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To my parents,

Bert and Amy Kritzer

CHAPTER ONE

There was a crumbled spot in thewall around Elpisa Kyros sent davesto fix it every year or two, but
for some reason—unstable ground, avulnerability to wind—it was dways crumbling there again within a
few months. When | was a child and wanted to get in or out of town without being hasded by the guards
at the gate, | scrambled over at that spot. Half ayear earlier, | had examined that point in the wall while

tracking an escaped dave.

Now, | was back, on the other side. | was climbing into Elpisiaunder cover of night to free one of the
davesthat | had once taken back to davery.

| found handholds easily enough, and scrambled over. Some gravel had made itsway into my boot, so |
pulled it off and shook it out. Then | wound ascarf around my face and pulled up the hood of my coat. It
wasn't cold enough for snow yet, but there was adamp wind tonight. | put my mittens back on.

Nikas owner lived quite close to Kyros, not far from the city gate. | took aroundabout route, trying to
stay asfar from Kyrosshouse as| could. The streets were dark and quiet, but afew people were sill
out. | walked briskly rather than keeping to the shadows, acting like | wastrying to hide would only
attract attention. The wind gave me a good excuse to keep my head down and my eyes on the hard dirt
under my feet. Being afugitivein my home city was the strangest, most foreign experience I'd had in my
life—even moreforeign than my first dayswith the Alashi. If someone had blindfolded me and spun me
around, | still could have found my way to anywherein the city. It's so strange to be back. To be back
likethis.

| turned a corner; there, a stone's throw ahead of me, was the household where Nika had been sold. It
was built in the Greek style, like Kyross house, with a courtyard in the center. The front door would be
guarded at night. Well, | assumed that it was guarded; | couldn't see much evidence either way from the
Sreet.

Thefirst step wasto get insde. The front door, obvioudy, was out of the question. There were afew low
windows that opened onto the street, but they were tightly shuttered and barred from within; besides, the
rooms on the other side of those windows might have people in them at odd hours. | circled the house
once, keeping to the shadows now, though | couldn't see anyone watching. The Street was quiet.

Right. Thefirst step isto get inside. You were Kyros's most resourceful servant—can't you figure
out a way to do that? Tamar had wanted to come along tonight and | refused. If | couldn't even think of
away to get into the house, Tamar would doubtless offer adozen different suggestions of ways| could
have doneit if I'd had her with me. I'd inssted that Tamar wait with the horses because | thought that |
would have a least afaint chance of talking my way out of troubleif | were caught by mysdlf. If | had
Tamar with me... When | looked at Tamar, | still saw ahint of the beaten-down dave girl that sheld been
whenwe met. | didn't think | could talk both of us out of custody.

The firgt-floor windows had asill; maybe | could climb onto the roof from there, and then go over that
and into the courtyard. | took off my coat and mittens and stuffed them into my bag; the wind chose that
moment to send a gust whipping through the street that left me numb and aching. Before | could change



my mind, | climbed onto thewindowsil. It was avkward, and when | shifted | knocked up against the
shutter. Anyone insde would have heard that, and | froze for amoment, ready to leap off and runiif |
heard movement insde. But dl stayed quiet. If anyone had heard me, they must have thought it wasthe
wind.

Now that | was close enough to make atry for the roof, | realized that it was agood arm's length out of
my reach. If I'd brought Tamar, | could have boosted her up onto the roof—but she didn't have the
strength or weight to pull me up after her, so I'd have needed both Tamar and arope, anyway. With
freezing fingers, | felt for handholdsin the stone and mortar of the house. And found one. Maybe | could
swing mysdf up and launch mysdf onto theroof...

| came nowhere near my goal, but managed to make awonderful crashing sound as| kicked loose afew
tilesthat shattered on the street below. | landed on the tiles and managed to bite back a stream of oaths
as the shutters banged open.

"—abird or something."
"l just wanted to check."
"Well, you'reletting in alot of cold air, thank you very much.”

| held my breath, making mysdlf assmal aspossble. | wasright in the open. If they poked their heads
out to look for what had made the noise, they'd see me.

"It didn't sound like abird."
"Send one of the men if you're that worried, but close the window before | freezeto the floor.”

The shutter closed, but | didn't hear the bar put back into place. The guards would be coming, but it
would take alittle time—who was in the room?

