd taken into hersdlf, she lay back in the hollow and dozed, until TheDom was
directly overhead, then she drank the last of the water and Ift the pitcher sit-ting on the sandy bottom of
the hollow in the wash wall. With the bundle settled as comfortably as she could manage on her back,
she started dimbing.

After hdf an hour’s struggle she stood on the rim of the wash. TheDom seemed to hover close over
head, the three Companions creeping toward her; Serroi collgpsed onto the stone, breathing hard, heart
pounding. Leaning back on her ams she watched the moons drift past the star-flowers, more stars than
she could remember seeing Snce the tundra | never learned the star-patterns, she thought. But | don't
need that knowledge. She stroked fingertips across her eye-spot, amiled, then sighed as she looked
down at her dippers, wiggled toes through the tears in them. “Rags” Sghing again, she struggled to her
feat and stood frowning at the moon-sivered desert. “Why?’

There was no answer in the wind as it sent sand crystas snging across the dunes, no answer in the
crescents rocking across the sky. And there was no answer in her head, only that he had to have a
reason for abandoning her; he dways had a reason for what he did. I'll find out. When his time comes,
I’ll find out; he'll see to that. Windng as her diffened body protested and her heat-wounded feet sent
flashes of pain up through her legs, she began waking toward the southwest, following the pull in her

eye-spot.

The Woman: X

The dark blotch on the horizon grew dowly and by mid-day had resolved into a turreted wall with an
irregular line of roofs behind it, rigng like a terraced mountain to the dender domed watchtowers of the
Paz. The pilgrims were thick on the Highroad, spreading over the rocky plain on either sde. The, green
abundance farther down the road had given way to sparse patches of dried grass poking up in the lee of
rocks on the rock-littered plain that was swept by continual salty breezes from the sea, cool enough at
thistime of year to make stting about uncomfortable. With Oras in Sght many of the walkers scrambled
down from the Highroad, leaving it to the increasing numbers of riders.

Tesc and his family were among the ones who dimbed down to the plain, their fa little packbeast
stepping daintily over the scattered rocks. The tarom brought out his blue and white kerchief and wiped
vigoroudy at his face. Tucking the kerchief into his deeve, he looked over the plain. “Not so good
going,” he said chearfully. “But more of it.” His wife and elder daughters shook their skirts in disgust as
the fine brown dust settled on feet and hems and crept upward into every wrinkle,

The dity rose higher and higher above the horizon while the sun did into its find quarter. Serroi
withdrew into hersdf, Tayyan's face snvimming before her now, so close,, so terribly close, the was to
the cdlandestine race-course and the place where the traxim had eaten her friend, her lover, her



shidd-mate and second saf. She tried—to shake off her gloom but each step toward the city was harder
to take than the one be-fore.

They reached the wdl as the sun was throwing up afan of crimson and gold in the west.

Tesc wiped at his face with the sodden filthy kerchief. “We got some friends waiting for us at the
Tiyr).” He waved a hand to the east where alarge part of the foot traffic was heading, drding around the
aty wal and disgppearing be-hind it. “Y ou’re welcome to join us. Plenty of room in the tent, you know
that.” He looked gravely at her, his round face troubled, his shrewd eyes narrowed with concern for her
and Dingfar. “The city’s a bad place for young ones these days.”

Searroi shook her head. “We' d best find our uncle”

He stared down at the kerchief he was twidting in his big hands. “You're a good lad, Jern. If your
unde can't keep you, hunt me up. You'll do that?”

“The Maiden bless you, kind tarom.” She held out asmdl gloved hand. “I won't forget and am most
grateful for the thought.” She looked around. Dinafar was just behind her, green-brown eyes wide and
gowing. She dipped an awkward curtsey, then gave her hand to Tesc. “Maden bless” she
murmured.

Sarroi and Dinafar watched the family move off, the young ones turning to wave again and again.
Serroi smiled. “You' ve made friends” She eyed the girl thoughtfully. “Dina....”

“No.” Dingfar’s voice was firm. She turned and headed for the embankment. “I know what you
mean to say. You keep trying to shunt me off where you think I'll be safe.” She shook her head. “I don’t
want to be safe, Mee” She stopped and hit her lip. “Jern. | want more than just being safe. 1 don't
know what it is Something. Help me learn.”

“If I don’'t get you killed.”

Covered with brown dust, anonymous smdl figurd, they dimbed onto the Highroad and moved
dowly toward the man gates of Oras, lost anong a throng of other brown-dusted figures trudging into
the city. Only one of the thick gates was open; the crowd was narrowed to athread asiit trickled through
the gate under the gaze of hdf a dozen cold-eyed guards. Ahead of Serroi and Dinafar a amdl womean
was hauled roughly to one side. The kerchief she wore was jerked off her head and the guards used it to
scrub hard a her face, ignoring her protests and the vehement ob-jections of those with her. While this
was going on, Serroi moved through the gate and stepped hadlily into a Sde street, Dinafar close behind
her, her eyes sparkling with glee a fooling the guards. Serroi leaned againg a wadl, her heart thudding in
her throat, unshed tears burning in her eyes. She pressed her hands againgt her eyes, druggling to control
the tides of emation pouring through her.

Dingfar fidgeted about for a moment then went to the end of the narrow dley and started talking to a
par of urchins squaiting on the stones, pretending to sdl battered plums, actudly begging. Hearing the
noise, Serroi pulled her hands down and stood watching the girl’s animated figure, hands flying in wide
expandve gestures. She amiled at the assurance Dinafar had acquired. She's trying to take care of me
now. Sweet strong flower-growing from a midden. The Biserica will be good for her—if she ever
makes it there.

Dinafar crouched beside the boys, ligening intently to ther interrupted bursts of speech, echoing thar
peculiar piping cries as they caled out to the passersby. Serroi looked around. The dley was smdl and
dark, a cul-de-sac between high wdls. At the far end she could see a pile of refuse and discarded
lumber. Where the boys deep, | suppose. She walked dowly back toward the man dreet, waited a
second, then touched Dinafar’s shoulder. “We better be going.”

Thegirl looked up, nodded, jumped to her feet. She waked without words beside Sarroi as the two
of them threaded through the noisy gaping crowd filling the street. Overhead the sky was rapidly
darkening and clouds were be-ginning to gather. Serroi looked repesatedly at the girl, won-dering what
was bothering her; she was unusudly dlent and as somber as she had been back in the fisher village
“What's wrong, Ding?’

“Where are we going? Do you know a place were we can stay?’

Serroi rubbed at her nose. “When you're ready, | suppose I'll find out. We're going to our long lost
uncle, litle Ssgter.”



“But ... huh?’ Dingfar stared down a her. She sumbled againgt a man; he grinned and did his am
around her, but moved on good naturedly when she pushed hm away. “I thought ... you've redly got an
unde here?”

Serroi shook her head. “No, little one; no blood rdative but a man who serves the Maiden by sarving
us” She glanced up at the douding sky. “There's not much time. Let me do the talking when we get to
his place. Hurry now.” She walked as rapidly as she could, wriggling through the crowd, pulling Dinafar
dong with her, ignoring both curses and the indulgent cries of happy people. She led Dinafar rapidly
across the city, leaving the main street and working back through narrower and narrower streets until she
reached the portside section where the wal was lined with warehouses and grimy taverns.

Close up under the wdl there was a battered building, a dowly rotting structure that was standing in
pools of high-amdling ooze. The drains were badly plugged around here by refuse and dead men o the
nightly rains could not escape and the fdling water stayed on the worn pavement, turning a milky white
with threads of ocher and ydlow-green as if the water itsdf rotted. Lines of foam edged the pools and
drifted in duggish dumps around lumps of other unidentifia-ble substances. A few drops of rain splattered
into the dug-gish fluid, raisng a stench that was thick and sour-sweet and srangling. Dingfar gathered her
skirt close to her and walked on the tips of her toes with a taut wariness that amused Ser-roi. “When we
goin, keep dill,” she said.

“You dready sad that.” Dinafar pinched her nogtrils shut. “Do we have to?’ she croaked.

“Yes” Serroi moved ahead of her and pushed through the svinging door.

Indgde, inthe amdl dark foyer, the andls made a massve raid on their senses. What light there was
shone red and ob-scured more than it revedled. Serroi crossed the foyer, Dinafar close behind, and
stepped into the taproom. In the light of two lanterns they saw a number of men gStting in smal groups a
scattered tables, two leaning on the long bar; the amdl, was moreé wholesome or a least was
overpowered by the varied liquors served here. The smdl wiry man behind the bar paused in the middle
of drawing amug of de and stared at them while the hum of voicesfilling the room fdl to silence.

The barman finished with the ale, set the mug before a one-eyed man and came to the end of the bar,
socowling at them, his hands fisted againg his hipbones. “Git, boy. Thisan't no flowershop.”

Serroi gmiled up a him, letting her lips tremble. “Yad-mri speaks in me” she whispered. More
loudly, she said, “Undle Coperic.” The men at the nearest tables lifted their heads and stared.

The barman &t his hands flat on the stained wood, his cowl softening. “hinnies kids?’

“Yes, unde”

“What'adoin' here? Wherey’ ma?’

“Home. She got married again two years Snce and iswith child.”

“Stepfather kick you out?’

“Sorta.”

He turned away and ydled into the gloom. “Hagtar! Get over here” A dull-faced man came
shambling to the bar. “Hold bar a while” He tugged irritably at the ties of his apron, jerked it over his
head and thrugt it a the man. “Thiss no place f'r kids” he muttered, scowling a the ugly, vicious man.
“No credit,” he snapped. “Get goin before you draw drink,”

“Yah, berom.” The words sumbled out of the thick-lipped mouth, the labored voice matched the dull
face. Hislittle eyes brightened as he looked past Coperic a Serroi and Dinafar.

“Get way, foal.” Coperic caught hold of a doughy arm and twisted until the man backed off, whining
with pain. “These an't meet f'r you.” He turned to Serroi and Dinafar. “Maiden’stits, | give 7innit hel on
this. No place f'r kids. Come on.” He hustled them through a door behind the bar, then squeezed past
and led’ them up a narrow wooden dair that creaked protest a every step, even under Serroi’s light
weight. Climbing behind him, Serroi amiled to hersdf.

Coperic was one of the network of newsgatherers and slent suppliers that the. Biserica maintained
about the land—and he had other things he did; not even Yad-mri knew them dl. A clever man. The
staircase was proof enough of that, an efficient and invisble darm. No man could, dimb it without giving
amplewarning of his approach and few would suspect that this was precisely why the steps squedled.

At the top of the staircase along dim bal stretched back into shadow with floorboards that sank and



groaned under ther feet. Serroi began to fed that Coperic was a bit too thorough in his precautions. The
whole building seemed to be swaying and unsteady under her feet.

Coperic pushed open an unlocked door at the far end of the hdl and waved them insde.

Dug covered every surface. Greasy plates sat on an equdly greasy table. The dugt itsdf looked as if
it would smear over anything it touched. The sheets on the unmade bed were grey with long use and the
quilts leaked betting through old tears and were dark with ancient sweat and greasy mottles. The stagnant
ar hdd many odors, the strong-est being sae sweat and urine. She wrinkled her nose a Co-peric.
“Don't you think thisis carrying things too far?”

When he didn’'t answer, she crossed to the window and peered out through a knothole in one of the
rotting shutters. As far as she could tdl, the tavern backed onto the dtywal; its mossy stones were close
by the window. A dead end? Frowning, she turned and scanned his bland wrinkled face.

The man who'd arranged those stairs and this squdid room had to have a back door even though
that seemed impossible.

“Who the hdl are you?’ His voice was cold. He stood with his arms folded, his deepset eyes drilling
into her.

“Not what | seem.” She pulled the cap off and ran her fin-gers through her har until the squashed
curls stood out in a wild tangle, then stripped off the glove's and showed him her olive-green hands.

Coperic relaxed. “Maiden’s tits, mee. The whole damn army’s poking about for you.” He jerked a
thumb at Dinafar. “Who's she?’

“My business” She shook her head. “There s no danger in her, only to her.”

“It sdone.” He shrugged. “What do you want here?’

“Shdter. A bird.” She rubbed a her eyes. “Nearga-nor is moving on the mijloc, Sons of the Hame
involved in it some-how; and thereé's a plot agang the Domnor, a crazy supid ... never mind, the
Bisarica has to know.”

“No hird.” He scowled at Dinafar. “Girl, you wait outsde a minute”

Dinafar crossed quickly to Serroi, took hold of her deeve.

Serroi patted her hand. “Wdl both go. Cdl us when you're ready.” She took Dingfar’s am and
hurried her out of the room. In the hdlway, the gil started to protest but Serroi dlenced her with a
headshake. “Wait,” she murmured. “He has a right to his secrets” She looked off down the hdl,
remembering that she' d Ieft the cap behind, hoping no one would come and find them.

“Come,” Coperic stood in the doorway, his face unread-able.

As she stepped back into the room with Dingfar behind her, she heard the rain dripping steedily
outsde. Insde, the gloom had deepened but there was enough light left for her to see the black hole in
thewall. She dipped out of her backpack and held it dangling by the straps. Behind her she could hear
Dinafar doing the same. She reached out her free hand and the girl took it.

“Through here.” Coperic stood back and waited until they crawled into the dusty hole. After afoot of
stone the hole widened suddenly. Serroi had just time to curl her body and rall, then catch Dindfar as she
fdl through.

Coperic came through and clicked the pand shut. He brushed past them. There was a diding clash in
the darkness, a shower of sparks and a quick lift of flane. Usng the tin-der, he lit a lamp then pinched
the fird flame out.

They werein asmdl comfortable room carved out of the wal’s stone, a room amost panfully nest.
There was a padded armchair, a bed neatly made up, a rack of scrolls againgt one wall, a table with a
sraight-backed char pushed under. Opposite the entrance there was another door, a nar-row hole
closed by heavy planks. Coperic sat on the bed and waved at the suffed chair. Serroi dropped her pack
and sat, Dinafar anking onto the floor beside her knee. “No bird?’

“Right.” He was more relaxed now, atired clevernessin hisface, shrewdness bright in his eyes, eyes
that abruptly nar-rowed to creases as he yawned, then yawned again, belatedly masking the gape behind
anarrow hand. “Sorry, meie, I've been on my feet ance | don't know when, About the bird. | tried
sending one out a couple of days ago. With Norim and Sons flooding into the city and dl the fuss you
and your shield-mate kicked up, | got nervous, thought the Biserica ought to know.” He scratched at the



crease running from his long nose to the corner of his mouth. “Lots of traxim around, damn ginkin’
demons aping bird-shape, ought to .... | sent out a bird without a message capsule to see wha would
hap-pen. It got maybe a quarter of a mile Then the traxim swarmed it, carried it off midtown
somewhere, couldn’t track it dl the way down, too many demons skitterin' around. | thought about
sending a courier. Changed my mind. With ev-eryone pouring into Oras, anyone heading out would have
alot of unfriendy eyes on him.” He managed a amile. “Maiden’s blood, meie, what the hdll did you do?’

“Saw something we shouldn’'t.” She leaned back in the chair, one hand over her eyes. “Coperic, did
you hear what happened to Tayyan ... what isit, Ding?’

Dingfar rose on her knees, wrapped warm hands about Serroi’s. “I wish ...” she began. She raised
Sarroi’s hand and hdd it againgt her cheek. “Wha those guards said was true, mee. You remember |
was talking to those boys?’

“yVes”

“Wdl, after we'd tadked a hit, | asked them why dl the fuss a the gate. They ... they said tha two
meie .. had .

.. had tried to .. kill the Domnor. Guards chased them. One got away. The other ... the other put a
knifein her throat before they could stop her.”

Serroi pulled her hand free, stood, looked blindly around, went to the far wall by the crude exit,
folded her arms againgt the Wl and leaned her forehead on them. She shud-dered with anguish but she
hed no tears, no tears for her shiddmate or hersdf. All the time she'd known—known! But Hill she'd
hoped, irrationdly hoped, that she could retrieve her foul betraya, make dl right again. But Tayyan was
dead. There was no changing that. No way to say to her I'm sorry. No way to say to her I'll do anything,
anything, anything to make this up to you. A hand touched her shoulder. A quiver-ing voice said, “Mee?

She swung around, angry, wanting to hurt, but Dinafar’s face was too open, too vulnerable. Serroi
opened her, mouth to tdl the gl to get away from her, to leave her done, tha she couldn't take
Tayyan's place and was a fool to try. She opened her mouth, then looked past Dinafar a the worn,
weary face of Coperic. The resentment washing out of her, leaving behind only a weariness to match his,
she sghed, pressed her back againg the wal, and let hersdf dide down until she was gtting on the floor.
She looked up. “I'mdl right, Dina. Don’'t fuss”

Dindfar dropped to St on her heds beside her, slent and unhappy.

Serroi swalowed. She was tired, so tired it was bard to think. She lifted a shaking hand, stared at it a
momert, let it drop back into her 1ap. “ Coperic, I'd better tdl you what redly happened. Get this to the
Biserica however you can, soon as you can.” Once again she went through the story, her voice dull and
even, hiding nothing, excusing nathing. The race, their sneaking out, coming back more than a little drunk.
The secret meeting. What she and Tayyan had seen and heard. What happened after, the flight, the boat,
the vil-lage and what she learned there, the eventful return to Oras. Coperic listened intently, the fingers
of one hand tapping rest-lesdy at his knee. When shefindly fdl slent, he leaned for-ward, histhin body a
taut curve,

“You got loose, mele, why come back here? You should have gone fast as you could to the
Biserica”

“Whet | said,” Dingfar burst out.

Serroi dropped her head back until the coolness of the stone came through the metting of her hair.
“Ligen, both of you. Right now I’'m hanging on by my fingernails. Don’t try sopping me from doing what
| have to do.” She closed her eyes. “Have to do!” she repeated fiercdly, then sghed again. “Dina, | know
you mean well, but please don't. I'm fond of you, but you're ... | ... I'm sorry, but you're interfering in
something that’ s none of your business. | lived' twenty seven years before we met; there' s no part of me
you own, child, and a great dedl you'll never understand. I'm sorry.” She opened her eyes, stared blindly
a the flickering lamp. “ Sorry. People hurt you if you get close enough to them, you hurt them. Sometimes
it's more than you can bear, but you do bear it, you bear it because you have to.” She sat up, . paused.
“I'm rambling. Coperic, in the morming I’'m going to the Temple. The Daughter can get me in to see the
Domnor without fussif she chooses to do so. If nothing goes wrong, I'll be back by noon. If I'm not ...
does she know about you, the Daughter?’



“No.” He scanned her face, shook his head dightly.

“Why?

She dipped her fingersinto her money sack, eased the tgicho out and held it in the curve of her pam.
She dtared a it a moment, seeing glimmers from the lamp dancing in the clear crysd; aoruptly, she ran
her thumb over the hard, bright surface, then tucked the egg-shaped crystd into her boot, squeezing it
into agmal pocket near the top. “I'm protected wel enough from, demon eyes and Norim spdlls. If I'm
not back by noon, forget me. What now?’

He frowned. “Hard to say. I’ ve been up here long enough; don’t want Hagtar getting snoopy, got to
go back down, grumble about having to look after a pair of brats, swear I'll send you packing come the
Scatter.” He stood. “I'd better get the two of you settled. There're severd rooms up here. Not very
clean, I'm afraid. Not as bad as that.” He flipped a hand toward the hole in the wall. “I'll get some
sheets, clean ones. Hungry?’

“Too tired to be hungry. Dina?