With thetip of my finger, | eased the window open a crack and peered in. It was the kitchen, and there
were two women still there, both Danibeki, and thus presumably daves. If | offered to freethemin
exchangefor their help, would they leap at the opportunity, or scream to darm the whole house? Tamar
would love to shepherd an entire househol d's worth of daves up to the reluctant Alashi, but the
practicaities of that were more than alittle daunting to me. Besides, even if Tamar were right that there
were no daveswho liked being daves, that didn't mean they'd al be willing to flee to the Alashi. Many
believed that the Alashi practiced human sacrifice and other such atrocities,

| hesitated too long; if I'd wanted to speak with them, 1'd lost my chance. | sprinted around a corner and
hid just afew moments before | heard the crunch of the guard's boots on the street. "—bunch of jumpy
girls" amdevoice sad. "Wanting to hide under the bed from the winter wind."

"Something did knock down afew tiles," another voice said. They had alantern; | could seethelight
flickering. "It'snot blowing that hard."

"Nikas probably right, it was abird or something.”

Nikal Had | looked right at her and not recognized her? Or had she been the one who went for the
guards? Probably the latter. So she was probably there, in the kitchen, right now.

Murttering about girls and the cold wind, the guards did a quick search, found afeather that had doubtless
been dropped by abird sometime in the last week, and went back inside. | went back over to the
window just in timeto hear the bar drop again.



Wéll, at least now | knew where Nikawas. | pressed my ear againgt the shutter and listened to the
conversation. They were up early, not late, baking bread for the morning; the conversation was
household gossip, nothing useful or interesting. There were three women working, al daves. Listening to
the chatter and knowing that one of them was Nika, | was able to pick her out of the conversation, and
figure out which voice was hers.

| could just knock on the window...

Instead, | put my coat and mittens back on, rewrapped the scarf that shielded my face, and waited.
There'sno hurry, | told mysdf. | can go back to Tamar, talk about what to do, and try again
tomorrow. That's probably the best plan right now, take this slowly.

Stll, it seemed like it would be worth waiting. Maybe the other two women would step out for afew
minutes and I'd have the opportunity to talk to Nika. So | waited, and just as| wasthinking that I'd have
to leave to be well away by dawn, one of the women said she was going to use the privy, and another
had to go get something out of the pantry; Nikawas aone.

| knocked urgently on the shutter. "Nika Nikal" | hissed.

The shutter opened so abruptly that it almost knocked me off the windowslll. Nika stared at me,
white-faced and startled. "Who are you? What do you want?' Her wide eyes searched mine, peering
over the scarf. Did she recognize me? Just from my eyes? | saw no anger, o probably not.

"Do you still want your freedom enough to take it? | have ahorse and I'll take you to the Alashi.”
"Who areyou?'

"I'm hereto free you. What does it matter who | am?"

There was along moment of struggle on Nikasface, and then she said, "I can't. Not without Mdaina."
"Who?'

"My daughter. | can't leave her here. She doesn't have anyone but me."

The other women could return at any moment. | spoke rapidly. "Fine. I'll be back tomorrow night. Figure
out away to get yoursdf and Melainaout thiswindow, and I'll take both of you.” | jumped down to let
her swing the shutter closed, and ran back for the city wall.

The sun was risng when | reached our hiding placein the track of the old river. Tamar was letting the
horses drink water from amuddy puddle. She saw me approaching and shaded her eyes, looking to see
if I'd brought Nika. "Lauria. What happened?' she asked when | reached her.

"Shewantsto bring her kid. Well try again tonight. Thistime| think | want you to wait by the wall with
the horses; it'll be dow going with ayoung child otherwise.

"Y ou're going to leave me behind again?"
"Likel said before, if | get caught, | think | can talk my way out. Aslong asI'm alone.”

"Oh yeah? What are you going to say: 'Look at me, I'm Kyross servant, and thisisal part of hisplan,
just ask him'? What are you going to say when they take you to Kyros?'

"I'll tell him what happened with Alibek, and say that freeing davesisaruseto win back thetrust of the
Alashi. Because | know how important thismission is, Nikasfreedom isapretty trivia cos.”



"And when he askswhy you didn't come straight to him?”

"The Alashi shamans have strange powers and are friendly with the rogue aerika. | was afraid they might
bewatching me."

"| guessthat might work."

"Maybe. But not if you're a prisoner, too."

Tamar thought this over and reluctantly said, "1 want to come adong next time."
"Once we're not trying to get someone out of Elpisia” | agreed.

"l didn't join you just to Sit around outside and watch horses. | fed so usdless.”
"Tamar, therésno way | could do thiswithout you."

"You'rejust saying that to make mefed better.”

"No, I'm just saying that because I'm afraid you'll leave me and go back to the Alashi. You could go
back..."

Tamar took my hand and squeezed it. "Y ou're my blood-sister. We belong together. I'm not going back.
Not without you."

Six months earlier, Kyross dave Alibek had climbed that same bit of wall; | had tracked him down and
brought him back. Kyros had praised my efficient work, and then had sent me out on anew misson: to
infiltrate the bandit tribes that called themsdlves the Alashi and lived on the steppesto the north. He
thought | would be uniquely suited to this task because | was part Danibeki myself and could poseasan
escaped dave. First, though, he suggested that | be a dave, sothat | truly could escape—evenif it would
be arranged in advance—and make my way to the Alashi just asared davewould.

| agreed, and was "sold" to Kyross friend Sophos, supposedly as aconcubine for his harem. Sophos
swore that he wouldn't forget that | was a free woman; no one would lay ahand on me. Helied. The
memory of what happened gtill made my gorgerise.

The night that | escaped, Tamar followed me; she threatened to spoil my escapeif | didn't bring her
aong. | told mysdf that | couldn't risk the delay of my plans, but in al honesty, | dready liked Tamar and
knew that helping her to escape would be adap in the face to Sophos. We struggled together acrossthe
desert. Although the younger girl had initially forced meto bring her along, by the time we reached the
Alashi, we were blood-sisters and friends for life.

We spent the summer with one of the Alashi sword sisterhoods, trying to prove our worth so that we
could be fully accepted. | secretly reported back to Kyros through the aeriko he sent as a messenger, but
asthe summer wore on, my loyalties began to shift. | wasangry at Kyrosfor taking no action to retaliate
againg Sophos. And | became close friends with some of the Alashi: Zhanna, the shaman, who tried to
train Tamar and me to speak with the djinni as she did; Janiya, the leader, who told me | reminded her of
her own lost daughter; Saken, who had been kind from our first day with the Alashi. Thinking of Saken,
benegth her cairn of stones, ill hurt.

At the end of the summer, | decided to defect to the Alashi and never return to Kyros. But | hadn't
confessed my true identity to Janiya—I had meant to, but | hadn't done it soon enough. When we



rgjoined the rest of the Alashi for thefall gathering, | had come face-to-face with Alibek. He had escaped
again, and thistime reached the Alashi. He unmasked me, and after that, it wastoo late to confesswhét |
had been. | was cast out. | could have been killed, and if | ever returned, | was under sentence of death.

It still amazed methat Tamar had come with me. She truly had been adave. Among the Alashi, she had
passed the tests with far more grace than | had, and had discovered a natural talent for the bow. Y et she
had thrown her vest down with mine, and followed me. | didn't understand, but | wasn't inclined to
guestion her too closely. Thelast thing | wanted to do was convince her to leave me. | had dready lost
both my home with Kyros and my home with the Alashi; losing Tamar would be even worse.

"Tell me about Nika," Tamar said now aswe sat in the shade, waiting for the day to pass. The day grew
warm, once the sun was up. Deceptively warm. In amonth or two, we'd be in danger of freezing to
death.

""She was about fourteen when | brought her back—your age. That was over three years ago. When |
caught up with her, | expected her to cry, but she held hersdlf asrigid as carved stone. She didn't say a
word the whole way back to Elpisia.”

"What did Kyros do to her?'

"He sold her to afriend in town. | don't know if he beat her or just sold her. She was young and pretty.
He'skinder to hisfemae daves™

"What's going to happen to Nika and her daughter if you're caught after you get them out?' Tamar asked.
"I'll try to convince Kyrosto let me leave with them.”
"And if he doen't?'

"l..." | fdl slent, brooding over that. What if their owner punishes Nika by separating her from her
daughter ?

"| think 1 should come with you. If anyonetriesto stop us, we can split up and run in different directions.
| can take Nikaand Meaina, and try to get them away."

"Tamar. If wetried that, they would catch all of us. And then you'd be a prisoner, too, and in far worse
danger than either me or Nika."