“Yes” Thegirl dtirred. “I'm hdf starved.”

“That's settled, then. I'll bring you something to eat.” He took a step toward the wadl, stopped.
“Morescad has dapped a curfew on the city despite the Gather crowd. This place closes in an hour.
Come.” He gave hishand to Serroi and pulled her onto her feet. “You'll be dl right?’

She nodded. “I'm judt tired.”

He looked at her a moment. “Right,” he said dryly. Taking the lamp, he preceded them out of the
hidden room; when Serroi crawled from the hole, he handed her the boy’s cap she'd dropped in the
middle of the floor. “Better keep this around.” Without waiting for an answer, he strode away, the
floorboards cresking under his sandals.

Outside, he stopped at ahdl closet to fish out fresh sheets. After handing them a pair each, he went

on down the shiver-ing hdl to a door close by the head of the sairs. Like every-thing ese here, the door
creaked when he pushed it open. He lit the lamp indgde from the one he carried, then opened the window
a crack. “Youll be safe enough in here, girl. The door’s stronger than it looks. Soon as were out, you
drop the bar. Hear? I'll be up in alittle with your food.”
Dingfar nodded, turned dowly, looking unhappily a the smdl, bare room. “Meie, can’'t | stay with
you?”
Blinking wearily, Serroi murmured, “Youll be fine here, Dina” Followed by Coperic, she left the
room, hearing the bar dunk home with unnecessary vigor behind them.

“Touch of temper there.” Coperic brushed past her and shoved open the door directly across the
hall.

Serroi stepped ingde and looked around. This room was a twin to the other. “Shelll make a good
melg, if that's the path she chooses.”

“A lot of passonin her.”

Serrol chuckled softly. “We don't vow chadtity, you know that wel enough, my friend. Only
childlessness”

He touched her cheek lightly, then moved past her and lit the lamp gtting in the middle of a dusty
table. He looked down at the chair, frowned, crossed to the bed and pulled off the old tattered sheets.
He flicked the ends over the chair and table, then came back to her to stand looking down into her face.
He dropped the sheets, kicked them to one sde as he lifted a hand and brushed its back very gently
adong the Sde of her face. “Now thet the girl’s not here, how are you redly, little meie?’

“Hanging on.” She dropped cap and rucksack to the floor, amiled tentaively then leaned forward,
her head resting in the hollow benegth his collarbone. “I've got a job to do,” She murmured. “That
heps”

Hisfingers played in the amdl tight curls at the base of her skull. “What about tonight?’

She pushed back, looked up a him. A samdlish man, he didn’'t tower over her; without the wariness
he seemed a gentle, affectionate man entirdly different from the cynica manipulator of the bar. She tried
to amile “You offer?

“Comfort for both of us. A shared solitude. More, if you're willing.”



“Comfort, ahhh ....” Her knees sagged and she began to cry, hard painful sobs that wracked her
body. Sobs she couldn’'t stop. Tears findly for the lost shiddmate.

Muttering under his bresth, he steered her to the chair and got her seated. Then he dapped new
sheets onto the bed, tucked the ragged quilt back in. Finished, be marched back to Serroi. “Stand up.”

Hiccupping and gasping, she stood swaying in front of him. He stripped off her vest and tunic, folded
them over the back of the chair. The weaponbelt landed in a broken circle on the table; he pushed her to
the bed and sat her down, pulled off her boots, untied the lacings of her trousers, then eased them off and
tossed them aside. He sat beside her on the bed, bending over her, smocthing a hand dong her
shoul-ders, working on the tight hard muscles there for severd mo-ments until she began to relax. He
touched her nipple lightly, smiled as he heard her breathing quicken. “More than comfort?’ he murmured.

“More, oh yes” she whispered huskily, pressing her hand over the hand cupping her breast.

He swung hislegs up onto the bed, then jerked upright. “Shit,” he muttered. “Forgot, little meie. Not
yet, not yet.” He swung back off the bed and tugged her onto her feet, tak-ing her sumbling and unwilling
to the door. “Bar it after me, then get back into bed. I've got to close up downgtairs and get food for the
girl. Bar the door. You hear?’

She yawned, then suddenly twisted around and pressed her-sdf againgt him, locking her hands
behind his neck. “I need you,” she whispered. She pulled his head down and kissed him with a kind of
desperation.

“Maiden’stits” he breathed, then pulled her hands loose. “Bar the door, meie”

Twigting restlessly about on the bed; she heard sounds in the hdl, then a knocking. She sat up, then
redlized that the knocking was on the door across the hal. Coperic bringing food to Dinafar. She got out
of bed and padded to the door, leaned againg it, waiting. When a knock sounded by her ear, she
deepened her voice. “Who isit?’

“Unde” Coperic's voice.

As he stepped indde, she went back to the bed and sat on its edge, wiping the soles of her feet with
the end of the quilt.

He pulled the door shut and barred it. “Far as | know,—Hagtar’s the only Plaz spy downdairs, the
res are thieves, a pimp or two, one smuggler ...." He dropped into the rickety chair and unlaced his
sanddls.

“A friend of yours?” She ingpected her feet, then dipped into bed.

“Now, little one, is that a friendly thing to say?’ He pulled off his tunic and draped it over hers.
“Hagtar’s a fool, no danger to you or anyone. Still it's best to be careful.” He fin-ished undressing and
moved to stand by the bed, frowning thoughtfully down a her. “You should get as much deep as you

“Cold feet?” She grinned, up a him, reached up a hand to him. “Don’t think | could bear nightmares
tonight.”

He lifted the covers and dipped in beside her. His body was dight but strong, warm and intensdy
dive She snuggled againg him, letting that warmth flow through her. The hedling contact with other flesh
began easing the wounds in her spirit. His hands curved around her shoulders. “Been a long time” he
murmured.

“Mmmmh?’

“Never mind.” He began stroking her brow, caressing the softly quivering eyespot.

“Don’'t.” Shetried to pull away.

“Hush. Be ill.”

She pressed her face againg the hard flat muscles of his chest and let the tears come again, gentle
hedling tears this time, weeping slently until the touch of his hands and her body’s response made her
forget why she wept.



The Child: 10

For three nights Serroi trudged across the desolation. The stony ground gave way to ralling sand
which took an even greater tall on her faling strength. She ate the last of her food early in the morning of
the third day, choking down the dried-out mest and rotting fruit. When she tried to deep, her rest was
broken by nightmares so that she woke amogt as tired as when her eyes first closed.

Toward the end of the fourth night she sumbled aong, her tongue swollen, her mouth leather-dry,
her head unsteady on her neck. As the sun dlimbed clear of the horizon, she found hersdlf at the top of a
dopein the middle of emptiness with no shdlter anywhere. Eyes blurring, head burning, she started down,
fdl, rolled to the bottom of the dope and lay there, dazed.

It seemed to her that she sat up and lay curled on the sand smultaneoudy as if she'd Flit into two
part’s. A vinat came tiptoeing over the sand, nosed a her-on-the-sand, then stood over her-who-knelt,
large luminous eyes gaing out over the dark-bright sands. The sands stirred, opened up. She was
kneding/lying in masses of blue and crimson flowers. Every-thing was bright and tranquil. A fire began
burning in front of her. A crysta pot came from nowhere and settled on the flames and the liquid insde
began bailing. A strange woman velled in grey stepped out of the pot and moved to her-on-the-sand.
With along bright knife, dmost a sword, she cut the crouching body into smdl sections and threw them
into the crystd pot that grew larger in order to accommodate the bits of flesh and bone. They boiled and
boiled. It seemed to her that days passed, years passed. The bones were boiled clean, churning round
and round in the crystd pot urtil the fire en-tered into them, burned through into the marrow, glowed
red-gold. Then the grey woman fished them out of the water, dipping her dim white hand into the
bubbling, geaming liquid asif it were no more than soring water. She lay the bones back into the shape
of agirl child. In the skull-holes she placed two pebbles. The skeleton glowed hat, like lines of fire; the
blue flowers nodded their bright heads againg the bone's, the crimson flowers brushed their bright heads
agang the bones. Hesh grew back over the bones, the stones turned into eyes. The grey woman bent
over the one-who-lay-on--the-sand, watching the bones grow flesh around themsalves, the head beneath
the val turned. She-who-knelt quivered as that dark secret gaze passed over her. The grey woman held
out a hand. Her fingers were, cool, and filled with life; they closed over the hand of her-who-knelt, lifted
her, flew with her, the spirit-her.

Spirit-Serroi looked down, saw a holein the earth. “What is that, holein the earth?’ she said.

The grey woman said nothing, but took her down and down, spirding into the hole. It grew larger
and larger until they were Skimming over ariver that divided into two parts, one flowing south, the other
north. The south-flowing river gleamed bright as gold; the north-flowing river ran dark and smoky. The
grey woman pointed at the dark river and spirit--Serroi saw bones floating in the murk; the grey woman
pointed at the bright river, then flew with spirit-Serroi over the shining water. She opened her hand and
spirit-Serroi drifted gently downward, gill cam, even tranquil, though she fdl toward the earth. She did
into the water and it flowed into her; she fdt the life-force energizing her; she turned over and over in the
flood. Then the white hand dipped into the water and drew her up again.

Where the glowing river fdl over a diff into a second hole there were two trees, a bright tree and a
dark tree, round fruits hanging on each, ripe round fruits burding with juice. The grey woman took her
down to the trees. Thistime she settled spirit-Serroi beside the dark tree. When she took her hand away,
Serroi drifted toward the bright tree. She reached for a glowing fruit; but the grey woman dapped her
hand away, took her back to the dark tree. The fruits were purple and fleshy, dripping crimson juice.
Spirit-Serroi plucked one and ate it, then screamed as pain jagged through her, her spirit body stretched
and twisted, near torn gpart by the pain. The grey woman watched, slent and impassve. Though she said
nothing, Serroi perceived the pain as a test. She fought to contradl it, to forceit into a smdl dark knot and
expd it from her while she fought al'so to maintain the integrity of her spirit body. At the end of a struggle
more intense than any she’ d known, more intense even than the sruggle with her Noris, she cast out the
pain. The grey woman took another fruit from the dark tree and extended it to Serroi. She drew back.
The grey woman forced her to take it. Shivering with fear she hit into the crimson flesh. She fdt nothing.



Joy bubbled in her; she swallowed the rest of the fruit then laughed and danced around the tree.

The grey woman waved a hand at the shining tree. Serroi darted to the glowing fruit and ate eagerly.
Fire burned in her, seared her, consumed her; again she fought to control the burning. Again she won the
fight. She thrugt the fire from her, handled it, let it burst into the air over her head.

They flew on, the grey woman taking her many places, showing her many things, testing her again and
again, speak-ing no word, smply guiding her, letting her do and be.

Then they were back with her-who-lay-on-the-sand, the vina sanding slent guard over the body.
The flesh was on the bones, the eyes plump under closed eyelids. She looked worn and hungry, the girl
curled up on the sand, lips crack-ing, feet wrapped in bloody rags, a ragged brown robe haf covering a
soiled white shift. The velled woman bent over her, touched her cheek with cool fingers, then she looked
back, her unseen eyes fixed on the spirit-Serroi as she spoke for the fi'st time, her voice low and rich.
“Cherish dl things that live” she said, then she was gone, fading into the clear hard air of the desert night.

The body pulled spirit-Serroi. Wriggling about, pushing, shoving, she fitted hersdf back into her flesh.

When she woke, the moons were rigng. She tried to St up, fdl back as her arms collapsed under
her, tried again and trembled upright. She rubbed at her eyes, vagudy surprised to see no vinat, no blue
and crimson flowers. A dream, just a fever dream. She pushed up onto her knees, rested a momernt,
then got to her fet and stood swaying as she brushed fecbly a the sand cruding her dothing.
Abandoning this, she draightened and turned dowly while she desired water. When the tug came, it
came far dronger than before; through her weariness and pain she knew a flash of hope. From
some-where gtrength came into her; like a river of fire it flowed into her. She could fed her bones
glowing. With trembling fingers she tied the cloth around her neck and began walking in the direction her
eye-spot pulled her. The fire dowly died but while it was there the desert was erily beautiful for her, a
continualy changing pattern of black, grey and slver.

Nijilic. TheDom led the long ragged scatter of, moons waxing to hdf across the sarfidds, its milky
light shimmering through the air and touching surfaces into brightness.

Asthe night progressed, her dream-fire left her and, she be-gan drifting in and out of consciousness,
sometimes coming to hersdf with her face in the sand and no idea of how she got there. Sand under her
feet changed and hardened, was covered with amdl stones that struck sharply into the soles of her
dragging feet. She sumbled dong haf conscious weav-ing around larger and larger boulders until she lost
dl idea of direction.

Suddenly her eye-spot began throbbing frantically. She leaned againgt a boulder, resting and ligening,
holding her breath as she waited. She heard a thready tinkle, afaint bub-bling. She pushed away from the
stone, walked hdf a dozen steps and fdl to her knees beside a amdl, shining pool a the base of a sharp
rise. She dipped a trembling hand into the pool and stared at the water quicksivering out of her pam.
Dark and secret, the pool caught the starshine and shimmered the broken light back to her. She dipped
her hand again, not quite beieving that she could come back to life

She siretched out flat and buried her face, in the coolness, drank and drank until she could hold no
more. The water was joy, in her and on her. Then, as in the dream, her, som-ach cramped. She, gasped
and rose to her knees, dutching at her middle, groaning and throwing herself about as the pain pulsed
through her. After a fev moments, though, the teaching of the dream reached into her and she brought
her body under control. She stretched out, gasping, on the sand until the sun threw up fans of light on the
eagtern horizon, warning her that she needed to find shelter. She dragged her-sdf onto her feet and
looked around. A pile of large boulders leaned againg a diff about twice her height, forming a sha-low
hollow that looked big enough to hold her. She stripped off her outer robe, dipped it in the water, then
settled hersdf in the hollow, the dripping robe spread over her.

She dept the morning through, dept better than she had in days, dreamed a little without the vivid
awareness of the pre-vious day. She woke at a scurrying sound, a tickling over her leg. A smdl
grey-green lizard was running up the side of the boulder by her knee. She watched as it ran in and out of
shadow and findly scurried toward her head. Choking down her reluctance, she snatched the lizard from
the rock and killed it.



Usng a sharp-edged flake of stone, she skinned the lizard, ate the mesat raw off the amdl bones, then
braved the sun to wash hands and face a the pool. She took only a few mouth-fuls of water, having
learned a hard lesson, wet her robe again, and went back to try degping the rest of the day away.

She stayed at the tiny spring the next night, continuing to rest and rebuild her strength. She ate more
lizards and some of the hitter herbs growing in cracks of the rock. When the sun went down again, she
drank as much as she could hold, soaked dl her dothing in the water of the pool, then wrapped it around
her. As soon as she had her direction, she scrambled up the boulders, dragged hersdf over the steep
rise, and set out for the next water.

The hard earth was littered with smdl sharp bits of rock that could cut to the bone if her foot came
down wrong on one of them. This dowed her, put a srain on her strength; she felt her bones beginning to
dow again asif they sucked heat and energy from the stones that threatened her. The fire upheld her for
along time, draining dowly away as she made detours around cracks in the earth too wide to legp over
and too steep—sometimes even undercut—to dimb.

The sun came up before she found the second water. She wound the spare cloth around her head
and waked on until she found a crack with negotidble wadls. She spent the day there, dozing and
enduring. It was both easer and harder to endure, now that she knew there'd be an end to thirst and
pain, now that she was whally sure she'd get out of this desert dive. She was more impatient than ever to
cross the last miles of sone and sand. The day went on and on, seemed never to end.

That night the walking was hard. The land was again rigng and there were far more rocks, larger
rocks, strewn over the unforgiving surface. The night was bright enough with Nijilic TheDom and MS
companions hanging overhead, but moon-light was treacherous, fooling her with pools of sharp-edged
shadow that was just enough different from sun-shadow to throw off her depth-perception.

When the sun rose, she bad not yet reached the oring. The pull on her eye-spot was so strong that
ghe kept on. Before the stone grew hot enough to burn her, she saw dusty green and a few birds soaring
on leather wings.

The soring welled up from the rock and ran off to the southeast in a amdl, noisy stream. There was a
patch of sunted brush, birds' nestsin holesin the rock and in the bushes, some smdl rodents.

She drank, sparingly thistime, then looked around. A ro-dent poked a quivering nose out from under
astone, was joined by a second, then athird, al saring at her from bright beady eyes. Again she nerved
hersdf and moved cautioudy about, gethering smal stones. She closed her eyes, opened them again. The
rodent’s were 4ill there. “The Maden for-give me, smdl brothers,” she whispered, then threw the stones
one after another. Two rodents fdl dead and the other van-ished.

She rubbed a her eyes, then sghed, sat down and skinned the beasts with a bit of knife-edged
stone. The flesh was redder and sweeter than the lizard meat. When she finished them, she explored the
nests, took three of the eggs and sucked out their contents, throwing the shells away. She drank again,
gpat out the first mouthful, drank heavily, then rested a moment, her face immersed in the water.

She stayed at this water for two nights and three days, dreaming and druggling to understand her
dreams, growing more and more unwilling to accept what they seemed to be tdling her. For the firg time
dhe fdt desperatey londy, not daring to make friends with the animas she would use for food. She
would not, could not, play with them, talk to them, then kill and est them.

When night fell a the end of the third day, she drank from the pool then began falowing the stream.
The moons were dready far into ther travels when the sky darkened enough for them to be seen. The
little stream picked up their light, sang and shimmered in the milk-white glow. Waking dowly beside the
gmdl grong stream, she fdt a kinship with the dancing water and a greater peace than she could
remem:-ber. She fdt strength grown hard in her: the trek from the desert had fined her, tested her, and
she had won through.

She walked steedily beside the stream, humming to hersdlf. The flight dream and the odd things that
happened afterward faded from her mind. She fdt physcaly strong and bubbling with hedth, ready to
dance with the moon shadows. Four moons set, two rode high, the two became four then five It was a
vast and sately dance. The moon shadows of the scat-tered shrubs danced about in multiples like dark
glent laugh-ter. Her own feet danced in flickering shadow. She threw out her arms, swung round and



round, shouting her joy into the wandering breeze, splashed into the stream and kicked sprays of
gimmering siver bubblesinto the air. After awhile, she settled to a steady walk, quiet and contented.

When there were only three moons left and these were low on the western horizon, the stream
tumbled into a dit in the rock. Serroi dropped to her knees, quivering a this echo of her dream. She
stretched up, dill on her knees, tilted her head back, flung out her arms. The sarfieddd was blooming and
the Dancers rocking like cradie's dong the horizon. Then she bent forward and listened to the water
booming in the hole, fdt the boom echoing hallowly insde her. She blinked back tears. “1 won't cry, |
won't give in.” She bent to the water, splashed the coolness onto her face, drunk deeply, drank again.
With a great show of energy, she jumped to her feet and walked on. When she was severd dtrides away,
ghe desired water, then turned west to follow the tug.

The night wore on. The Dancers set and took the moon shadows with them. Semi faced her
londiness, her pain, her weariness, and dowly accepted them into her; in this remnant of night she found a
measure of cam as she narrowed the fo-cus of her strength to smple survivd. Without knowing how she
knew, shefdt that her ordeal was dmost over. She was changed, she could take life into her own hands
now and shape it as she wished.

An hour &fter the Dancers set, the eastern sky flushed ver-milion. As the sun rose higher, her shadow
walked ahead of her like aflat black giant, jerking comicaly as her feet moved. She dimbed a smdl rise
and began looking about for shelter.