Tamar fell slent for awhile, then asked, "What are you going to tell Kyros when he asks what happened
to hisdjinn? His agriko, | mean—I guess hed cal them aerika.”

"I'll say | have no ideawhat he'stalking about.”

Just before I'd been cast out from the Alashi, Kyros had sent one of his djinni to try to thresten meinto
continuing to serve him. At aloss for what message to send back, | had touched the djinn and spoken the
words of banishment that a shaman would use on atroublesome rogue djinn. Though thisdjinn should
have been bound to its spell-chain, it had returned somehow to its own world—free. Gate, it had hissed.

| wished that | could have talked to Zhanna about that. She could have told mewhat it meant...

"So that story you're going to tell Kyrosif you're caught,” Tamar said, "about winning the trust of the
Alashi by freeing daves. Do you think it'l work?"

"I think Kyroswill believe me."



"No, | mean, do you think you'll actudly be able to earn back the trust of the Alashi again?"

"No," | said, and swallowed hard, trying to clear the lump in my throat. “They don't free daves
themsalves, and | doubt they'll be grateful to usfor doing so. | don't think thereisaway to make them
trust me again.” | paused, and managed, | thought, a casua tone. "Do you think it will work?"

"No," Tamar said. "I think you'reright. But | think it'sagood story to tel Kyras, if you're caught.”

There might be no way to earn the trust of the Alashi again, but | was still determined to try to free the
people | took back to Kyros when | worked for him. Nika, Thais, Prax, Burkut, and Uljas. Alibek had
freed himsdlf, but there werefive others. And at least thisway | could make amendsto the people | hurt.
Assuming | didnt fail ascompletely at thistask as| faled at my lagt.

Prometheus and Arachne... Djinni of the Slent Lands... Let me succeed at this.

Tonight, Tamar came with me asfar asthewall; | wanted the horses close by. We waited until sundown
and then walked to Elpisia, leading the horses asit wastoo dark to ride. "Thisiswhere well come over,”
| said.

"I'll wait somewhere nearby," Tamar said.

| looked at her closdly, trying to decideif she was till bitter about being left behind. "Thank you so much
for hdping with this”

"I'm not going back to the Alashi, Lauria, so quit worrying. Now go, aready. Y ou don't want to miss
your best chance.”

Again, the reetswere dark and mostly empty. | took adifferent route, to avoid attracting attention,;
tonight, my path took me periloudy close to my mother's apartment. | wondered if she was ill awake. If
she was awake, was Kyros with her? When Kyros sent his messenger to persuade meto remainin his
sarvice, the djinn had implied that Kyros might threaten my mother to coerce me. | could warn her. But
then what? | had nowhere to take care of her. She certainly wouldn't be any safer with me and
Tamar—far fromit. And for her to be caught between her daughter and her lover... She would try to
keep what she knew a secret. But Kyrosis good at spotting that sort of thing. He would know she
was keeping something from him. And then he might conclude she was in league with me. If he
doesn't know where | am, he can't blackmail me by threatening her, and if she knows nothing,
there'sno point in trying to get it out of her. Her best protection is to know absolutely nothing.

So | couldn't visit my mother.
Just aswdll, redly. If | did vigt her, wed just end up fighting again.

| found a hidden spot to wait near the kitchen window and sat down. | couldn't hear the voices of the
peoplein the kitchen here, and | was tempted to move closer, but | stayed where| was. I'd told Nika
what to do; | had to trust her to take care of her part.

Then again, if shedidn't, how obligated should | fed to free her? If | made a good-faith effort and failed,
how many timesdid | haveto try again? For Nika, I'll have to try at least once more. She'd be free
already if it weren't for me. If she doesn't manage tonight, it's because something kept her . But
what about the others? Burkut had dmost died in the desert; what if he now balked at the risk? How
many times did honor demand that | return if someone wasindecisve?



I'll burn that bridge when | cometoit.

The window was opening. | moved over toit just in timeto see apair of soldiers rounding the corner of
the street. Damn it to hell. | pushed the window shut again, hoping that Nikawould get the message,
and shrank back into the shadows; the soldiers continued past without stopping. My heart beat in my
chest like asmith's hammer. | waited for afew moments to be sure that they weren't coming back. Then |
started to knock on the window, but realized that | could hear the murmur of voices again. Well, at least
the soldiers hadn't walked past as| was helping Nika and her daughter climb out the window. | waited,
clenching my teeth and knotting my handsinto figts.