The parched land stretched out on dl sides, dipping gradu-dly down toward the western horizon,
hard earth, dull brown earth, crossed and recrossed by deep fissures, stones of dl Szes scattered like
tiles across it. One of the larger boulders rocked back and forth, then staggered up onto four skinny legs.

The Woman: XI

Coperic st the tray on the table, pulled the chair across to the bed and sat down in it, amiling at
Serroi. She blinked drowslly, stretched, patted a yawn, then amiled up a him, deeply content. Working a
hand out from under the tumbled bedclothes, she stretched it out to him. The food cooled as they sat that
way, sharing a long moment’s relaxation from a longer tenson, sharing affection rather than passion, an
affec-tion both needed badly ..

Coperic was driven by his needs to hide this Sde of his nature. Only rardly could he share without
subterfuge. He was a complex man, a strange man Serroi could marvel—at but not fully understand. She
lay warm, comfortable, relaxed, contemplating the dreamy cam on his face so different from that sour
greedy mask he wore downgtairs. His plots and schemes, most of them of a kind to bring him under the
headsman’'s axe were they discovered, these were as necessary to him as the air he breathed. He was
smuggler and spy, mas-ter of thieves and vagabonds, cynic and idedig, fandicdly loyd to his friends, a
bitter enemy to those who injured him.

A minute more, then both broke the hold. Serroi threw the covers back and stood. After putting on
the crumpled boy’s dothing for one more day, she brushed off her feet and stamped into her boots.
Crossing to the table, stepping over Coperic’s feet and answering his friendly grin, she picked up the tray
and carried it to the bed. “Y ou have many people downgtairs?’

“Not open, not for another couple of hours” He rubbed a hislong nose. “Lot of my cusomers are
dlergic to morning light.”

Serroi took afew minutesto edt, then she looked up. “Take care, Pero. Has Morescad got anything
agang you?’

Coperic shook his head. “I'm too little to catch his eye; besides | mean to keep my head low for the
next few passages. No chances for greedy old Coperic.”

“Wigh | could believe that.” She drained the cup. “Take care of the gifl for me” She lifted the tray
from her knees and set it on the bed beside her. “ She's going to kick up a fuss when she finds me gone,
but she's a good child and far from stupid. If | don't make it back .... She scowled, touched her
forehead. “Is the coloring dill even on my face?’

Coperic leaned forward and drew his fingertips dong the sde of her face. “Yes, little mee you'll



have to chip it off with a chisd when you want to be yoursdf again.”

She laughed, then sobered, caught hold of his hand, held it againg her face for a moment. “I've got a
cold feding about today.”

Coperic freed himsdf gently, leaned back in the chair, frowning at her. “You haveto try it?’

She nodded. “For alot of reasons. | suppose modly be-cause | have to live with mysdf after this”
She flicked her fingers at the weaponbelt coiled on the table. “I'm leaving that and the pack with you.”

He scratched at an eyebrow. “Y ou're not thinking cdlearly about this, Serroi. It wouldn't be too hard
to dip a message to the Domnor warning him of this plot and do it without blowing my cover or yours.”

Serroi shook her head. “You'reright, it'd be easy enough. How much would you believeif you got a
note like thet?’

“Can you be sure e ll believe you?’

One corner of her mouth twisted up, then she shook her head. “No, Pero, but | think the chances are
better that | can convince him.” She leaned forward. “The Nearga-nor seem to be holding a mesting
here; | saw more than a dozen of them on the Highroad coming here. Why? How many of them are
actudly lire? Hern's no fool, he's got to be asking himsdf what the hdl’s going on. It's not the Gather;
the Norim don’'t have anything to do with the Maiden if they can hdlp it.” She stood. “If | don't come
back, tdl, Yad-mri to remember my North,. that | smdl himin this” She dipped the cap on, tucked in
dray wisps of har. “Can | just wak out?’

He moved to the door and pulled—it open. “Just go. No problem.”

The dde streets were empty and, quiet in the clear cdm dawn. The east burned with layers of red
and gold that were reflected in the scummy pools. Serroi skirted the puddies and made her way to the
man street where street vendors had mooncakes dready frying in pots of fat. The street was filling with
the crigp hot amdls of ail and batter. Jugglers and beg-gars, fortune tellers and gamblers, thieves and
acrobats, even a few petty Norids mixed with pilgrims up early on this Moongather Eve, dl of them
gathering around the cake vendor’s gals or setting up for the influx of pilgrims later on.

The harvest of coins. Serroi drolled dong, amiling. For the street people these weren't holy days.
What they took in by trick of hand or mind would keep them through the lean days of the Scatter.
Jugglers and acrobats crunched down the mooncakes, wiped greasy hands on trousers, began practicing
their arts. The beggars settled on ther corners, sore's flaning fresh. They too were practicing ther
whines, exhibiting ther infirmities to each other. Dancers were warming up, stretching, turning, working
their bodies. Street musdans were setting up their stands, blowing experimentd trills on flutes, tuning
other ingruments, the sngers humming snatches of popular lays or hymns to the Maiden. Gamblers were
try-ing the deight of hand on each other. The few early-risng pilgrims were mosly serious, even the
laughing, joking vis-tors kept moving toward the Temple.

Serroi passed one or two of the gamblers who had snared victims, wrinkling her nose as the rugtics
hunched over shdlls or cards or scattered tiles, intent on their own impoverish-ment. She srolled through
the noisy, colorful life that filled the main sheet, her spirits risng until a Seykyn stepped into the street and
began waking down its center. His serpent mask glittered, his scabbard clashed softly againg the' skirt
of metd-inlaid velater Strips that protected his groin. His ve-later-hide whip hung coiled in a leather pouch
on hisleft Sde, only the handle showing; he could draw and strike with that whip in less than a second as
Serroi knew only too wel. She touched the shoulder where the cut ill itched. He wore heavy leather
gloves with metd inlays and thigh-high boots striped with the velater hide that could rip a man's skin off
with a angle glancing blow, the skin from the great dark predator of the sea depths whose scades had
razor edges. He waked with a heavy arrogance that no one cared to chalenge. For severd minutes after
he passed the street was empty, then it filled again with people taking and laughing alittle too loudly.

Serroi moved unnoticed toward the Temple, a amdl dusty boy like countless other children—aquiet
and exuberant, awed and indifferent—brought to Oras to celebrate the Gather. Logt in this stream of
pilgrims she rounded the curve of the Plaz-walls and saw the Temple ahead, crossng the end of the
broad avenue. Around her she heard sudden intakes of breath, angry curses, the fatering of pacing fest;
ghe fdtered hersdf as she—stared at the gathering beside the Temple gate. Black-clad Followers of the



Hame swaying and chanting around a Son who stood high above them on a makeshift stage, chanting in
counterpoint as he shouted a diatribe agang the Maiden, naming her Hag and Whore, Demoness and
Deceaiver. The pilgrims muttered uncomfortably, an-grily—with no one daring to confront this affront to
custom and piety; under the anger there was a current of fear and uncertainty that told Serroi with a
terrible € oquence how powerful the Sons of the Hame and their Follower’s had be-come.

She moved closer to a amdl family, mother and father and three children, trying to seem a part of it
as she, moved past the glaring eyes of Plaz guards wearing black armbands with the circled flame
embroidered conspicuoudy on them, moved through the gate and down the tree-shaded wakway to the
Temple itsdf, Ietting the peace indde the walls lighten her despair and soothe away the disturbance stirred
up by the demondtration outside.

Old but gill unfinished, the Temple was aforest of pillars, each with its unique carving, of the Maiden.
Every year or so anew column was added, the figure a gift of another sculptor and patron or group of
patrons—wood and stone, ceramic , and mosaic, every medium but cold metd. Everywhere she
looked, Serroi could see images of the Maiden, stern or ten-der, laughing and light of limb, or formdly
gracious. Each artist had carved or shaped his or her own vison of the great Her. Somewhere within the
forest of columns—a thousand at the last count—a pilgrim could find that image of. Her that matched his
or her inner vison. Serroi had come here hdf a hundred times during her ward; even now in her
preoccupa-tion she reacted to the beauty and mystery of the place. Since the columns were not roofed in
but supported a delicate lat-tice of stone, the morning sun painted lacy shadows on the muted tessera of
the mosaic floor. The noises of the street were closed out by the massve wadls, once she moved into the
columnsthey ceased to' exid for her.

There Were dready many pilgrims here, tdling their prayer beads or dtting in quiet contemplation of
the Maiden. A few were wandering among the column’s searching through the hundreds of images for the
one that spoke to them. The street crowd had ignored the amdl boy; here, in the shadows and the
slence, the pilgrims took even less notice of her. She moved quietly toward the centrd court, disturbed
by the evil she carried with her, the jarring she fdt between her inner turmoail and the holiness of this
place.

She stepped out of the shadow onto the court’s mosaic floor. The fountain in the center of the court
sang soft mudc to her. At the far end of the large open space were the Door and the Dais where the
Daughter would enact the rite of the Moongather, her chant echoed by the thousands of pilgrimsfilling the
court and dl the space within the forest of columns. She hedtated a moment by the coping of the
foun-tain; she had only to cross, turn to her right a the far sde and follow the sanctuary’s wall until she
came to a andl plan door—until she was there, until she pulled the bdl cord, she was safe in her
disguise. The smdl lump of the tgicho was warm againg her skin indde her boot, reassuring her as it
warned her of hodgtile search. She looked up, touched the band of one of the—maiden figures in the
fountain; it seemed to her that the fingers warmed to hers a moment. Then she shook her head, ruefully
acknowledging her desperate need for reassurance.

She walked quickly across the court. The Slence was thick and tense. She moved down the Sde of
the ample rectangular building that housed the Daughter and her acolytes. At the amdl door, she raised
her hand, touched the bdl-pull. It was carved from a large piece of amber into the shape of a den-der,
graceful hand. To sound the bell she had to take the hand in hers and tug. The amber fingers fdt warm
and wd-coming in hers. Her heart thudding, her breathing ragged, she tugged and heard the muted sound
of abdl ringing indde.

The door dammed open. She shrank away as she stared up into the face of a Plaz guard, a big
scarred man in carefully smoothed tabard and cleen lesthers. He scowled down at her. “What you want,
boy?’

Serroi swalowed, her mouth suddenly dry. She cleared her throat and croaked, “Message” Her
tongue flicked dong dry

lips “Message for the Daughter,” she said.

“Give | see she getsit.” He hdd out his left hand. Some brawl in the past had taken the little finger
and the top joint off the fourth.



FHghting down a fear that was making her sick to her somach, Serroi shook her head. “Mouth
message” she sad huskily. “Say to the Daughter this She who milks the wind and sows the dragon’s
teeth has words for the Daughter.”

The guard, grunted and leaned forward to peer skepticdly at her with dightly nearsighted eyes. “Stay
here” He dammed the door in her face. She sank onto the pavement and tried to stop the shaking of her
knees. With a trembling hand she wiped swegt from her face.

It's Moongather, she thought. Except for the trouble Tay-yan and | brought on our order, that
guard would be a meie; though with the fuss the Sons are stirring up about us, maybe not, maybe
it's not all my fault. Stll, probably nothing to worry about. The Daughter has to be guarded. At
least he wasn't wearing an armband. There must be some guards who aren’'t involved in this plot.
She rubbed at her nose. Doesn't matter. I'm a boy, a Mouth, not the meie they're all looking for.

The door jerked open. The guard beckoned. “Come on, boy,” he growled.

She followed him insde. There was asmdl dark foyer that amelled strongly of wax and polish, than a
hdlway lit by ail lamps, scented ail, a sweet fragrance that reminded her of spring on a mountainsde. The
guard stumped ahead of her. His attitude began to bother her. He didn't seem to give a damn where he
was, seemed desf to the tranquility he shat-tered with each heavy step.

“In here, boy.” He pulled back a curtain and motioned her through an archway, then clumped off as
she stepped into the bare room where peace touched her fear like a benediction.

The room was alittle longer then it was wide. Tapestries on the walls were dark blue with scattered
white dots and line figures. After amoment she saw that these represented star groupings, the dots were
gars, the white figures the legend images. At the far end of the room two chain were pulled up facing
each other. As she hesitated the tapestry by the chairs solit, and a veiled figure stepped insde the room.
The dender graceful figure wore along grey robe and over it a trandu-cent grey vell so fine it seemed to
float on the dill ar. The woman sat, beckoned to Serroi.

Heart pounding again, she crossed the room and Mopped beside the empty chair. A graceful hand
came under the vall; with afluid gesture it invited her to St and speak.

Serroi edged around the char and sat, her toes dangling a handspan from the floor, feding uneasy
and becoming a bit angry a this treatment. The woman in the val folded her hands in her lgp and waited.
Serroi bit her lip, then lifted her head to Stare a chdlenge at the vell. “Y ou are the Daughter?’

The hidden head indlined in a graceful assent.

Serroi waited, saying nothing.

“The Maden’s eyes are like mountain tarns, green and brown a once and filled with a wisdom
beyond man's com-prehension.” The velled woman's voice was warm, dmogt as deep asaman’'s.

Serroi relaxed; she knew that voice. She pulled off her gloves, held out her hands.

“The little meid” The Daughter’s velled head turned from bands to face. “You sad you have a
message?”’

Rdief like euphoria swept through Serroi; she could lay her burden in this woman's hands, rid hersdlf
of the awful re-gpongibility she carried; she leaned forward, spoke eagerly. “I beg you, doman Anas.
Bdieve what | tdl you now.”

“Speak, mee. | will hear you.” The coolness in the deep voice warned Serroi she'd better be
convincing. The words tumbling from her lips, she recounted the events preceding her flight from Oras,
finidhing, “ Please, doman Anas. Bdieve me and get me to the Domnor so | can warn him.”

The Daughter lifted her hands, clapped twice, “Oh | do believe you, little mee” A low rippling
laugh. “I do indeed.” She stood.

Serroi heard arattle behind her. She whipped up and around.

A Seykyn came through the arch at the far end of the au-dience chamber.

She whedled.

A second Sleykyn stood just behind the veiled figure.

“Why, Daughter?’ There was anguish in Serroi’s voice. “Why?’

“Don't fight, litle meie” The Daughter’s voice had taken on a hard edge. “The Seykyn will have the



megt off your bones. And you don’'t have much to lose, do you.”

The tapestry parted again and a Norit waked through. Ser-roi’ s eyes widened as she recognized the
Minarka she'd seen on the Highroad. His russet har was pulled back from his face and tied behind his
head with a narrow black ribbon whose ends he' d pulled forward to hang fluttering on his chest. His eyes
were copper mirrors, cool and measuring, giv-ing nothing away. He let his hand drop on the woman's
shoulder and stood daring intently at Serroi. After a moment of this, he frowned. “Something is
protecting her.”

The Daughter lifted adim white hand and rested it on his; her casudly possessive ar sickened Serroi.
“She haan't been searched. Y ou heard what she said?’

“Of course. One wonders how many have heard her littletde” His, eyesran over Serroi again. “Still,
ghe makes little difference. The thing isamaost done. When this businessisfinished, I'd like to explore her
anomdies. Tuck her away in the Plaz dungeons and forget her till then.” His hand closed on her shoulder
with bruisng force. She leaned her velled head back againgt him, breathing hard enough so that the puffs
of air from her lips blew the grey vell about. “You can play with her then, my scamar.” His words hed a
hint of amusement, but his face was without expression. He squeezed the woman's shoulder again, then
stepped back behind the tapestries.

Serroi swalowed, swalowed again, finding what she'd just seen dmogt impossible to believe. The
Daughter—she who should be closest to the Maiden, strongest, wisest, sanest. “Why?’

“Why not?’ The Daughter’s voice was filled with contempt. She would neither judify her actions nor
bother to debate one who had no power to threaten her. Serroi began to shiver. A Nor’s toy. Again.
Maiden bless, again. The Daughter watched in a hot Slence, her bresthing fast and hard, as the Seykyn
took Serroi’s arm and led her away.

Not again. Not again. Not again. No more betraying. Not another Tayyan. No more animals
done to death with my help. Hold out. Say nothing. Don’t betray Dinafar or «- perk. Say nothing.
Not a sound. If I can. Make them kill me.

Say nothing. Over and over the words pounded through her head in time to the sound of her feet
as the Seykynin marched her through the arch and dong the back way from the Temple to the Plaz, one
on each sde of her, holding her arms ddlicatdly in their gloved hands, hands that could rip the skin from
her if they closed hard, A few ragged urchins saw them, faded away before them. She hoped Coperic
would learn she' d been taken and be warned. Be ready to leave a the dlightest hint of trouble. Hear
and be warned, my friend. I’ve sworn to say nothing, but such swearings have been be-trayed
before.

They took her in through the amdl door in the Plaz wall that had admitted the Norid and his escort
that other night. One Seykyn opened the secret door, the other shoved her in-sde and followed close
behind. He took her am again, deli-catidy again, and took her dong the dark mudy corridor whose
blackness rgpidly became complete as they Ieft the en-trance behind. Then light flared behind them. She
risked a glance over her shoulder and saw that the second Seykyn fol-lowed with asmdl torch.

They marched past the medting room, then began winding downward through the rat-hole in the
wadls, emerging findly into a vast sub-basement, torch-lit and wel furnished with the tools of torment,
rack and screw, whipping posts and burning irons and dl the other aids to reaming whet truth the torturer
wanted to hear from the reluctant bodies of hisvictims

The Child: 11

The creature staggered around, head swaying at the end of a long skinny neck, honking unhgppily. It
sumbled toward her, wincng, as cracked pads came down on bits of rock. Giggling, dizzy with relief,
Serroi raced down the dope and stopped in front of the beast, gazing up into its mild slly face. “Jamat,”
she said. It ducked its head and nudged at her shoulder. She scratched between smdl round ears and
dipped her fingers under the worn patched hdter it was wearing. Futtering from the tether ring under its
chin, a bit of frayed rope dapped at her somach.

She caught the rope and turned the beast. Waking dong beside it she thought, it must have been



scared by something, broke away, then ran off in a panic and got itself lost. She put her hand on its
sde, feding the trembling, the labored breathing. Poor thing, its weak with hunger and thirst. She
glanced at the sun, then started leading the jamat forward. No choice now, got to find water.

Hdf the morning passed before she reached the spring. She had to use the animd control she'd
learned in the Tower to keep the jamat moving. Again and again it tried to kned and let itsdf die; again
and again, she prodded it back on its feet, got it moving, though it honked mournfully and blew dime
bubbles in her face. She was shaking with exhaustion when the jamat lifted its head, twitched the rope out
of her hand and broke into a shambling trot. It smells water. She sghed and pushed the damp hair off
her face, then began trudging after it—and found it blissfully sucking up water from a bub-bling pool in a
deep hallow. There was plenty of brush, dried grass, even some late flowers. She sat on the damp earth
beside the pool, graieful for the rest and the touch of coolness. After a moment she stretched out and
drank. Then she drove the jamat back so it wouldn't founder. As it browsed contentedly at the thorny
brush around the pool, she killed and skinned two of the rodents that poked their noses up to see wha
was happening. She ate hungrily then buried the skin, entrails and bones.

The sun burned down. She moved to the spring and rolled into the water. Dripping and picking up
grit on her knees, she crawled into a dump of bushes. The earth was covered with a layer of short dry
grass and hdf-rotted leaves, a softer bed than she'd had for days.

She woke late in the afternoon and found the jamat kneding close to her, its long neck drawn back,
its head tucked behind the upthrust of its hipbone. Chuckling, she crawled out of her hollow, stood and
stretched. Without dis-turbing the snoring beast, she raided nests for eggs and killed a fat lizard. After
eding, she drank deeply, then stripped off her robe and let hersdf dip into the pool. With handfuls of
sand she scrubbed hersdf clean, body and hair, until she tingled dl over, then she began on her tattered
robes. When she was finished, she pulled the robes around her and crawled back into the shade.

She woke again after the sun was down and toed the jamat awake. It rocked dertly to its feet and
turned its head in a hdf-circle, a look of mild astonishment on its slly face. It stretched out its long neck
and siffed at her hair, her face. She pulled the bony head down againgt her chest and scratched behind
round yelow ears until she was bored with that and shoved the head away. She moved dong the barre
body, looking carefully at legs and ribs. Not atremble left. Food, water, rest, these had restored it.

She chuckled, grabbed a handful of the thick curly har that covered its body and drew hersdf up
onto its back, kick-ing and wriggling about until she was up and adtride. The jamat honked its
disapprova and immediatdly went down on its knees, front end fire, nearly precipitating her over its
head, then dropping its hind end, jerking her backward. She blinked,, resettled hersdlf, then snorted her
disgus. Usng her animd control skills, she goosed it back on its feet, dutching desperately at the
corkscrew fleeces to keep hersdf from being rocked off. She kicked her heds into its sdes and hung on
asit moved off at adow jog that sent her inddes ralling.

For the firg hour, riding was a druggle. After that she settled into the proper rhythm and relaxed
enough to consider her direction. You're Pehiiri raised, if I'm right about where | am. Probably ran
away from a mouscar—one not too far away, a day or two at most. She rubbed a her nose,
suddenly nervous at the thought of medting people after so many years done with the Noris. Seven
years. Ah well .... She closed her eyes and desired humankind, then turned the jamat’s head in the
direction of the developing tug.

Her spirits began to bubble up; the fed of warm life under her eased her londiness. For the moment
she was happy. As the jamat rocked aong, she watched the earth flowing past and reveled in the speed
of its passage, gigdling occasondly as she pictured her own short legs scissoring like mad to cover the
same ground. She leaned forward until her cheek was turned againg the jamat’s shoulder. Overhead the
moon’s danced their dow pavanne while she drowsed, warm and comfortable, the jamat humping and
swaying under her, the multiple moon shadows dancing over the barren earth. A while longer and she
wound her fingersin the fleeces, let her-sdf drift off to deep.

Shortly before dawn the jamat honked loudly and re-peatedly. Serroi started awake, nearly fdling
off. Righting hersdlf, she rubbed at her eyes and looked around.

She was out of the desolation into an area of scattered brush and patches of thick dry grass. The



jamat’s pace quick-ened. She bounced up and down, sruggling to settle hersdf; after biting her tongue,
she clenched her teeth together and Smply hung on. The jamat topped a low rise then ran ful tilt down
the dope toward a cluster of long, low tent’s. Before she could do more than take in the scattered sghts,
the jamat was rubbing noses with others of his kind clustered in a rope corral. She straightened; tense
and alittle afraid, she tried to evauate the Stugtion.

Pehiiri came out of the tents and stood a little way off, daring a her. Fve grim-faced pehiiri
separated from the oth-ers and came toward her, one of the men ydling and sheking his fig a her. She
cringed as the man grabbed a her leg and growled a command. Pehiirit wasn't one of the languages
she'd studied; she shook her head, spread out her hands to show him she didn’t understand what he was
sying.

Those actions sent the blood into his face; roaring with fury, he started to jerk her off the jamat's
back. The beast roared, twisted his skinny neck around and snapped long yd-low teeth close to the
man's arm. He leaped back. As Serroi watched heplesdy, a second man raised a crossbow and amed it
a her; she sucked in a deep breeth, looked franti-caly about for a place to jump as finger tightened on
the trigger.

TheWoman: XI|I

Dinafar woke with the sunin her face. It shone through broken shutters, painting odd shapes over the
bed and floor. She stretched, yawned, got out of bed and dressed in her spare clathing, wrinkled but
cleaner than those she’d worn on the walk to Oras. She unbarred the door and stepped into the hall.

Coperic came through the other door as if he'd stood be-hind it walting for her. “Your brother's
gone out dready,” he said sourly. He nodded at the tray in his hands. “Want some-thing to eat?’

“Gonel” She started for the airs.

Two quick steps and he wasin front of her, the tray catching her just below her amdl breasts. “Don't
be afool.” Before she could protest, he took her arm, his fingers tight enough to hurt, and pushed her
back into her room. He shouldered the door shut, svung her around, shifted his hand to the middle of her
back and shoved her gently onto the bed He st the tray down on the table and stood wetching as she
wriggled off her face and bounced up. “Don't try it,” he said quietly.

“You can't keep me here” She pushed her har back from her face and glared at him.

“No? He jerked his head at the door. “If. | haveto, I'll put you behind the wal and keep you there
long as you keep acting stupid.”

“Stupid!”

“You heard me”

She stared defiance a him, rubbing a her arm. “Y ou hurt me.”

“What do you expect when you go to putting the mee in danger?’

“l wouldn't.” She swalowed, pushed her hands back over her hair. “1 wouldn't.”

“You were about to chase out after her ydling your head off.”

“No.” She dapped her hands down on her thighs. “I wasn't going to do that.”

“Might as wdl. If she wanted you with her, you'd be with her now. Going to cadm down?’

Dinafar looked around at the ugly little room. “I’m not go-ing to spend the day here.”

“Maeie thinks you can keep your mouth shut when you have to.” He eyed her coldly. “I wonder.”

She darted to protest, saw the look in his eyes, caught back her words and nodded.

His mouth curved in a sour tight smile. “ Good enough. Y ou want something to eat?’

Shetried amiling. “1 am hungry.”

He gazed a her a moment longer, then picked up the tray and left. She moved to the door and
ligened to the dtairs creak as he went down. When she heard the downgtairs door dam, she stepped
quickly into the hdl and crossed to the mei€'s room.

The mea€'s pack and weaponbelt were on the table. The bed was unmade, the covers tossed about
as if the meie had spent a restless night. Dinafar plumped the pillows and tugged at the sheets until they
were tight. She smoothed the quilts up until the bed looked right to her. She darted to take the



weaponbelt, stood with her hand on it, feding abandoned and usdless; this was dl she could do for the
mae now, this and keeping her mouth shut, keeping away from the guards. Sowly, unhgppily, she lft the
room as Coperic came up the dars. He saw, her, rased an eyebrow, then followed her into her
bedroom.

“| fixed her bed.”

“l didn't ask.” He st the tray down on the table, fished in an gpron pocket, pulled out a handful of
copper coins. “When, you' re wandering about, you might like to buy your-sdf something.” He dropped
the coins with short musicd dinks beside the cha mug.

“Thanks”

He turned to go, then stopped and leaned againg the door, his degpset eyes moving over her alast
time, afugitive twinkle in them, a twitch to the ends of his mouth. She sat up straight, smiled tentatively,
waited.

“Want to do some work for me?’

She shook the hair out of her eyes, her amile widening to a grin. “Sure.”

“Keegp your eyes open while you' re rambling about. Count the Norim and Seykynin you see. Ligen
to what the Sons of the Hame are saying, what the pilgrims are saying. Don't ask questions. Don't tick
around too long any one place, don’t be obvious about ligening. Don't press. Just pick up what comes
your way. Got that?’

She frowned thoughtfully. “ Anything specia you want?’

He grunted. “You heard me. Mee says you're intdligent. Anything that catches your attention.
How’s your memory?’

“Good enough.”

He scratched at an eyebrow. “Got some prayer beads?’

“Huh? No. Why?’

“Locd color.” He pulled out of his pocket a string of worn wooden beads. She took them and held
them, as his mouth went grim. “If anyone seems to be taking too much notice of you, head right for the
Temple and spend the rest of the day there. Don't let yoursdf be followed back here if you can hep it,
but don't let it bother you too muchif you are. Just let me know and I'll take care of anyone who gticks
hisnose in unasked.” He scowled at her. “You be careful, you hear. Ma€ll have my skin in amdl pieces
if you get hurt.” He dtarted to leave, glanced over his shoulder. “Don’'t you tak to anyone, you hear?’
Dinafar nodded, hiding a grin behind her hand. He snorted and walked out.

Dinafar drifted through the crowds on the main street, bought a mooncake, strolled on, crunching on
the crigp sweet pastry, waiching with wide eyes the colorful and varied life swarming around her. She
wriggled through drding dumps of pilgrims to watch jugglers and street Sngers, her ears open to what
people around her were saying. She looked into shops, fascinated by the marvelous array of things she
could buy. The coins burned through her skirt, even through the handkerchief she'd tied around them.
She itched to spend them but there was so much that she couldn't make up her mind what to buy.
Everything she saw seemed more desirable than the thing before, and there was dways something more.
She was enjoying hersdf so much she fdt, occasiona amdl bites of guilt. With the meie maybe in
danger, how can | fed like this? Then she gasped as a snake charmer wound a long serpent about her
painted body while her partner played an eerie tune on aflute.

As the morning passed, she began to lose some of her ear-lier euphoria. There was an undercurrent
of uneasiness about the pilgrims that they covered by talking and laughing too loudly. She never heard this
formless anxiety mentioned in any of the fragments of conversation she overheard, was not even sure that
the pilgrims themsdves were aware of it, but it was most evident among the chanting, ranting groups of
black-clad men and women sporting a circled slver flane. She knew little about these Followers of the
Flame—they had no place a dl in the fisher village where she'd grown up—but she knew how scornful
the mee was when she spoke of them and she saw the way the pilgrims edged around them and began to
fed a cold knot in her scomach.



The Norim were thick in Oras. Already she'd counted hdf a dozen of the ominous black figures. The
street was dlent and twitchy a good five minutes each time one of them passed. When she counted her
gxteenth Sleykyn, she rubbed at her ssomach, feding the coldness spreading.

She was buying a mest pie and a shaved ice drink when she saw Tesc and his family ambling toward
her. She paid the vendor then ducked hedily down a sde street. Coperic had sad not to tadk to anyone
and anyway she didn't fed like answering questions. The twins could cram more questions into a sngle
breath than anyone could answer in fifty. She Sghed and began drding back to the man street.

Sucking at the ice, chewing on the hot juicy pie, she wan-dered on until she came to the Plaza. She
grolled around the greet pile of stone, aring up at the towers. When she came to the amdl dley of the
me€ s gory, she looked down it, curiogty itching at her.

Three Seykynin were leening againg the corrd fence, watching her. Another lounged againg a
building near the entrance. Forcing hersdlf to move dowly and camly, she went back toward the man
Sreet.

She glanced back once, saw nothing, walked on, weaving hersdf into the crowds gralling the man
streets. When she stopped to wetch a troupe of acrobats performing, she fdt the slence grow behind
her, looked around, saw a Seykyn watching the troupe. He was not looking & her, very care-fully not
looking &t her.

Dinafar moved on, sweat beading on her forehead, her heart in her throat. Remembering how the
meie had stayed cam and waited for an opening, she waked dowly toward the Temple, winding about
pilgrims, trying to keep severd of them between her and the Seykyn. Though he paid no atten-tion to
her, he was dways there, dways about the same distance behind her; she didn't know what had
provoked his interest, perhaps it was smply the fact that she'd bothered to look down that particular
grdl dley, but she couldn’'t waste atention on that puzzle, she had a greater worry. When she saw the
gate of the Temple, she had to stop hersdf from run-ning in panic toward it, but the clot of Followers
there was enough to cool the heet in her blood. Imitating the meie with-out being aware of it, she
attached hersdf to alarge pilgrim family and dipped insde.

Standing behind one of the pillars, her prayer beads dan-gling from sheking fingers, she watched the
Seykyn groll past the greast gate. He couldn’t come in without leaving his weapons behind, so he
wouldn’'t come in. She sghed with re-lief, blessed Coperic, wiped the trickling sweat from her face and
ams. The peace of the Temple beginning to cadm her racing heart, she began wandering about, marveing
a the ever-changing Maiden figures.

As the afternoon wore on, more and more pilgrims moved into the Temple. By the time the sun went
down, Dingfar was wedged in between severd large families, mothers hissng children to slence and
respect, fathers douting those who re-fused to ligen. One family brought out their prayer beads and
began to chant the Praises. Another family took up the chant; the murmur spread quickly through the
forest of columns. For the firg time Dinafar fdt a degp sense of the Maiden’s presence; her fear and her
awxigy forgotten, she quivered with an awe that grew into an exdtation of the oirit that lifted her
momentarily out of hersdf.

The chant died to a murmur as the Daughter and her maidens came through the Door and mounted
the Dais, a valed grey figure flanked by Slver maids, waiting in Slence as the families around the columns
rose and placed lit candles in holders high up on the columns. Thousands of candles. The Temple glowed
with flickering golden lights as the clouds gathered overhead in the find Moongather Storm. The shadows
danced as hands rose and fell. The Daughter began the Moongather chant, wheding dowly, lifting high
the slver Sword of the Maiden, the dender blade catching and throwing back the candle glow.

For Dinafar the evening dissolved in a glory that lifted her high again, made her one with the grest
chanting crowd until it seemed to her the Maiden stooped from the shimmer of the moons as the clouds
broke apart to reved the Gather itsdf smimming over them, that the Maiden Hersdf stooped from the
Gather and brushed her cheek as the mee had done, touched her cheek in a tender blessng and a
welcome.

When Dingfar came out of her daze, the families were gathering their belongings and moving off.
Lightning was be-ginning to flicker and gusts of wind were blowing out the candles. The Moongather was



complete, the moon’s going now into Scatter. She was suddenly cold. It was very late and Coperic was
probably worried about her, the meie too—if the meie had come back. She got Hiffly to her feet then
touched the hand of the nearest Maiden figure. “Keep her safe” she murmured.

A few pilgrims were sattling for an dl-night vigil, but the rest were pouring out of the Temple, anxious
to avoid as much of the storm as they could. Dinafar hesitated. She could stay here too. She stretched
and twisted, her body sore, her somach empty. Stay until she starved. She sighed, then be-gan working
her way into the middle of the stream of depart-ing pilgrims. She passed through the gate, hidden from
the watching Sleykynin—two of them now, though the Sons and the Followers were gone—by a large
fat woman herding a batch of gigging girls. With rain splashing down around them, they bustled off,
Dingfar with them until she was sure the Seykynin had missed her; she turned into a Sde street when she
was far enough from the Temple and began work-ing her way back to the tavern.

The dleys she traversed were dark and slent—and empty. The rain was coming down in sheets. She
gplashed through puddies, her sodden skirt dapping againg her legs, as far as she could tel the only living
thing stupid enough to be out in this.

The lantern beside the tavern’s door was dark. She pushed againg the pand, holding her breeth,
wondering if she was locked out. The door resisted her, then swung open with a shettering creak. She
shied back, then dipped indgde. Coperic stepped from the taproom, a lamp in one hand, a sword in the
other. She saw the lamp quiver infintesmally though his face kept its sour scowl. “You took your good
time getting back, girl.”

“l went to the Temple”

“l see”” He, glanced past her a the door. *Bring com-pany?’

“Don't think so. | tried not to.”

“Wat here” He handed her the lamp as he went past her, then vanished through the door. The
warmth of the flame was welcome. She stood dripping in the foyer, suddenly very tired, her whole body
aching, her head throbbing. She can’t be back, something must have happened, she'd be here if she
was back, the Seykynin spotted me, they must have caught her, they must have caught her ....

Coperic came back in, wiping rain from hisface. “Y ou're clean. No one siiffing dong your tral.” He
took the lamp from her. “Y ou're soaked, go on up and get out of those clothes. I'll be up in a minute to
hear what happened.”

“Themee....”

“Not here” he hissed. He caught her by the shoulder and pushed her toward the taproom. “ Scoot,
gl

He knocked on her door a few moments later. Dinafar let him in and went to gt on the bed,
wrgpping her shivering body in the cleanest of the quilts. “What ....”

“Petience, girl.” He poured a cup of hot cha and brought it to her—and she saw him like the Intii’s
mother fussng over a favorite grandchild, something she'd never experienced hersdf, only observed.
Feding odd, she took the cup and sipped at the hot liquid, trying to discipline her impatience.

He pulled the chair around and a watching her, his forearms crossed over the back. “Ealy this
maorning some boys saw the mee taken to the Plaz by two Seykynin.”

She dropped the cup, spilling cha over her legs. “What are ... 7

He interrupted her. “Be quiet. Ther€' s nothing you can do. There's nothing | can do but wait. And
et the news back to the Bisericafor her so her death won't be usdless”

Dinafar pressed her hands over her mouth.

Coperic rubbed at his eyes, then amiled wearily. “1 don't think we should count her dead yet, child.
Thelittle mele might just surprise them and bring hersdlf out of the trap.”

Dingdfar pulled her hands down and began rubbing absently a the chadamp quilt, rubbing and
rubbing, remembering the other times, remembering the meie saying she was taught to use her wits to
meake up for her smalness. She lifted her head and smiled. “You're right.” Feding around in the folds of
the quilt she found the cup and hdd it out. “I’'m warmer than | was but some more cha would fed good.”

Hefilled the cup and returned to his chair. “Now, my girl, tdl my why you spent so much time a the
Temple”



“A Seykyn started to follow me.....”

A bdl rang, interrupting her. Coperic was up and out of the room before she could ask wha was
happening. The quilt Hill around her, she padded out of the room and stood at the head of the dairs
ligening to voices, muffled and unrecogniz-able, drifting up from below.

The Child: 12

A big woman with arms like trees came gorming up to the men; she dapped a the crossbow,
knocking it to the ground. Discharged by the shock, the quarrd went skittering into the brush. Ignoring
the growls around her, she waddled over to Serroi and stood examining her, hands on her broad hips,
el-bows defiantly out. The five men shuffled about, slent and glowering, then turned and went back to the
tents.

The morning light was crud to the big old woman, lighting up every pock and blemish with pitiless
clarity. Her face was webbed with thousands of smdl wrinkles. Deeper wrinkles rayed out from big dark
eyes, made larger and darker by uneven lines of kohl painted around them. Two loose folds of skin hung
from the edges of her narrow, hooked nose, around her generous mouth, mesting in aroll of fat hanging
loose under her chin. Her hair was thick and yellow-white, twisted into braids disappearing under a head
cloth pinned tight to her head by a loop of coins. Long danking earrings dangled from the elongated
lobes, dl that was visble of her ears, ear-rings of eaboratdy filigreed slver set with polished lumps of
opa. Heavy Slver rings, none too clean, sank into the solid flesh of her fingers. Around each thick wrist
clanked hdf a dozen bangles with more coins wired to them. Coins hung around her massve neck,
severd chans of them, tilting out over her bosom, shifting noigly with each breath.

Shrewd eyes—shifting between brown and green in the morning light—moved from Serroi to the
jamat, back to Ser-roi. Beaming up a the girl, those luminous eyes twinkling, her face open and
welcoming, the woman said, “Mek-yi, meto.”

Much of Serroi’s gpprehenson mdted under the impact of the old woman'’s friendliness, though she
hed back alittle, not quite trusting what she saw, wondering why the woman would be so different from
the manin her reaction to Serroi’ s arriva; her experience with the Noris had burned her too deeply.

“Taim' sk ashag, meto.” Grunting with the effort, the old woman bent and waved her hand at the
ground, then Straightened, her face red. She took along step closer and reached up to Sarroi.