The window opened acrack, then swung wide. "Here," Nika said, and swung asmall body out the
window. | took thelittle girl in my arms. She was surprisingly heavy. Nikaclimbed out after her. With a
day'swarning, she/d also found away to have coats for both her and the child. "Wed better run, they'll
be back in minutes," she said. She took Melaina back and swung her up against her shoulder.

Weran. Prometheus and Arachne, keep us from meeting those soldiers again! Mdanaclung to her
mother, not complaining, and we made it to the wal without incident. | scrambled up first, took Melaing,
and gave Nikaahand up. Then | jumped down, she lowered Melainato my arms, and dropped down
after me. "Follow me. We have horses," | said, and we found our way to Tamar.

"Y ou got them,” Tamar whispered as we approached, her eyes dight. We helped Nikaup onto Tamar's
horse and handed Médaina up to her; we could lead the horses until dawn.

"I got them out of Elpisa” | sad. "We ill need to get away.”
"They sent only one person after me when | ran before,” Nikasaid.
"If she comes after us again, well make her sorry,” | said.

Nikasucked in her breasth and looked down at my face, still half covered with the scarf. Despite the
scarf, and the darkness, now she recognized me. | saw fear in her eyes.

"I waswrong before," | said. "I'm trying to make amends." | glanced back toward Elpisa. We didn't
have muchtime,

Tamar reached up and clasped her hand. "Trust us," she said. Nika shifted to meet Tamar's eyes, and
Tamar's hand tightened on hers. "'l was adave, like you. She helped me escape to the Alashi, and now
we're going to help you and your daughter.”

Nikatightened her arms around Melaina.and nodded once.

Oncethe sky lightened to gray, Tamar and | mounted as well; Nikawas small enough to ride double with
Tamar, and Meainarode with me. In the daylight | could see that she had dark curlsand gray eyes; she
was about three, | thought, old enough that Nika had probably been pregnant when sheran. | thought |
could see Kyrosin Mdainasface. My half-sister? | always thought myself an only child. It occurred
to mewith ajolt that Kyrosswife, the former sorceress, had eight children.

We pushed the horses hard; the closest well Tamar knew how to get to was on the Helladiaside of the
hills. Our horses |ft an easy trail to follow, though if Myron or someone like him were trying to find Nika,
he would completely disregard the possibility that the dave could be escaping on horseback. "What did
you tell the other daves?' | asked Nika.

"Nothing. Well, | told them that Meaina had hit her head and needed to be close to me tonight; that's
how | brought her with me to the kitchen. | made her alittle bed with the coats, so that's how | made



surewe had them. And | made sure to forget something so someone would have to go to the pantry.”
"Twice" | said, thinking of the soldiers untimely arriva.

"| forgot acouple of things, just in case.”

"If it was that easy, why didn't you ever climb out that window before?' Tamar asked.

"I knew I'd never get away with achild. And the punishment for running away is severe. | couldn't risk
Melaina's safety that way, not with o little chance of success.”

We reached Tamar'swell at dusk. Like the other Alashi wells|'d seen, it was marked with acairn of
rocks. Wetook turns hauling up water for our horses, then for oursalves; we drank deeply from the
bucket and filled our waterskins. The night was cold. Even knowing that Tamar was on watch, | kept
rousing, certain that someone was about to catch up with us. | woke everyone at thefirst hint of dawn so
that we could start again as quickly as possible.

"Evenif they follow our trail, we're far enough out that it would be risky for them to come after us;"
Tamar said. "They're afraid of the bandits and afraid of the Alashi. It'snot worth it, not for two daves.
How stubborn was..." She glanced at Nika, and paused. Since the flash of recognition the night we
escaped, Nika had pretended that | wastruly astranger. Tamar was clearly wary of forcing either of us
to acknowledge that we'd met before. "How stubborn was your old master?* she asked, findly. "How
hard would he search for awoman and a child?'

Kyros was stubborn but not reckless. "You'reright,” | said. "A dave who escaped on horseback
would've gotten too far too fast to be worth the effort.”

"Did he ever usethedjinni to search?'

"No. Bound djinni aren't very good at finding people. There are so many waysto be unhel pful: you can
look just in the open and skip over even the most obvious hiding places. If you're told to look
everywhere, you can waste time checking every mouse-sized crevice. If you don't know exactly what a
person looks like, you'll never find them; if they've changed their appearance even dightly, you can
pretend not to recognize them.”

"Don't they carry messages?"

"Thisiswhy you'll send adjinn to ‘the commander of such-and-such post' and give alocation. Though
there are downsides to that approach, too."

"Kyr—Someone did find you with adjinn, once, though."
"He knew more or lesswhere | was, and the djinn knew me. Now... it won't be as easy.”
"What will he do?'

| bit my lip. | hadn't redlly wanted to think about this. "It'sabigworld,” | said. "Hell haveto tell the djinn
to look everywhere. It could take aredly long time."

Tamar mulled that over for afew minutes, then asked, "Do you think helll send adjinn to search, though?
Becauseit probably would find you eventualy."

| sghed and glanced at Nika, as reluctant to shatter the pretense as Tamar was. "Alibek told me
something once,” | said, knowing that Tamar would know this meant while | was bringing him back to



Kyros. "He said that after his sister escaped, his master took Alibek for hisharem instead, then sent a
djinn up to the steppesto tell Alibek's sster what he did. And that was just out of pique. HEIl never give
up on finding me. Ever."

It was light enough to ride now, so we mounted up. Nika asked, "If the djinn was able to find the
escaped daveto carry amessage, why couldn't it just kidnap her and take her back?

"Moving apersonisaddicatetask,” | sad. "Moving an unwilling person is particularly hard, and if the
person getskilled in the process, the binding spell isbroken. That sometimeskills the holder of the
spell-chain and aways kills the sorceress, and it freesthe djinn. It'stoo risky most of the time—certainly
too risky just to retrieve arunaway dave."

A few more days of travel brought us near to the Alashi fal gathering. We moved in close enough to see
the smoke from their campfires and then stopped, hel ping Nika and Meaina down from the horses.

"Besuretotell them that you ran away once, and were caught and brought back against your will," |
sad. "The Alashi don't rescue daves, they bdieve those who truly want freedom will run on their own.”

"But | didn't get away," Nikasad. "What if they don't accept me?"
"They will," Tamar said. "Anyway, you can't ay with usforever.”

"They'll call you a blossom and make you pass tests—oh, don't worry. They'll haze you but they'll accept
you. Good luck.”

"Wait," Nikasaid, and took my hand. "1 thought | recognized you, the night we escaped.” She had
recognized me, even with ascarf over my face; she certainly knew who | was now. "But | wasright to
trust you. Whoever you used to be, today you are not the person | thought | saw. When | reach the
Alashi, who should | say helped me?

Saying my own name, my red name, felt likeit would be argection of her forgiveness. But | wanted
Janiya, at leadt, to know who'd doneit. "Tell them it was two women, one named Tamar, the other
named... Xanthe." Xanthe, the name of Janiyaslost daughter—the one Janiya had told me | reminded
her of. Janiyawould know it was me.

"Thank you, Xanthe," Nika said, took Meainas hand, and turned toward the smoke from thefires.

"Well, that went pretty well,” Tamar said. "Do you want meto cal you Xanthe now?

Wed ridden west to another well, and had built our own small fire with dung we'd managed to collect. |
was dill cold. We need a shelter.

"No," | said. "That's..." | paused; thiswas persona information, after dl. Then | shrugged and finished.
"Janiyahas a daughter by that name, in Penelopeiawhere she used to live.”

"Huh." Tamar poked at thefire. "If you use another name, will that make it harder for Kyrosto find you?!
"Hisdjinni both know who | am. Knew. | guessthere's only one of them now."
"If it finds you, can you just banish it like you banished the last one?”!

"l don't know. Maybe. 1t might not work twice." | sghed and wiped my nose on my deeve; the cold air
wasmaking it run. "1 wish | could have asked Zhanna about that before | was banished.”



"Yeah..." Tamar tossed another chip of dried dung onto thefire. "What if you disguise yoursalf
somehow? Y ou said earlier that if you changed your appearance, adjinn could pretend it didn't know
who you were."

"Y eah, that'strue. | don't realy know what 1'd do, though. | would get tired of keeping a scarf over my
face dl thetime. There are people who can change their face alot with face paint, but | think if | tried |
wouldn't look like adifferent person, I'd look like Lauriatrying to disguise hersdlf.”