When their fingers touched, force jolted between them, knocking the old woman back, szzing up
Serroi’s am, d-most shocking her off the jamat. She tottered, grabbed a handful of the fleece on the
jamat’s shoulders. Shuddering, she stared at the woman. “What happened? What was that?’ She hugged
her ams tight across her narrow chest, feding the bones hard under her skin. 1 don’'t know what to do,
she thought, | want to trust her, but .... She looked past the woman at the people moving about the
camp, sopping to watch her. Nothing welcoming about them.

The old woman was frowning. “ Damkil sta?’

“I don't know Pehiirit,” Serroi said dowly, dearly. She frowned and searched her memory for the
other languages she'd sudied, though reading them and spesking them were two different things
“Gavarut vig-blec?’ she asked, her tongue sumbling over the syllables. The old woman shook her head.
Serroi licked her lips. “Um ... mosmuswe-wend?’

“N'ddamiy.” Agan the shake of the head, the dull jangle of the earrings, the soft flop of the braids.

“Mmm. Spaeken mijloc?’

“Ah. Mijloc.” The old woman nodded vigoroudy, her ear-rings bouncing wildly.

That's a help, Serrai thought. She wriggled around and did off the jamat, then patted the big anima
and pointed to the desert. “I did not stedl him,” she said very dowly, again struggling for words. “1 found
him out there” Words began coming more smoathly as she spoke. Rdaxing a little, she grabbed at and
caught the frayed chin rope. “See?’ She nodded as the old woman took the rope end from her and
rubbed her broad thumb across the frays.

The old woman dropped the rope with a casud shrug. She obvioudy was't much interested in the
jamat, only in Serrai. “Desert. You?' Her accent was thick and Serroi had to puzzle a moment over the



words, then she nodded, amiling. The woman smiled back. “Tesing?’

“Teding?’ Serroi blinked a her, not understanding what she meant, then she thought of the Noris and
shivered. “I don't know. | don't know what you mean by testing.” She moved restlesdy, eyes scanning
the tents and the unfriendly people-moving about them. “What do | do?’

The old woman dropped a broad strong hand on her shoul-der; the force legped between them
again, but she hung on until only a rather pleasant tingle was Ift. “Y ou have pass the dark gate and come
back. You not know this?”

“There was adream.” She shook her head. “It was only a dream.”

“You say it to me soon. Your people, they tdl you nothing of the dreamtest? Pay me no mind, meto.”
She laughed; the chains danced again and those earrings swung some more. She began coughing, beat on
her chest, laughed some more. “I forget courtesy when | want to know things. Come. Hungry, little one?”
She led Serroi to atent set off to one tide. Behind it, agirl crouched beside a black pot, stirring petulantly
a the contents. Hate flared in her black eyes when she saw Ser-roi following the old woman. “T mek!”
she hissed.

‘The old woman strode over to her and jerked her to her feet, shook her, snapped, “Davan,
fena kh!” She shoved her back down, pointed at the pot then at a pile of metal bowls gtting by the fire.
“Kulek chak m'lan.” She looked over her shoulder at Serroi. “Sit, please, little one. Food soon, when
this young viper remember how to act.”

The gl glared a& Serroi then shook the tangle of hair out of her face. “Sy!” she spat. “Gidehi hich
yilan-sal”

The woman's big hand swung in a blow that sent the girl sorawling. Ignoring her walling, the woman
picked up a bat-tered bowl and ladled some of the boiled meat and wild grain into it. She stooped and
picked up two flat grayish objects from a low square table beside the fire. With a lagt glare at the
cowering girl, she swept over to Sarroi and thrust the food at her. “Eat, meto. Apologies for the bira
there. She say she die before she feed you.” The old woman shrugged and walked away.

Serroi held the stew bowl in one hand and the two leathery loaves of bread in the other. She stared
down at the warm flat loaves. Hungry as she was, she fdt a bit dubious about them, then remembered the
raw lizards she'd eaten in the desert and chuckled at hersdf. She set the loaves down and rested the
bowl on her knees, looking about for something to eat with. The big woman came back from the fire,
amiled a her, then settled hersdf comfortably, tore off a piece of the bread and used it to shovel some of
the thick stew into her mouth. Serroi sniffed at the meat, smiled with pleasure, then imitated her hostess.
In spite of her hunger and her ddight in the warmth and taste of the stew, she soon could eat no more.
She et the bowl on the ground by her knee and watched the girl as she waited for the woman to finish
her medl.

On the far dde of the fire, the gifl crawled back to the pot. Her hand on the spoon, sullenly she
looked out of the corners of her eyes at the old woman. “Cayalts, Janja?” Her face was dill ugly with
resentment and jelousy.

“Caiz” The woman watched the girl ladle stew for hersdf, a complex of emations playing over her
broad face as she chewed dowly at the bread. After afew moments she snorted with disgust and turned
to Serroi. “ldiot bira” She narrowed her eyes at the food remaining in Serroi’s bowl. “1s enough?

“Is more than enough.” Serroi patted her somach. “No room.”

The woman grinned a her then dapped a hand on her wide bosom, making the money chains jingle
and dl her bangles clank fearsomely. “I nomen Raiki-janja”

“l nomen Serroi.”

“Ah, Maden bless” Raiki tucked in a breath, tapped a broad forefinger agang the sde of her head.
“Hunt for words make my head hurt. Y ou learn Pehiirit?’

Serroi hesitated, uncertain whether she wanted to stay with these people long enough to judify the
effort. She fdt adrift, no direction left for her now that she was out of the desert. Her eyes moved dowly
around the encampment, watching the men stting by therr fire, taking, spitting, Spping at smal glasses of
cha, a the women working over cook fires or oin-ning jamet fleece into yarn, a the berbec herd moving
dowly off to the grazing grounds under the guidance of the mous-car’s boys. She sighed. “Janja, | bring



trouble.” She nodded at the scowling girl crouched over her bowl. “And not just with that one.”

“l am Janja.” The heavy head came up proudly and the old chatoyant eyes looked about, fierce as a
predator’ s viewing a herd of prey animds. “What | want, | do. You janjatoo.”

“Me?" Serroi stared, then shook her head. “No.”

Raki nodded. “You fed the power. You and me, we dsters. You do me joy if you day,
janjameto.”

Once again Serroi hesitated; she looked into the old woman's amiling face, fdt again—amod like a
fire bathing her—the warmth radiating out from the janja, caressng Serroi, welcoming her. She trembled,
tried to smile nodded. “I stay. Awhile”

“Ah. Maiden bless” Raki pointed at the fire. “Atsh. Fire.” She uncrossed her legs and pointed a her
high-arched bat-tered bare feet. “Ayk. Foot.” She dapped a hand againg the ground, scraped up and let
fdl apinch of dry soil. “Lek’t.”

The lessons continued as Serroi trailed Raki about the camp, watching with curiogty as she tranced
then heded an alling baby, worked an amulet for a woman whose last child had been born dead, went
out into the desert and collected herbs and severd kinds of beetles. After mid-med the rounds began
again, and the pehiirit words kept coming until Serroi was dizzy with weariness.

Raiki findly acknowledged this by ducking in distress and leading Serroi into her tent. The ar indgde
was warm and sat-urated with the woman's amdl. Accustomed to the antiseptic cleanness of the Noris's
tower, this casud titude to dirt and smel repelled Serroi. As Raki pulled out a desping rug and tossed
some pillows into a corner of the tent, Serroi struggled to hide her disgust. She settled on the cushions
until Raiki left, then she pulled the rag off her head, ran her fingers through her hair, stroked them across
her eye-spot, then concentrated on the pillows, evicting the vermin in them and in the desping rug, driving
them before her to the tent wal and out into the gravd beyond. She heard a chuckle behind her and
whedled, feding hot in the face. Raiki stood just in-side the tent, hands on hips, a twinkle in her liquid
eyes. Ser-roi lifted her hands, dropped them. “I didn't meento ....”

“Insult me?’ Raiki threw back her head and roared with laughter. Still chuckling, wiping a her eyes,
she shook her head. “Little one, you don’t. Those amdl lifes sneak in through my tightest spells” She
cocked her head and exam-ined Serroi with consderable interest, reached out and stroked her face.
“The patches are garting to meet. You're a misborn of the windrunners” Her wide mouth spread into a
grin. “Do me, by the Maiden.” She swvung her massve arms out and up. “Chase *em, child”

Serroi giggled, then both were laughing as the amdl forms skittered down Raiki’s arms and legs and
scuttled away.

Raki sat on the cleaned pillows besde Serroi. Quietly, so-berly, she touched Serroi’s hand, her
thumb moving gently over one of the few remaining rosy patches. “Best keep away from the rest of the
mouscar; they don’'t understand difference, meto.” She was becoming more fluent in mijloc as she
continued to speak it. “And be careful of Yehall. Shelll try to hurt you if she can.” Raki sghed. “I don’t
know what the Maiden means with her; weren't for the fact she' s the only one with sgn of tdent, 1I'd run
her home before tomorrow dawn.” She shook her head, passed a hand over her forehead. “And I'm
old” Her voice low and digpirited, she murmured, “Yehal's jedlous and smmeing with more
resentments than these pillows had fleas. Worse, she's greedy and short-sighted, not in the eyes but in
the way she looks at things. She hasn't the temperament to be a good janja. I ve searched them dl, not a
touch of the talent, even the unborn.” She sucked in a deep breath and let it whoosh out. “Y ou, meto. Let
me teach you.”

“No!” Seeing the hurt in Ralki’s face at her sharp refusd, Serrol went on hadtily, “I've seen ... I've
fdt .... No, | can’'t touch power, Raki-mother, I'm not fit.” She closed her eyes, the Noris's face dark in
her mind. She remembered the sck triumph in her when she shared the Noris's victory over his
chdlengers. Remembered what the quest for power had done to him and everything around him.
Shivering and weep-ing, tired and afraid, she huddled on the pillows until Raiki caught her in her warm
ams and rocked her back and forth, cooing to her, comforting her.



The next morming Serroi drifted awake, feding warm and content, opened her eyes and saw with
momentary confuson a danting tan wal risng close beside her. She freed her hand from the tangled rug
and touched it, feding the coarse yarn and the tough, tight weave. As she blinked and smiled, memory
returning, she heard voices outside raised in argu-ment. She pushed the rug back and yawned, ran her
fingers through her hair, wondering if she could have a bath, wrinkled her nose because she gill amdled
grongly of jamat.

The tent flgp was jerked aside and Raiki came gorming in. When she saw Serroi Stting up, her scowl
shifted into a smile. “You dept hard, meto.”

Serroi yawned and smiled deepily & her. “1 was tired.”

“Got some things for you.” She dropped a pair of old san-dals beside Serroi, then shook out a long
wool robe, atubular garment woven of undyed berbec wool. Serroi looked dubi-oudy &t it, unhappy a
the thought of putting on another per-son’s dirt, though it seemed clean enough. Raiki looked thoughtfully
from the robe to Serroi and back. “Might be a bit long,” she sad after a moment. “Try it on, see how
much fixing it needs.”

As the days of summer drifted dowly past, Serroi was Raiki’s shadow. She continued to refuse to
learn Raiki’s magic, recoiling from it with a fear that was burned deep into her; she wanted nothing to do
with magic. What she did with her life she was determined to accomplish through the strength of mind
and hand done, it seemed a cleaner way of living, though she couldn’'t deny Raki’s goodness and the
need her people had for her. She gernly repressed dl men-tion of her initistion dream in the desert,
refused to dream again.

The Pehiiri mouscar counted five families, the mogt that ther barren territory could support. This
territory wasn't so much adice of land as a migration route and series of wels that the mouscar had dug
and now maintained. They moved in a year-long loop, south in the winter dong the inner line and north in
the summer dong the outer arc of the loop. When Serroi joined them they were close to the
northernmost well.

They camped at the present wel for another passage, then packed the tents and moved on. Serroi
helped Raiki fold up the tent and lash her belongings on the jamat’s back, then walked beside her as the
mouscar began its lesurdy progress to the find well.

The days were hot and dusty and dow. They were forced to move no faster than the grazing berbeci.
Serroi walked slent beside Raiki, asmdl dark shadow, ligening while the janja schooled her apprentice.
Yehal never forgot that Serroi followed. Her eyes continualy swiveed around to her, glint-ing with
triumph when she thought she was monopalizing Raiki-janjd's attention, glaing with hate when her
inattention to the lesson brought her a scolding.

Nights were hot and breathless. There was no water for bathing; hardly enough water for the ritud
glasses of chathe men took around their lire at night. Food was scanty; there was no time for searching
out the wild grains, roots and herbs to supplement the greasy stews. The families dept in ther clothes,
huddled in a mass of rugs, women on the ingde, their men in a ring of hot snoring flesh around them.
Raki and Serroi dept apart, but the night sounds of the uneasy deepers surrounded them, then groans
and snores, the wails of hungry babies, sharp staccato daps at wandering sand fleas. In the rope corrd,
jamati shifted about, pawed at the sand, honked mournfully, resenting their daly burdens, restless under
the moon’s. A hit farther out, the berbeci whined and cried out, rose and wandered amlessy about,
sometimes dodging and twidting to get away from the night-herds. When one succeeded, the boy who
was nearest would curse, cdl to his companion, then trot out into the shadowy plain to chase down the
escapee through the shifting moon-shadows that made such intrusons a continud sumbling and faling.

The mouscar reached the Northwell at the end of the ninth day. The tents went up as the women and
girls worked quickly to spread the tent cloth and set the poles and drive in the pegs. The men had
scattered to look over the grazing lands, checking grass and browse to see how wel they’d renewed
themsalvesin the passages of rest. Serroi helped Raki set up her tent, arrange the rugs and pillows ingde
and quietly drive out the vermin that had crept back from the jamat and the sand they’d dept on during
the trek. Yehal had returned to her family for the night, leaving the two janja in comfortable slence,



daking away, seething with an-ger and jedousy.

Serroi frowned over her cha, watching the girl until she merged with the dark cluster of figures around
her family fire. “Raiki, she's going to make trouble for you. Because of me. She doesn't even try to
understand.”

Raki sghed. “Even hdf a chance, I'd send her home for good. I've tried with her, meto. | can't
make mysdf like her. Can't.” She Sipped at her cha. “Shell be my death, damn her. Saw it when | went
through the gates.” Her eyes, more brown than green now with brooding, moved over the camp. “Them
too, meto. She's going to kill a lot of them. There€'s a dark hand reaching for her, the dark hand that
loosed you to me, you know what I’'m talking of. But she’ s the only one with the taent, the only damned
one”

Serroi dirred restlesdy, feding the pressure of the janja's desire. She looked up, stared, as five
figures | eft their fires and came over to them.

Four of the men stood back, willing to support, unwilling to speak. Y od vo Rehsan stepped forward,
socowling at the janja, ignoring Serroi. “There is an outsider, janja”

Raki sat without moving for a long moment, then she rose with dow massve force and stared back
a him, her lined face expressionless. “I see no outsder, Yod. Thereis aguest. My guest.”

Yod glanced swiftly a Serroi who sat beside the fire, her arms wrapped around her legs. His dark
sunken eyes were shiny with didike. He was a man of quick and violent temper but he had a cunning
tongue and was the mouscar’ s leader, if that loosely organized collection of families could be said to have
aleader. The group lived too close to the edge of subsist-ence for wide differences in the Status of its
adult maes. Co-operation was essentid to ther continuance as a group. Y od had an abrasive persstence
thet wore down oppodtion. The other men were here now because he'd kept at them until it was easier
to go dong with him than to keep arguing. While mildly disturbed by Serroi’s presence, they’d come to
accept her as the janja's pet, but Yod was Yehal's father. When Raiki’'s eyes swept over them, they
plucked at deeve fringes and kicked at the sand,

“Guedts gink after three days. We got no place for strangers.” Serrol could see his face darkening
even in the dim light from the clouded stars. “I speak for the mouscar, we don't want her here”

Raki chuckled dryly. “You speak for yoursdf Yod. And that daughter of yours” She, moved her
gern gaze from one face to the other, leaving each man distinctly more uneasy then before. “Y ou going to
let an adder-tongued girl tdl you what to do?” She snorted. “Yod, you keep pushing this, you push your
janja out too. Understand me, man. | won't let you stick your nose into my household. So you might's
wel trot yoursdf back to your fire, teach your girl to mind her man-ners and her business”

One of the other menlaid ahand on Yod' s arm. “Let it go,” he muttered.

Raki sank down on her heds and poured another cupful of cha,, her shoulder turned on the men.
She amiled a Serroi, tilted the pot, offering her ardfill.

Serroi held out her cup, watching out of the corner of her eye as the men walked back to their fires.
She bent her head over theriang twigt of steam. “I said there' d be trouble.”

Raki snorted. “Pay them no mind, meto. They need me too much to make trouble.”

“Would you redly leave because of me?’

“Yah, meto.” Raki chuckled, then drained her cup. “Wouldn't Stay away, couldn’t, you know. But
I’d shake them up a bit. Won't happen.” She sghed, “1 wish you'd let me teach you, but you're right,
evenif it isfor the wrong rea-sons. | doubt if they’d ever accept you, not with Yehall back-biting.”

The mouscar stayed at the Northwell for three passages then began to trek south, the long leisurdy
trek from wel to wel as the grass grew greener and the days warmer—and Yehal grew more jeaous,
more dangerous. She spied on Ser-roi continualy, and when she wasn't spying, prodded at her, trying to
force her into a hair-pulling fight. Serroi managed to swdlow her anger, unwilling to hurt Raki or further
damage her ganding with her people. By a combination of luck and close observation, the janja often
caught Y ehal before she went too far, sending her ralling with one of her backhand swats or cowing the
gl into temporary submisson with a vigorous tongue-lashing.

For Serroi thiswas a time of drifting. She dung close to Raki as the only certainty left to her. Even



her body began changing. She grew severd inchestdler, her breasts budded and she woke one moring
with blood on her thighs The herdboys took to coming by the janja’ s tent, laughing and shoving, until one
of them found the nerve to cal out to her, then they’d dl mill about laughing and joking for a few minutes
before they ran off to join ther family groups. As the mouscar moved dowly from wel to well, working
its way south, she grew restless, gradudly becoming aware that she didn't want to continue living the
meager life of the Pehiiri. She hungered for the amal luxuries she'd had in the Noris's tower, though she
couldn’'t endure thinking of him. Clean dothing, daly baths, good well-cooked food, books, beautiful
things around her. Above dl, quiet and privacy. Raki was mother and sster and friend; the warmth that
hed sorung be-tween them from the beginning had grown quietly. Each time she thought of leaving, the
nightmares came back. She'd dream of the Noris, wake up sweeting, aryingin Raki’'s arms.

When the winter mooncycles had passed and the year was turning to Spring, the mouscar reached
Southwell, the most elaborate of the wels, smdl fidds enclosed within stone wals and covered water
pipes leading from the wdl to the care-fully mulched land. As soon as the tents were up, Raki was
intensdly busy with fertility rites for the land and planting ceremonies. Serroi was left to hersdf. She
wandered out away from the well, sat looking down the long dope to the lusher valey far below.

Raki found her dill gtting there late that night, watching the sprinkle of lightsin the valey, yelow-gold
firesin clugerslike a paer sarfied on the darkness.

“You didn't come to supper.” Raki settled beside her with a series of grunts as she made her
unwiddy body as comfort-able as she could on the coarse earth.

“l wasn't hungry.”

“Ah” Raki sat slent along time, then she raised a large am, bangles danking like londy bells, and
pointed at the nearest group of lights “ Set-ma-Carth.” She sighed, the chains around her neck dashing
softly. “The Shessdl far will begin in a few days. The men will be going down.” Her hand dropped into
her lap.

Serroi glanced from the moon clugter to the lights of the city. “It'stime”

“Yehal?

“In truth, Raiki my friend, she's only one of many rea-sons.” Serroi leaned againg the old woman,
did her hand be-tween arm and body, hugged Raiki’s arm againgt her.

“What're you going to do?’

“l don’'t know. Work my way across to the Biserica proba-bly. I'm old enough findly.”

“Wetch out for them, those lowlanders” In the slence that followed her words, the risng wind
picked up grains of sand and sent them skipping around between patches of brush. Over the plan below
clouds were gathering. The lights began going out. “They're not to be trusted, meto. Cheat you, kill you,
rape you.” A big hand patted Serroi’s thigh. Serroi could fed her trembling. With an agitated dinking of
chains and coins, the old woman moved away. Serroi heard heavy bresthing, more ratling of coins. She
turned to see Raki working three of her coin-chains over her bead. The old woman thrust them at her.
“Take these” she urged. “You'll need money down there”

Serroi jumped to her feet, pushed the chains away. “I can’t take that. Raiki, your dowry!”

“Dowry!” Raiki’s mouth stretched into a broad smile. “More like burying money. Got plenty for that,
meto. Who'd | leave the rest to? Yehal?' She snorted. “Not likdy. 1t's mine, got honest, mine to give
where | choose.” Shefdl slent. The moons floated quiet and siver overhead, dipping one by oneinto the
cloud layer over the vdley. “I give where my heart goes, meto.”

Sarroi threw her ams around her friend, pressng hersdlf anxioudy againg the warm soft body. “I
want ....” She started crying.

“I know, meto-mi, | know.” Raki patted her on the back awnhile, then pushed her awvay, stood her
graght. “1 know. Wdl, that’'s enough. Come with me, meto. Something | want to show you.”

In her tent Raiki opened a chest and pulled out trousers, vest and a loose smock like the men and
boys wore. She tossed them on the rug by Serroi’s feet. “You're a bit of athing and 4ill flat enough to
pass for a boy hdf your age. Be safer that way with Lowlanders. Don't trust them, meto. They'll ed the
skin off your face and sl it back to you.” She grunted as she settled her bulk onto a pile of cushions.
“Come and see meif you can. You know how we go.” She looked down at her hands. “You'll stay until



the men have |&ft?’

Two days later, Serroi dipped away from the Wel and fol-lowed the track the men had taken down
the long dope to Sa-ma-Carth and the Shessdl fair. After hours of brooding, her god was set—the
Golden Vdley, the place where the Noris couldn’'t go, the place that had welcomed her.

The Woman: XI1I

Serroi’s chains clashed softly as she shifted postion on the plank bench bolted into the cdl wall.
Some distance away down the dark ginking corridor she could hear the rise and fdl of mae voices but
couldn't make out the words. She stirred and the chains clanked again, drawing her eyes down to the
iron cuffs tight about her wrigts, to the rusty chains looped over her thighs She shivered then reached
down and touched the lumpin her boot. The tgjicho was cool again. The Norit couldn’t care less about
her. She leaned her head back againg the damp stone and listened to the voices, to the slence. The
dungeons were empty as far as she could fed. Hah, she thought. Wait till Lybor has her way. No. Not
Ly-bor. The Nearga-nor. Ser Noris, Ser Noris, what’s the point of all this? She fdt the stone cool
and damp through the dou-ble layer of vest and tunic. That Norit didn’t know about me. Why? Are
you using them too, Ser Noris? Pushing them about without their knowing it? That so, then I'm a
rat in the walls going to steal their prize. She caught her lip between her teeth. Half a chance,
blessed Maiden, give me half a chance.

She stood, shuffled to the door. Pressing her body againg the hardwood planks, dosing her hands
tight about the bars, she tried seeing down the corridor; because it danted a little away from the cdl
where she was imprisoned she could see dark forms pacing past the end of the corridor. Words floated
back to her, cut off as each figure passed out of sght. “...—that crazy mare ... set up ... race ... got the
legs ... diebach ... beat ... decset ... three decsets for ... the meie ... play with her ... damn Nor ... leave
usthe bones ... no meet on her ....” Andly the two men sat a atable just beyond the end of the corridor
and their voices came more diginctly. “Stickin' around here after they finish with fat boy?” The speaker
jerked his thumb at the celling.

“They promised us gold. Who's gonna stop us tekin' what we want.”

“Sons, that's who; too many of them got ther noses in this No drinkin'. Don't mess with the
women, run the hoors outta town with they heads shaved, ever tried a bald-headed woman? | say gimme
the gold and | cut out for the Southcoast where they somethin’ to spend it on.”

“Hunh, better not let of yelow-face hear you takin’ like that.”

“Know what | want right now?" The speaker leaned for-ward and for the firs time Serroi saw that
he wore the Seykyn mask. He tilted the bottle over his mug, watching the last drops trickle out.

“Yeh, and you ain't gonna get it. Can't touch the women in these wadls, not even that.” The second
Seykyn waved vagudy toward Serroi.

Thefirgt drained the mug and stood, not swaying but hold-ing himsdlf with careful dignity.

“Nor sad to stay here” The seated one leaned back and brought his hand down heavily on the
tabletop.

“Singy shit only left us two bottles. Maiden’s tits, | go get some more, he going to be busy, you keep
you mouth shut, he won't know nothin’.” He stalked off, moving out of Ser-roi’s limited range of vison,
his heds somping harder than usud on the stone.

The second Seykyn sat dumped in his chair garing gloomily at the mug in his hand. Serroi watched a
moment longer, then went back to the bench.

She reached into her boot and twitched out the lock-picks. Leaning back againg the stone, she
began working on the cuffs of her manacles. The crude locks were no problem; she caught the manacles
as they cracked open and set them on the bench beside her, then dedt with the chains on her ankles.
Pick in hand she moved Slently to the door.

The Seykyn was dill done, head fdlen on folded arms, the mug on its sde with a smdl saill of wine
by its mouth. His shoulders moved and she heard a sputtering snore. Hadtily she began work on the



door’s lock; with one Seykyn gone oft somewhere and the other far gone in wine and adeep she had her
best chance. No time to waste, no time at dl. The door lock was worse because it was bigger and more
complex, but she forced it as dlently as she could, her bresth caught be-hind her teeth, her heart
juddering a each squedl.

After checking the Seykyn alagt time, she eased the heavy door open just enough to let her dip into
the corridor. There was atorch set in a holder by her cdl, but that was the only one, confirming her sense
that the other cdls were empty. She ran on her toes beyond its light, then sank into a crouch, sup-porting
hersdf on her toes with fingertips touching the filthy floor as the Seykyn muttered heavily, lifted his head
for a bleary look around, then dropped it back on his ams. As soon as he started snoring again, she
stood very dowly, mak-ing no sudden moves. She drifted like a shadow down the three steps to the
cdlar floor, then circled around behind the Seykyn.

She was hdfway across the place of torment when the un-certain light from the low-burning torches
and the dlutter on thefilthy floor betrayed her. Focused too intently on the Seykyn, she sumbled over a
hardwood rod lying beside several enigmaic instruments of torture. 1t bounced off these with a clangor
like the ringing of the war-bdlls and bounded away across the stone, dattering loud enough to wake the
dead.

The Seykyn bounced up, swung around, the whip snicking out of its pouch, the tip dashing her am
before she had time to move. She dived behind a rack, scrambled dong it, nar-rowly avoiding a second
dash. At the end of the platform, she looked back aong the crank and nearly lost an eye to the flickering
whip. It coiled around the crank urtil the Seykyn jerked it loose, giving her time to scurry away. He was
dill hazed with degp and hdf drunk, histiming just a fraction off. She crossed to the other sde of the
rack, looked rapidly about, then dashed for a pair of heavy whipping posts. The lash tip caressed her
ankle. She pulled free, then straightened, using the thick posts as protection.

The Seykyn carne rgpidly down the side of the rack, sum-bling and bleary-eyed. She shifted to
keep the posts between her and him, searched franticaly about for some kind of weapon, saw cutting
tools in a frame on the wal. Ducking and weaving, gasping with pain as the whip found her twice, she
darted across the open space and did behind another ar-ticle of torment. Haying knives, high over her
head. She dived at the wdl. The knife was in her hand as the whip coiled about her hips, cutting through
the thick materid of her trousers, searing her skin, drawing more blood. Whimper-ing with pain, the knife
held away from her, she crashed to the floor, her weight freeing her from the whip. Before the Seykyn
snapped the whip back, she was up again and run-ning, ignoring the pain, bent low, weaving and dusive
inthe smoky torchlight.

The Seykyn's boots were loud behind her as she dived once more behind the rack. He drove her
from this shelter, chased her a second time around the room, getting closer and closer to trapping her as
the drink wore off. While she fled, twisting, weaving, running full out from point to point, she tested the
ba ance of the knife At the point of exhaugtion, bleeding from dozens of cuts, there was no way she could
get close enough to use the knife on him. She had to throw it. If she missed, she'd have to try fighting him
with bare hands, something she didn't like thinking abouit.

She circled the rack a third time and dived for the twin posts; the Seykyn was so close she could
amog fed his bresth hot on her neck. Praying that she read the knife right, she circled the posts, seeking
theintangible fed of the whole, forang hersdf steady, dowing her breething. She saw his whip hand go
back, saw the triumphant glare in his bloodshot eyes, saw the thick column of his neck riang from his
unbut-toned shirt. With a bresthed prayer to the Maiden, she threw the knife, saw it turning in a Slvery
whed through the air, saw it thud homein his throat.

Flling the cdlar with an absurd soft bubbling sound, he crumpled onto his face, blood running from
hismouth, his eyes glazing over. Serroi clutched the post, knees sheking, sick to her somach, gasping for
breath. Sowly the room steadied for her. She pulled hersdf up, feding pleased with hersdf for being
dive She kicked out one leg, then the other, testing her knees. They seemed capable of holding her, so
she pushed away from the post and tried standing. She took one step then another, then laughed aoud
with the sheer joy of surviving.

She crossed to the Seykyn. He was dead. The blood was no longer flowing from his neck. She



rubbed her hand across her face, wiping away beads of new swest, then kndt beside him. Grunting with
the effort, she turned him over onto his back and started working on the buckles to his knife bet. She
hed to have a wegpon. With grim distaste she pulled the belt from around him and rebuckled it; it was
too big for her but she could wear it like a baldric. Succumbing to a sudden intense curiosity, she drew
the blade from its sheeth and turned it over dowly, very carefully. A Seykyn poison knife. The blade was
bone rather than meta, the tip, discolored for about an inch above the point. She was very careful not to
touch the gain. “Enough,” she murmured. The knife back in its sheath and the belt draped across her
narrow torso, she leaned over and gently closed the Seykyn's eyes. “Maiden give you good rest.” She
stood, stretched. “1 think I’'m very tired of this killing.” Again she rubbed wesrily a aching eyes. “I'm a
fool; let me get back to the Bisericaand I'll do what they’ ve dways told me | should, start sudying to be
aheder”

As she neared the exit she heard a rumbling drunken sing-ing echoing down the corridor. Sliding the
knife from its sheath, she ran on her toes to the pal, then flattened hersdf beside the opening. When the
second of her guards came un-suspecting through it, cradling a wineskin in his arms like an overplump
baby, she dashed a deep cut in the back of his hand, then darted away.

She watched him die with foam on hislips and twisted horror on his face. The hand that Hill held the
bone knife shook; she looked down at the desth-white blade with revul-son, wanted to hurl it away from
her; instead, she replaced it carefully in its sheath and crossed to the dead man. After dosing his garing
eyes and sending him to rest with the blessing for the dead, she picked up the wineskin and walked into
the corridor. As the fever from her own poisoned wounds began to work in her, she searched out the
pane that would let her back into the maze of passages within the wdls.

In difling darkness, somewhere deep within the maze of hidden passages, she worked the stopper
loose from the wineskin and drank, then drank again. She could fed the heat from her wounds whenever
she hdd her am close to her face. The lash tip was infected some way, she thought. | hurt, but the
wounds aren’t that bad. | shouldn’t be so sick, not so soon. She drank more wine, then settled herself
onto the floor and leaned againgt the cool stone, wondering what she should do. | can't stay here.
Domnor Hern ... at least I'm indde the Plaz. She giggled. | told Coperic the Daughter would get
me insde the Plaz. Not quite like this though. Dinafar. | wonder what she's thinking. Maiden keep
her safe—and don’'t let Coperic get tricky with her. She pressed the back of her hand agangt her
forehead. Fever. | wonder what the hell they put on those tips. Domnor, better find him. She got
heavily to her feet, drank again from the wineskin, then wandered off dong the passage, turning and
twiding, sumbling up and down crazy flights of stairs until she had no idea where she was or what leve
of the Plaz she happened to be on.

When she was too exhausted to keep moving, she sank down, sat with her back againgt the wall, her
legs stretched out across the width of the passage, the wineskin like a child cuddled in her lap. In afew
moments she was deep adeep.

She woke with smdll feet pricking over her legs, smal wet noses pushing into her. It was too dark to
see; she was dizzy, her brain on fire, forgetting where she was, forgetting what she had to do. She
reached down and fet about with sheking hands. She touched a quivering shout, did her fingers past
large ddlicate ears, then down a knobby spine to a hairless tall. “Rat,” she muttered, then giggled, then
caught her breath. Rats came pattering dong the passage, cravling over her until her legs were covered
by writhing furry bodies. They kept coming. She could fed ther amal wet noses nudg-ing into her, the
pinpoint claws scrabbling at her. Given what she knew about rats she should have been terified; she
wasn't. It seemed to her that in her deep she'd cdled them to her—or something had caled them.

Behind her aching head the stone vibrated with tenson, the air around her was thick. The rats
huddled close to her, haf-maddened by it, licking a the blood dried on her cuts, pressng againg her,
more and more of them as the minutes passed until the passage was full of them. She pulled the wineskin
free, heard the rats she knocked loose chittering with fear and irritation. She drank, drank again. Her
head throbbed. She reached up, screamed when she touched her eye-spot, it bulged out from her brow,
hotter than the fever that coursed in her blood. Something held her; something held it, cdled the rats to



her, was burning her, burning the fever out of her. She blinked, she could see again, her night Sght, could
see in tones of green and grey and black. Could see the lumpy shifting carpet of smdl bodies cravling
over each other, crouching, trembling, her body was covered by them, covered to the wag, they were
behind her, on her shoulders. Warm pulsng vermin. Around and over her. She should have been
terrified, she knew that digantly as from a part of her ganding far off looking down on hersdf. She was
hot with fever, hot with the thing in her fighting the fever. She couldn’'t remember, there was something
she needed to remember, she couldn’t remember, it was important ... she dept again.

When she woke, she was cramped and giiff but her body was cooler; whatever had been on the lash
tip had done its worst and was passing off. She blinked. Her eye-spot throbbed and her night-sight came
back. The carpet of rats quivered and shifted about, chittering nervoudy. A roach whirred out of haze
and settled beside her head, dinging to the stone of the wal behind her. More came, crawled over the
stone, over her, roaches came and came and came, flights of them whirring about her, cravling on her
head and arms. She chuckled, roaches coming to avenge ther ancestor, stopped chuckling when the
sound grew too dill. “Army,” she muttered. It was hard to move her mouth properly to speak. The
whip had touched her face, opening a cut at the corner of her mouth. Her cheek was swollen and her
whole face fdt giff.

The dark in the passage was timdess. Only the throbs of her heart clicked off the minutes for her.
She was thirdy, drank again from the wineskin. She fet cooler dl over though the wine was hedting her
gullet. There was aamdl in-tense hot-spot on her leg where the tgicho burned hotter and hotter as time
passed. She began to remember what had hap-pened and why she was herein this gifling darkness. She
sat up, didodging roaches and rats, staggered to her feet, peding them off her like a lumpy blanket. She
swayed, dapped her hand onto the wdl to keep hersdf from faling. It had to be time for the Norid's rite.
Close to it, anyway. The Norid was busy, the tgicho’s fire told her that. She closed her fin-gers end
dammed her fig into the wall, angry that fear, fever and the Sleykyn’s whip-poison had held her impotent
for so long until now, until the Norid's Moongather spdl gained momentum.

She let her nightaght dim and spent her srength searching out Domnor Hern. She turned her head
dowly as the eye-spot throbbed and the immateria search-fingers spread out and out, wavered, findly
tugged upward and to the right. With roaches whirling about her head, dinging to her tattered clothing,
with rats swarming like dingy foam about her boots, she began the dimb through the wdls to the
Domnor’s bedroom.

Up and around, up narrow stairs where the flood of rats lengthened before and behind her, up and
up, then around in a squared spird up the central tower. Up and around, wading againgt a wind that tried
to push her back, that grew stronger and stronger until she was leening into it as one leans into a gale,
fighting for every step.

Uniil she stopped before an exit like the many she'd passed before. She stopped, knowing without
doubt that the Domnor was there. The rats piled up around her. She could fed the whole mast trembling
unil she feared the building would topple; they crouched around her without a sound, omi-noudy,
unnaturdly slent. The roaches whirred about her head, then settled around the exit, dinging to the stone,
50 close they touched, like brown scale mail covering the wall. She leaned her head againg the planks of
the door. It was hard to think; she had to fight againg the steady pressure of the force flowing out of the
bedchamber.

Lifting heavy, dumsy arms, she fumbled at the catch, lock-ing the spyhole shut. As she turned them
back, she fdt her eye-spot go Hill. She blinked dowly, startled, then leaned to the hole, hardly daring to
breethe.

The Domnor sat in a straight-backed chair, his back turned to her, his short pudgy body stripped
naked, hisarms and legs bound to the chair. Histhick mop of straight hair—black liberdly streaked with
grey—was touded, one lock standing like alizard's crest above the rest. His body was 4ill but his strong
blunt fingers were working patiently at the ropes, shift-ing them dightly, working a knot closer and closer.
The ropes were cutting panfully into his flesh; every movement had to be a minor agony, but he showed
no 9gn of that. With iron patience he kept working, dl the while sseming to concen-trate his atention on
the Norid. Serroi caught her breath, as-tonished. She'd seen little of the man during her ward. In spite of



her contempt for Lybor, she'd let hersdf be influ-enced by that viper's contempt for her husband. Still,
there was what Tayyan said. She closed her eyes, the pain back. Tayyan sad he was a terror with a
sword, said you wouldn't believe how fast he could move when he wanted to, said he could ride a mecai
better than most Stenda even. She blinked again, able to beieve this as she watched him coolly and
stub-bornly working at the ropes while the Norid stalked about the room making preparations with an
arrogance that held the other two in Serroi’s fidd of vison rductantly slent even when he bent double
and began tracing a pentacle around them, muttering a complex chant under his breath as he drew the
crcded star, dragging the thick greasy crayon over the in-laid floor. The rugs had been kicked aside to lie
in tangled mounds againg the wal. When he finished the pentacle around Lybor and Morescad, he
turned to the Domnor and drew a second pentacle around him. When that was closed he set a thick
black candle at each of the points, then stepped back, frowned, black eyes searching restlesdy about the
room, bothered by something.

Serrol moved her foot, feding the heet in the tgicho againg her leg. His eyes had a wild look to
them; his diff black hair was tied back from his face with braided gold wire that crackled with the
energies flowing around the room. Watching as he placed white candles a the points of the pen-tacle
around Morescad and Lybor, Serroi thought, He's Norid, not Norit at all. | was right. One of the
little Nor, reaching over himself out of greed and ambition, backed, | suppose, by the Nearga-nor
or he wouldn’'t dare. She shivered, sck to her somach at the 9ght of him. Power enough to light a
match on a hot day and he terrifies me, All the time she'd watched him moving about she was
trembling, sweat thick and dippery over her body. Her hair dung to her bead in ragged aily gtrings, her
eyes blurred and cleared, the thudding of her heart seemed loud enough to wake the whole Plaz. It took
agrong effort of will for her to hold her eyes at the spyhole when she wanted to run and run, to get away
from the Nor ....

And dl the time she knew that the Norid in the bedroom was a nothing, a fool, as much a fool as
Lybor and Morescad.

The Norid stepped in front of Morescad and Lybor. “The demon will materidize within the pentacle
drawn about the Domnor’s char.” He thrust his hand into a pouch dangling & his belt and drew forth a
knobby stone, dull black streaked with red. “I shut the demon’s soul in this geme. Who holds it will
control the Domnor once the demon swallows his soul and animates his flesh.”

“Giveit to me” Lybor started to step out of the pentacle.

“Don't break the line, Doamna,” the Norid cried hadtily. He thrust a hand out, pushing at the ar in
front of her. “Or | can't answer for your safety.” Sweat beading his forehead, he tossed the geme
carefully into her cupped hands.

She caught it eegerly and cuddled it agangt her breasts, her eyes dlittering, her face drawn in harsh
lines of greed. Morescad narrowed his eyes, then smiled indulgently and did his am around her
shoulders. Lybor shuddered, amiled diffly at first then with her practiced charm. “When do you begin,
Ser Nor?’

“Soon.” He glanced a a large hourglass placed on the seet of a chair. There was about a
fingerswidth of sand left in the top bubble. “Soon.”

Serrol moved her head away from the spyhole, then braced hersdf agang the wood, her eyes
closed, her body trembling. The tgjicho was a fire egting into her flesh but she didn’'t dare pull it out; it
was shidding her. Shaking and sick from too many memories, she pulled in a deep breath and put her
eyes back to the spyhole.

Lybor and Morescad were taking in low tones that held a touch of acrimony. One of Morescad's
big hands was resting over Lybor’s, the tips of his fingers touching the geme.

Serroi forced hersdf to watch the Norid and found her fear diminishing as she in a sense confronted
himand it. The rats pressed closer againg her. Severa roaches hdf-fel, hdf-flew from the wal, landing
on her head and shoulders. The touch roused her, set her wondering, but she shook off her questions and
brought her attention back to the room.

The lagt grains of sand were trickling past the wais of the glass. The Norid cirdled Morescad and
Lybor, flicking a fin-ger a the white candles. One by one they flared up, then be-gan to burn seadily,



gving off a thick greasy smoke and an appaling odor. Ignoring Lybor's excamation of disgust, he
commanded fire from the black candles around the Domnor. Their flames burned an acid green, releasing
amig that smdled of rot and death. Lybor stirred, protested. “Must you?’

“Silence, woman.” The Norid's voice was unemphatic, but Lybor closed her mouth and shuggled
closer to Morescad.

The Norid faced the Domnor. The air shivered around him as his hands moved through a complex
sgn and he began a guttura unpleasant chant. Insde the pentacle the air thick-ened and a bilious green
smoke dowly changed from amigt to a billowing shape, many-armed with a great gaping mouth.

Serroi’s kin started to itch; her eye-spot throbbed with pain and power. She dropped a hand to the
Seykyn's sheath and closed her fingerstight around the hilt of his poison knife.

The Norid groaned and swayed, sweat popping out on his face. Within the pentacle that shape was
lidifying, a huge warty thing curving over the Domnor.

Serrol shivered, remembering too much, eyes blurring, mouth dry. Maiden help me, | can't go in
there. | can’t. Tay-yan, help me. Ayyy, | can't.

The Child: 13

For a year Serroi worked her way south over the plain, ganing fluency in the language, begging at
times, other times working in stables and for farmers, saying in one place for a day, a week, sometimes
even a month until she found enough money or other means to move farther south, following her
eye-spot’s tug, hunting the Golden Vdley. She kept away from people, trusing no one, meking no
friends, fending off questions about the green color of her skin. At times she was desperately londy with
no one to tak to; even the animas weren’t enough. She needed an outlet for her srong affections and
there was no one; sometimes she fdt like she was going to burst in a thousand pieces, sometimes she
amog turned back to find Raiki-janja, but she never quite logt the urge to find the Vdley. She dept in
gtables on straw, bathed out of buckets, found no way to wash her dothing, discarded it when it was
soiled beyond bearing, buying new things when she could. She kept nothing she couldn’'t carry eedlly,
went across the Cimpia Plain as a smdl grubby boy whose wizard's touch with animas won him a job
whenever he wanted it. At times the steady attrition of amdl irritations wore her down until once again
she considered giving up. There were no great dangers to be faced, nothing but dirt and hard work and
londiness, but they wore her down until she thought serioudy of turning back. The stubborn core that
meade her fight the Noris, that kept her divein the desert, kept her moving toward her godl.

Toward the end of her thirteenth year she was working in the stable of a busy tavern in a amdl trade
aty on the edge of the Plain when she fdt something like a blow in the sscom-ach, though no one was
near, no one touched her. She closed her eyes, fdt warmth suffusng through her. The hostler led in two
lanky high-bred macain and cuffed her for dreaming on the job. “Clean ‘em good, boy.” He snorted.
“They belong to a couple of high-nosed meen. Old Poash is in there kissng their feet.” With a sneer he
muscled the animdsinto two gdls. “Lick ‘em clean, brat.” He wandered off, leaving her done to do the
work.

Two meien. Excited and fizzng with a new hope, she stared after him. Going or coming? If the
meien were going home, perhaps they’ d take her with them. She sghed and be-gan washing the macain,
deaning their neck fringes, scrub-bing ther backs, working the tiny stones and other irritants from
between thar toes and out of the cracks in thair pads. She pushed out the claws and polished them until
the white-grey horn gleamed dully. The macain whined and burbled, nosed at her until she scratched
behind their ears and under their chins. Findly she fed them an extra hdping of fa ye-low liga seeds and
left them crunching happily.

She walked through the quiet stable, checking on the other animds, stopped by the door and looked
around. A lamp lit by the door, the stables swept clean. Gear hanging neetly on pegs, wiped clean. She
nodded to hersdlf, stretched, yawned. All work done. She was supposed to stay around and tend the
needs of any late customers when the hostler took himsdf off to the battered hedge tavern outside the
wadls where he drank up his wages after grudgingly giving her the few coins he d-lowed her for doing the



work. She was pleased enough by this. The hostler hadn’t the wit to see her as anything but the boy she
pretended to be—and he wasn't put off by the color of her skin, a color dl too evident in the day though
she tried to tone it down with smears of greasy dirt. He was too glad to have a slent, willing worker to
ask her any questions.

She wandered a lagt time dong the line of gdls then stood in the stable’s doorway looking a the
busy bright tavern. She hesitated, but the temptation to see the meien was too srong. Sipping into the
tavern behind a group of laughing towns-men, she squatted in a shadowed corner where few were apt to
notice her.

The meien were gtting together at a table across the room, ther backs to the wal, their shoulders
amog touching. They were relaxed, taking quietly together, the current of affection between them
weking a powerful need in Serroi, a need that twisted her somach and blurred her eyes. She blinked,
folded her aamstight across hersdlf, and tried to focus on less dis-turbing aspects of the weapon-women.
From ther chosen table they could see most of the room, the dairs up to the degping rooms on the
second floor and the two doors leading into the taproom. One was a broad-shouldered, broad-hipped
woman with a round face and a dugting of freckles over a snub nose. She wore her hair short, a shining
nut-brown hel-met following the lines of her skull. She was far from pretty but had a amile that shimmered
with charm and dancing dark eyes that accepted and loved everything she saw. The second meie was
dim and golden. Golden skin, golden eyes, har a dightly darker gold; she wore it long, braided and
wrapped about her head. Both women wore legther tunics, divided skirts made of the same lesther,
knee-high boots, a weagpon-belt with a dender sword on the right and a grace blade on the I€ft.
Everything about them was plain, without any orna-ment but the pride that kept them clean and polished.

She gazed hungrily at the two women, wondering if she could ever have their quiet assurance, the
bone-deep serenity that she could fed even through the noise and confusion in the taproom. Serroi tirred
in her corner, knowing she should be getting back to the stables. The meien helped her resolu-tion by
finishing their medl and mounting quietly to the sec-ond floor. A drunken townsman called an obscenity
after them but was forcibly slenced by his two companions. The meen ignored the incident and turned
down the hdlway toward their room.

Serroi dipped out and returned to the stable. She had just time to take a lagt look a the animds
before the hogtler came sumbling in, drunk and feding mean. He snarled & her, picked up a whip. She
backed away, avoiding eedly his dumsy rush. He forgot what he was holding the whip for, staggered to
an empty gdl and fdl adeep on the clean straw insde. Serroil waited until he was shoring then blew out
the lantern and dimbed to her own blankets spread out on swest-amdlling straw in the loft.

The meaen came for their mounts a dawn. Serroi was up and dressed, but the hogler was dill
snoring off his drunk in the gal. She saddled the meacain for the women and led the animas out, ran back
ingde and fetched her blanket roll, then stood leaning againg the stable wall, looking cautioudy around
before she dared approach them. She could see the sarving girls from the tavern hauling in water but
there was no one within earshot. As the women swung into the saddle, she ran forward. “Meen,” she
cdled, her voice hoarse with tengon.

The meie with the freckled face rode over to her, amiled down at her. “What is it, boy?’ Her voice
was amusgcd con-tralto, her eyes dill pleased with the world.

“If you' re going to the Biserica, take me with you.” She clutched at her blanket roll, waited anxioudy
for ther an-swer.

The freckled mee shook her head. “I'm sorry, boy. We only take girls there, and even they have to
be twelve or older. If you want arms training, well, the army might take you when you're a bit bigger.”
She turned the macai’s head and started away.

Serroi caught a her ankle. “I'm not a boy and I'm a lot older than | look, near fourteen. Please,
mee”

The golden meie gave an exdamation and rode back to them. After swinging her maca’s head
around, she bent down and looked intently a Serroi. “It might be” she sad dowly. “You're a
windrunner, aren’'t you?



“A misborn,” Serroi sad hitterly, scrubbing at her face to let the green show through the dirt. “You
guessed right, mele. I'm tundra born.”

“l see” The freckled meie amiled down at her, her face lit by amusement. “Waell, little one, get you up
behind me. | want to hear your story. | suspect it's wild enough to keep the two of us entertained for
days.” She chuckled, the sound warm with acceptance and interest, reached down toward Serroi

The hodtler staggered out of the stable, stood gezing blear-ily a the smdl group. “The boy botherin’
you, meen?’ he growled. He sumbled forward afew steps. “I’ll have the skin off his back for that.” His
eyes were bloodshot and glazed with the pain in his head; he was unshaven and his dothing bore last
night' swine stains and a dusting of chaff from the straw.

The two melen's eyes met; the freckled one raised an eye-brow; the golden one nodded. Together
they kneed their ma-cain between Serroi and the hostler. The golden mee spoke sharply, “Go back to
your stable, man. This is none of your busness” While she spoke, the freckled mee caught Serroi’s
reaching hand and lifted her up behind. With a shared laugh both meien sent their mounts trotting out of
the stable yard.

Serroi looked back at the gaping hodtler, then forgot him. She thrust her arm through the strap of her
blanket rall and settled it comfortably across her back, jerked off the boy’s cap and enjoyed the free
play of the breeze through her curls. She held tight to the high back of the saddle and let a bub-bling joy
expand through her body. In a few days—daysl—no longer passages to wait through and work
through—in a few days she'd be in her golden Valey, free a lagt from fear, free of the Norid. She
laughed her excite-ment, her ddight, heard the mei€ s answering chuckle float back to her, then settled
down to ride, alittle tired but deeply content.

The Woman: X1V

The rats pressed agang Serroi. The roaches Ieft the wal in brief flights whirring in a rusty cloud
about her head. In the bedchamber the slence was tense, the ar Hiff as glass, as the Norid's laboring
voice rose and fdl, forcing the demon to take shape within the pentacle. The solidifying figure writhed and
moaned, fighting the call. The Norid swesated, his face twisted, his voice flat and hoarse.

Serroi pulled her head back and looked down at the writh-ing mass of rats pressng harder and
harder againg her legs and againg the exit's planks. She sucked in a deep breath, fdt a flicker of
amusement through the shreds of her terror. My army, she thought. Reaching out with her animd touch,
she meshed with the life swvarming around her and pulled the Sleykyn poison knife from its sheath.
Whoever called you to me thought I'd know how to use you. | hope I'm right. Maiden bless, I'm
right. Knifein her left hand, she did back the bolts with the right until the exit from the passage was free
of regtraint. Again she hestated, swdlowing and swd-lowing, trying to overcome the fear that dill
plagued her. She draightened her back, seeing Tayyan's eyes again, daring a her, accusng her. She
dammed her pdm againg the panel and legped into the room as the exit exploded open.

Stirred to a frenzy by her prodding, the vermin amy swept past her, the rats and the roaches
paitering and whirring across the room, svarming over the two in the pentacle, knocking over the
smoking white candles. They attacked Ly-bor and Morescad, the rats biting and dawing, the roaches
diving at ther eyes. Lybor shrieked and tried to scrape roaches from har and face, frantic with horror
and disgud, kicked out a rats who sunk curved yelow teeth into her flesh. She dropped the geme,
writhed out of the pentacl€' s usdless protection, kicking, screaming, a mass of hary flesh, brown whirring
wings. Cursang and besting at the roaches and the rats who found his boots and leather trousers more of
abarrier, who nonetheless found vulnerable spots and sank ther teeth into his flesh, Morescad sumbled
about, his sword cutting futildy at the ar as often asiit bit into rodent flesh.

While this happened behind her, Serroi dowed and circled cautioudy around behind the black figure
of the Norid. He was so logt in his laboring conjuration that he noticed none of the uproar around him.
She caught the Domnor’ s atention. His cool grey eyes flickered, then went fla and expressionless again
as he began rocking his chair back and forth, working it toward the edge of the pentacle. Crouching
panfully over him, the demon was nearly solid and beginning to turn its head about, the crimson eyes



aware and angry. The thicken-ing arms moved a few inches ether way, testing solidifying muscle.

Sheking so badly she could hardly keep her fingers closed around the hilt, Serroi lifted the poison
knife and stared at the narrow black back, its sraining muscles cearly visble beneath the cloth. With a
gasp and a bresking cry of rage and pain, she plunged the knife into the Norid’ s back, dam-ming it under
hisribs. Leaving it there with blood bubbling and bailing around the hilt, she reached across the pentacle
lines, broke into sweat, moaning Softly as her skin burned, dragged the Domnor out, tumbling him and his
char onto the floor. She kndt and began tugging franticdly at the knots of the rope that bound his hands.

Screaming with pain, the poison working in him, wrenched disastroudy from his spell cagting, the
Norid sumbled for-ward. Every muscle jerking, he took one step after another toward the pentacle.
Hands flung out, eyes staring, mouth foaming, uttering gobbling, incoherent sounds, he began crumpling;
dead on hisfest, hefdl across the pentacl€' s line, damming into the demon.

The crimson eyes swivded down, the great fanged mouth opened, roared a hollow booming
chdlenge that shook the room. It wrapped its arms about the Norid. There was a sud-den intengfying of
the stench, a confused mingiing of Norid and thinning demon. A last scream. A gobbling mutter. With a
loud pop, demon and Norid vanished.

With the disappearance of the Norid, the intengty of the vermin's attack began to diminish. They
started scuitling off, mdting away into the passage. Lybor crouched and whined, bleeding from hundreds
of ragged cuts, then went down again as the rats swarmed over her. Morescad kicked across the heap of
rat bodies and ran a Serroi, his sword drawn back for the deadly lunge his eyes sreaming, his face
con-torted with rage.

Serrol twisted away from the Domnor, tumbling into a controlled rall, then exploded up agan,
kicking at the Gen-erd’ s wrigt, connecting painfully before he could swing the sword down on her. In his
anger and his contempt for a woman's dbility to fight, he’'d been cardless. His fingers snapped open
hdplesdy as her foot dammed home, his sword dattering onto the floor beside the Domnor. Serroi fel
back, coiled again, dammed her hed out into the Generd’ s knee; He sumbled backward, arms flaling.
As he fought for bal-ance, she was on her feet, snatching up the sword, dashing a the Domnor’s bonds.

Morescad scowled at her as he began cirding toward the end of the bed, limping alittle, his bresthing
hoarse as he fought to control the fury that weakened and distracted him.

“Hurry it, mee” the Domnor said softly. “He's gaing for my sword.” His ams drained agang the
rope, muscles bulg-ing under the layer of fat. When the Genera came bounding back into view, he gave
alagt great burst of effort and snapped the weakened rope. He rolled up onto his fedt, light and dert,
mapped out a demanding hand, closng his fingers around the hilt of Morescad' s sword. He kicked at the
ropes dill dinging weekly to hislegs.

Serroi looked around, saw the geme rocking in the middle of the floor. She scooped it up and hurled
it a Morescad as he rushed at the Domnor, who was dill bothered by the ding-ing rope. The Generd
dodged; the geme flew past his head to crash on the floor behind him, rdeasing a dinking black fluid
which flashed into arailing cloud that rapidly thinned to nothing.

As s00n as the geme left her hand, Serroi seized a dead rat and hurled it &t Morescad' s face. Hurled
another and an-other. Screaming with rage, he forgot the Domnor and charged her a second time. Serroi
fled, throwing hersdf to one Sde to avoid the sword. She rolled and came up on her feet, flung herself
adde agan, ecaping by a hair as Morescad began to master his temper and attacked more coally.

“Morescad.” The Domnor’s voice was frozen stedl.

The Generd twisted hedily around, leaped to one sde so he could keep both the meie and the
Domnor in Sght.

The Domnor was a pudgy short man; he had a broad chest whose strength was masked by excess
flesh that rounded into—a soft bely like a pillow. Morescad was long and lean with clean articulated
musde he looked regad and dangerous with his haughty face and fine body—far more a ruler than the
Domnor with his round guildess face, wide amiling mouth, lazy rather beautiful eyes. Standing naked,
sword hdd lightly by his Sde, Hern looked even less impressive than usud. As Serroi turned away from
themn, the two men began prowling around each other, swords moving gracefully, each man searching for
an opening in the other’s defense.



Serroi crossed to Lybor, glandng repeatedly at the two men. The woman was curled up, knees
agang her breasts. There was a drying pool of blood under her head, saning her draggled golden hair.
Serroi knelt beside her, lifted her head, let it fal back, nauseated by the red, raw hole gnawed into the
dimthroat. The rats. That last wave that washed over her. Serroi shuddered and jumped lightly to her
feet. Looking about for a wegpon, she found the Domnor’s cere-monid dagger and shoved it into the
Seykyn's sheath, remind-ing hersdlf to be careful about the poison in the point. She settled hersdf on the
curtained bed, watching the testing go-ing on between Morescad and the Domnor.

They were moving rgpidly about the room, each exchange brief and tentative. Her respect for the
Domnor, which had been growing since her firg glimpse of him fighting for re-lease while the Norid went
about his preparations, rose to anew high. He was cool and dill not breathing hard; each movement was
graceful and economicd; he was amiling dightly, his green-grey eyes gleaming with confidence. M orescad
was sweeting and much differ in his movements, with a wildness in his eyes that betrayed his fear. He
outreached the pudgy little man facing him by severd inches, he was fast and skilled and superbly fit—but
he was afraid. The sted kissed, dithered, kissed and the General lesped back. Hern was on him,
shurri-quick on smdl, high-arched feet. Touch. Slither. A sudden lunge.

Morescad stared down &t the sword trandfixing his body, then he toppled forward. The sword hilt
gruck the floor, turning him to one sde so that he fdl on his back to lie with mouth open in a dlent
scream of outrage.

Hern moved briskly to him, kndlt, pried his own sword loose from the Generd’s death clutch. He
stood, grinned histriumph at her, suddenly remembered his nakedness and flushed a dark purple. Hadlily
he sdled to the bed and snatched up a fleecy robe. He thrugt his arms into the deeves and dapped the
ties around his wais. Settling the robe about his shoulders, he turned to face her, looking more
comfort-able. He jerked athumb at Lybor. “What happened to her?’

“Ras”

“*Too bad. Waste of a damn beautiful woman.” He grinned dyly a Serroi. “Wilder'n a Scamar in

Serroi, too tired to respond to his teasing, wondered what he was getting at.

He dimbed onto the bed beside her. “Rdax, little meie. A viper may be beautiful but one lives more
comfortably inits absence.” He swept the room with cool, measuring eyes. “Quite amess” He grinned a
her. “Y ou know how you looked throwing those damn rats & Morescad?’

Serroi giggled. He hugged her, laughed with her until tears ran down his face. Findly sobering, they
fdl back on the bed to lie side by sde, gulping in ar until they were bresthing steadily again.

The Domnor turned his head and frowned at Serroi. “What the hdl’s going on?’ He sat up, bouncing
alittle as the bed jiggled in response to his vigorous movement. “Not that.” He flicked a finger at the
bodies on the floor. “That's obvious”

Serroi grimaced, took hold of the embroidered cover and pushed up. “Nearga-nor. They’'ve got
together somehow and are moving on the mijloc, uang them ...” She pointed a Ly-bor, then
Morescad—"the Sons of the Light, Maiden knows what else. They dready hold Sankoy.”

“Wha's the Biserica doing about this?’

“l don't know. How should | know? Y ou better start think-ing what you're going to do. The guards
out there are in on the plot, have to be or they’ d have been in here long ago to investigate the noise.”

Hern grinned. “Rather thought they might be, little meie. Morescad came tramping, in & a decidedly
awkward mo-ment” He looked embarrassed, turned away, did off the bed and padded around the end.
Hisvoice came back to her. “While I'm getting dressed, how bad isit?’

Serroi scrubbed a hand across her face, windng as she touched the whip cut. The long srain when
she drove hersdf back to face the Norid and her own terror, the fever-ridden hours in the darkness, the
lagt intense battle—adl these had drained her until she was dizzy. The Domnor’s question blurred in her
tired mind. She clasped her hands together in her 1ap to quiet their sheking. “I don't know much., The
Daughter is corrupted. Thet | found out. There was a N-n-norit ....” She swalowed hadtily. “A Norit in
the Temple with her. She turned me over t-t-to him. Sleykynin brought me into the Plaz, put mein a cdl
inthe dungeon. | g-g-got out and k-k-killed both ... both Sleykyn. | think ... mogt of the guards must be



inthe plot. Three-four days ago, a Ter-cel and his men picked me up.” A questioning sound came from
behind the bed. “Oh yes, they’'re dead too.” She closed her eyes, swayed back and forth, her head
svimming with fartigue. The words tumbling out unconsidered, she told again the convoluted tae of her
flight and her sruggle back to Oras. With a driven incoherence she returned again and again to Tayyan's
deeth and her own panicflight, her be-trayd of love and duty. She kept enough control to avoid
mentioning Coperic except as Dingfar’s uncde. When she came to the end of her story, she sat numbed
and slent, then gradudly became aware of warmth cregping into her icy hands. She opened her eyes to
see Hern bending over her, his hands closed around hers.

“You're worn to the bone and no wonder.” He freed her hands and took hold of her shoulders.
“Regt awhile” With a nod a the windows beyond the end of the bed, he pushed her down, stroked a
hand gently down her cheek. “It's gorming out there. We won't be interrupted here awhile yet. Guards
will see to that, even if for the wrong reasons.” He smoothed short strong fingers gently over her
eye-spot, smiling down &t her, his green-grey eyes shining with amusemen.

The bed was soft; her body went limp, her last strength draining out of her. The Domnor did off the
bed. She could hear im padding about the room, ill hadn’t put his boots on, then a short moment of
Slence, then the sound of boot hedls as he stamped his feet down in the boots. “No,” she whispered.
“No time” She pushed againd the bed, tried to St up, could not. Her head was heavy; she had no force
left in her muscles. “No.” She cdled on her stubbornness, that tough inner core of her being that refused
to givein, shoved again and managed to St up. Hern came around the end of the bed, stood scowling at
her. “You don't take orders wel, do you.”

In her’ boot the tgicho was beginning to burn; on her brow the eye-spot began to throb. Ignoring
Hern, she looked anx-ioudy around the large battered room; the door into the pas-sage hung open, the
opening itsdf was a rectangle of black againg the pae gold of the wood panding. “Maiden bless, more
.. With some difficulty she drew her leg up and rested her cdf on her other knee. Thrusting her fingers
into the boot’ s top, she pulled out the smdl crystd and stared down at the fire glowing in its heart. “He's
coming here,” she muttered.

“Who's coming?’ Hern buckled, on his swordbelt then dis-appeared around the bed without waiting
for an answer. He came back. “Here” He tossed her a soft cap and a heavy cape. She stared a the
cape then up at him. He was dressed in dark smple dothing, atunic and dose-fitting trousers tucked into
mid-caf boots. He snapped afinger at the cape. “You're a bit of a thing, but I'm not that tal mysdf.
Who's coming?’

“Some Nor. Can't tdl who or what rank.” She suffed the tgjicho back in her boot. “Another one.
Let’s get out of here”

“Wait.” He dropped his cloak on the bed and began work-ing hisway purposefully around the room,
opening amd| cav-itiesin the wall, pulling out trinkets and gold coins, duffing them into a large pouch he
dung over his shoulder. Serroi moved shakily to the end of the bed, stood holding onto a bedpost,
bresthing deeply, feding her head begin to clear as nearing danger simulated her, helped her throw off
the lethargy induced by the letdown after intense activity. She watched him a moment longer, said, “You
don’'t have to come with me”

He grinned over his shoulder. “I’'ve got a feding, litle meie, me, I’ve got a feding thet the Plaz ain't
too hedthy for me right now.” He came back to her and took her arm. “I need a hole to dive into if |
want to be dive come morning.” With a soft ducking of his tongue, he snagged the soft hat from the bed
and pulled it down over her head. “You got any preference for where we go to earth?” Snapping the
cloak out, he swvung it around her shoulders. “Y ou need a keeper, child. It's pouring out there.” He took
her arm and started for the opening in the wall.

Serroi patted ayawn. “Not a keeper, abed. And deep, a whole passage-worth of deep. The fisher
girl’s unde has a tavern by the wadl. If you pushed me, I'd say he dabbled in a lot of samdl illegdities
smuggling, buying stolen goods—you know.” She shrugged. “It's a place to stay.” She fdt a sudden flare
of fire againg her leg, something like a blow againg her head. Swinging around, she stared at the door.

Hoarin swept in, the Daughter and the Minarka Norit be-hind her. “Well, Hern,” she said.

The Domnor’s eyes moved over the three of them. He smiled tightly. “ Greetings, Hoarin.”



“You're afool, Hern. Always have been.”
“Suppose so. | should have known Lybor and Morescad didn’'t have a brain between them. What
now?’

“The Plaz belongs to me, Hern. No place for you to run. | wouldn't bother keeping you dive, except
that the Guard has this prgudice agang a woman giving them orders. Relax, love. You'll have a lovdy
comfortable life, just like mine used to be. Don't keep fighting, this Nor’s no fool, not like thet one” She
stepped aside, amiled up a the Minarka.

The Domnor unlaced his cloak and dropped it to the floor. Serroi caught his arm as his hand closed
around the swordhilt. “No, Hern, not now. Let me” She stepped in front of him, dipped down, dipped
the tgicho from her boot.

The tdl golden man was centered in a shimmer of power. Chanting in a sng-song polysyllabic
tongue, he manipulated a loop of gring through a series of increesingly complex pat-terns. Serroi fdt the
ar thickening about her wrists and ankles. She caught her breath, brought her hands to heart levd,
opened her fingers. The tgicho burned like a miniature sun. Long thick strands of golden light issuing
from the Norit's hands looped out and around, then were sucked into the crystd. The strands stretched
and stretched, spreading out in great spectra arcs sringing from the Norit's hands, curving to touch the
wadls, drawn in again into the tgicho. The ar thrummed with the power precarioudy locked into the
golden arcs.

With a sudden brazen twang the golden lines broke, snapped back, cailing round and round the
Norit until he was helplessin a cocoon of light.

Serroi shoved the tgicho into her boot, dapped at the Domnor's am then dived into the passage,
Foarin'sraging ydlsfalowing her. As soon as Hern was through the open-ing, she tugged the pand shut
and dapped the balts in place. “Keep close” she hissed and started off into the darkness. Be-hind her
she could hear hoarse dhrieks and thuds as someone began pounding at the exit. Hern laughed. She
spared a mo-ment to wonder what he was thinking and to be grateful for his quick unquestioning
compliance with her commands.

They plunged down and around until Serroi’s legs ached. Down and around, then through the maze
of passages on the ground leve. The darkness grayed. The dill air stirred, blew into her face. Hickering
candleslit the last section of this rat hole. She pulled up suddenly as her eye-spot began to throb. Hern
dammed into her, knocking her off her feet. “What ...." He caught her shoulder and pulled her up.

“Man ahead,” she whispered. “Seykyn, | think.”

“One?’ His mouth was close to her ear; she could fed the warmth of his breath againg her flesh; she
was, abruptly, very aware of him.

“Yes” She was trembling in a way that had little to do with the danger ahead and he knew it. He
laughed, a sound-less amusement she fdt in quick puffs of ar caressing her cheek. He caught her chin,
turned her face to him, kissed her dowly, sensuoudy, until she sagged againg him. Then her sturdy
practicdity reasserted itsdlf. She wrenched her head away. “Fooal,” she breathed. “Of dl thetimesto ....”

He laughed again, dill soundlesdy, his chest moving againgt her breasts. “My turn, litle meie. Wait
herewhile | take care of the thing plugging our exit.” He swung his cloak from his shoulders, dropped it
over her and was gone before she freed hersdf.

She leaned againg the wall, her nipples tight and sore. | can't believe this, she thought. Maiden
bless, what an idiotic thing to happen. She rubbed a her breasts but found no relief. And | called
him a fool.

“Mee.” She darted, stared at the figure slhouetted againg a fant glimmering coming around the
corner, rdaxing as she recognized the short broad outline. “Come,” he said, his voice sounding too loud
to her.

“Already?’

“Cardess, hdf-adegp. No problem. Seykynin are damned bad guards. Been one of my men, I'd
have him flogged.” He touched her cheek. “About over. That bed’ s waiting. Ready?” When she nodded,
he lifted a hand and moved his fingertips across her eye-spot with a gentleness that startled her. “Any
more ahead of us?’



She caught his hand and pulled it down. “You distract me”

“Mmmmh.”

“Hah! Tha's no compliment.”

“Point of view, little one.”

“My name's Saroi.” She freed her hand, pulled away from hm and started toward the exit. The
Seykyn was around the corner, sprawled on the stone under a guitering candle. She stepped over his
legs and trotted on, anxious to get out of the passage.

The rain was coming down in sheets. Serroi stopped in the wall opening, catching the heavy cloak
close to her body. “The Gather is complete,” she said quietly.

Hern's hand dropped on her shoulder. “Now the Scatter.”

Serroi rested her cheek a moment on his hand then stepped out, lifted her face to the rain, letting the
cold water bite awvay some of her faigue. “Keep close” she said. “I’'m taking a long way to the tavern.
Don't want to bring Hoarin down on Din's unde” Don't want you to know too much either. She
moved quickly across the garden, firmly shutting out memories of the lagt time she'd been here with
Tayyan, hdped in that by the rain that blanked out everything but the cold wet roar of itsfdl.

Outsde the wall the rain danted more, the wind driving it into them as they stumbled through puddles,
doshing the scummy water over boot tops. Serroi moved through a maze of dde dtreets and dleys,
ddiberatdly choosng a complicated route to the tavern, nearly loang hersdf before she found the dark
decaying structure.

The tavern was dmost afloat, water afoot deep lgoping at the wals. She splashed across the Street,
mounted the stairs and tugged at the bell pull. The Domnor was close behind her. She could smdl the
damp wool of his cloak, could fed his solid body, though he wasn't touching her. The wind was howling,
the rain hissng down. Biting a her lip, her hand fla on the door, she hesitated, then she twisted around,
did a hand behind his neck, pulled his head down until his ear was close to her lips “He thinks I'm a
boy,” she sad. “Let me do the taking.”

“Right.” She sensed rather than heard his chuckle. He turned his head farther, kissed her lightly.

She pulled back. “Idiot!”

The door swung open. Hern put his hands on her shoul-ders, turned her around and pushed her
indde, fallowing close behind her, hand on the hilt of his sword.

Coperic was waiting in the dim red glow of the single lan-tern. He looked sourly a them, cradling a
crossbow in hisarms. “Where you been, boy?’ He scowled a the dark figure beside her. “Who's that?’

“A man who needs aroom and can pay for it

“Pay? How much?’ Coperic leaned forward, peering a the Domnor, trying to make out his features.
“Ain't no inn, this”

“He don't want an inn, uncle. Three decsets the night?”

“Can’'t he tdk for himsdf?’” Coperic shrugged. “No matter, it's enough.”

“I'm wet to the skin and freezing, uncle. Let us up.”

Coperic stepped back, waved them past and followed them up the cresking stairs. Serroi pushed
open the door to her room. A sngle candle burned on the table, only an inch high now, the flame
flickering and uncertain. She smiled affec-tionately a it. Dina. Stll trying to take care of me.

The Domnor looked around. “Hole isright.”

“Don't like it, then git,” Coperic snarled.

Shrugging, the Domnor crossed the room, swung the chair around, sat. He let his cloak fal, dipped
the pouch strap off his shoulder, dipped into the pouch and pulled out the three decsets. He tossed them
one by one onto the bed.

Coperic ignored him. “Tak with you, boy. Outsde.”

Serroi nodded. Outside in the hdl she led the way to Co-peric’s filthy hole. He followed her in,
dusted off a chair, watched as she shut the door. “Why bring him here? What happened?’

“You know who heis?” She dropped into the chair, crossed her legs, smiled up a him.

“Damnright | do. What the hdl were you thinking about bringing him here?’

“Far as he knows, you're Dinds uncle, a disreputable tav-ern keeper.” She pushed a her hair,



plucked at her sodden dothing. “Maiden bless, I'm tired. Pero, things sort of blew up in my face. Hoarin
has the Plaz, the whale city, for dl | know. The Nearga-nor owns the Daughter.”

Coperic tossed the crossbow onto the tumbled bed. “I see. You're loose now. What are you going
to do?’

“Get out of Oras. Nothing more | can do here” Her mouth twitched into a brief weary amile “Take
care of your-sdf, Pero. Don't hang around here out of stubbornness or be-cause you happen to like
taking crazy chances. They're going to be bad, these next few years.” She laughed a the wry twigt of his
face, then said with a forced vigor, “Get me a boat and supplies. | want Dina and me out of the dty
before sunup.”

“Ready and waiting.” His thin mouth curved into a amile as he waved at the wall. “You can go out
through there, down a rope ladder. Boat don't look like much, but she's a goer.” He jerked his head
toward the hdl. “What about him?’

“Don’'t worry, Pero, | won't leave him on your hands. If helll come, I'll take him south with me.
South to the Biserica Maiden bless, that sounds good—going home. I'm so damned tired of
scrambling” She started toward the door. “The sooner we get away the better. Hoarin was having
twenty fits last time | saw her.” She paused in the doorway, tugged a her ragged, sodden trousers. “I
was going to change. No point in that, | suppose, just get soaked again.” She raised an eye-brow. “Any
chance of some hot cha?’

Coperic chuckled. “Get your party on its feet; I'll see to a warm med. And collect a damned good
fee from our distin-guished guest.”

Laughing together, they started back down the hal.

The Child: 14

Serroi stroked her pdm over the leathery shell, feding a quiet joy as the fod moved under her hand.
Across the gdl, the mare craned her neck around, uneasy because her egg was near to hatching. She'd
been fighting the ding for days, Serroi was there to keep her from hurting hersdf in her agitartion. The
mare kicked at the partition with her uninjured fordeg, waggled the splinted one, began swaying in
danger-ous arcs that came close to pulling her off her hind feet and that made the supporting beam groan
as her dhifting weight put new pressures on it. Serroi jumped to her feet and ran to her, soothing her with
voice and eye-spot. Whispering soft nonsense, she scratched a the loose skin under the mare's chin until
she cdmed alittle, patted and scratched her alittle longer, then returned to the egg.

When she touched the leathery sac, it legped under her hand. Behind her the mare began kicking and
groaning, wanting to get to her egg. Hadily Serroi dug it out of the nest of blankets and straw and
staggered with it across the gdl. She set it down on the straw under the mare's nose, kndt beside it,
holding it steady as a amdl yelow tooth drove through the tough skin. The egg ripped apart and the tiny
fod tumbled out, kicking dumsily with dl four feet, the curved egg-tooth like a tiny horn in the middle of
its soft nose. A moment later it was staggering onto wobbly legs, fdling, staggering up again. It
whimpered, a high hoating whinny, its head moving blindly about, searching for the mother just in front of
it.

The mare was hooting desperately, stretching her neck try-ing to reach down to the hatchling. Serroi
wrapped her ams about the fod’ s velvety trembling body and lifted it until mother and son could nuzze
each other. When her back got tired, she set the fod on its feet and urged it dong the mare’ s body until it
found the teat and began suckling eagerly. She brushed hersdf off and sat back on the straw, deeply
content as she watched mare and fodl.

As the afternoon waned, she began to wonder if her teacher would remember to send her something
to eat; she was getting very hungry. The fod was curled up beside her, its head on her thigh. She moved
her fingers dong its neck over skin softer than new saring grass, chuckling at the slly grin on the new
face. “You're glad enough to be out of that egg. Right, funny face?’

She heard soft steps coming toward the gal and looked up to see a tal skinny blonde stopping
outsde. She had scraped knees, atear in the deeve of her tunic, abit of tape on her nose—and a basket



over one a'm. She grinned, hung the lan-tern she carried on its hook, and grolled into the gdl. Bend-ing
with an awkward grace, she set the basket beside Serrai, straightened. “Y ou' re the new one?’

Serroi nodded.

Her hard blue eyes softening, the girl knelt beside the fod, holding out a long narrow hand for it to
amdl. Very dowly she edged the hand close enough to touch the quivering nosg, findly stroked it until the
lile maca honked its pleasure in a series of treble squesks. Blue eyes dancing, the girl settled
crosdegged in the straw facing Serroi. “My name's Tayyan. Haven't been here long either. Where you
from?’