Tamar laughed alittle at that, then gave me along, speculative look. "Well, buy some face paints then,
and I'll put them on you. | learned to paint my own face back in the harem. | could make you look older,
or something. | think. It'sworth atry.”

"Huh." I thought it over. "Well, dl right. When we pass near acity that isn't Elpisa..."

"So where are we going, anyway? Who do you want to free next? Can we go get Meruert and Jaran and
the othersin Sophoss harem?”

| took adeep breath and let it out. "I don't know. It would be hard, getting so many people out.”
"Wdll, what would it take? Horses? Sophos has a stable full of horses.”

"He dso has an entire garrison full of soldiers. One or two people can sneak past. The entire
harem—that would be harder."

"Sophos has a spell-chain... maybe we could sted it.”

"That would make things alot easier. Y ou know Sophos better than | do. Is he carelesswith his
spdl-chain? If one of usdipped into his house, would we have agood opportunity to sted it?"

Tamar mulled that over. "I've never seen him takeit off," she admitted after alittle while. "He even wears
it to bed, and heisalight deeper, even when he's been drinking. If someone caught him in an unguarded

| had seen him in an unguarded moment, once. His knife had been within my reach—but | hadn't grasped
it when | had the chance, and he had raped me and sent me bleeding and sobbing back to the harem. |
winced at the memory that came back, unbidden. That wasn't the sort of unguarded moment | hoped
ever to catch himin again. | pushed the thought away and let out my breathinasigh. "Think onit," | said.
"If thereisn't away to get his spell-chain, then surely there's some other way to accomplish our task.”

"If it were easy, then someone would have doneit before.”

"It might not be easy. But wewill find away."

| stood in the center of Janiyas camp: the yurts loomed up around me, but | knew they were empty, and
| could hear none of the noises from the horses or camels or dogs that | would have usually heard.

"It wasyou, wasnt it?'
| turned, and saw Zhanna standing in front of one of the yurts.
"You sent usNika"

"ltwasme," | said, but agust of wind whipped the words away and | was alone again. "Zhanna? Are



you there?"

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw movement, but when | turned, it wasn't Zhanna—it wasaman riding
toward me on ahorse. Kyros. | wrenched myself awake with astart and stared up at the starry night
sky, ligtening to Tamar breething beside me. Zhanna had told me that with practice, shamans could
sometimes communicate with each other through dreams—was thisa dream like that? Was she trying to
talk to me? And if so, what was Kyros doing in my dream? He was no shaman. But he's my father .

Tamar whimpered in her deep, but settled when | nudged her dightly. It was dmost dawn; | watched as
the eastern horizon lightened to gray.

I'd never faced my mother in adream, though the djinni had sent me a dream once that showed me her
past with Kyros. | wondered if she had ever tried to speak with mein adream. Surely, if she could
harass mein my sleep instead of having to limit herself to my occasional visits, she wouldn't pass
up the opportunity. Thelast timeI'd visited her, she had brushed my hair and nagged meto get married.
| ran my fingersthrough my hair now. | wouldn't mind seeing her, if only she were somehow
temporarily struck mute.

"We need some sort of disguise,” Tamar said, startling me; | hadn't known she was awake. "Not the face
paint we talked about yesterday. Some way that we can move around through places like Elpisawithout

anyone getting suspicious.”

"No disguiseis going to get usinto Sophoss household unrecognized—not face paint, not atraveling
anima show, nothing. Y ou lived therefor years. | was only there briefly, but | fill think people would
recognizeme.”

"Yeah." Tamar sghed. "Maybe we should work on the othersfirst. For practice. Whenwe go to
Sophosss, | want to do it right. | want to get everyone out of there, even Aidan.”

"All right," | sad.
"For now..." Shesghed. "Maybe we could pretend we were merchants?’

I'd thought about that already. "Merchants have stuff to sell—we don't. And more urgent than disguising
ourselves, redly, ismoney. We need to come up with some way to pay for food and shelter. Winter's
coming. We have no yurt. We're running out of food."

"Have we got anything at dl that we could sdl1?
"The horses”

"l don't want to sall them."”

"| don't elther.”

| poked through my packs. They contained what I'd had with me when I'd been banished: some
waterskins, somefood, ablanket, aknife. My sword, the one I'd stolen from the bandits last spring. Flint
and iron. Women in the sword ssterhoods al carried basic surviva materiaswith them in case they got
separated from the group—lucky for me, or I'd have died the first day. Nothing valuable, though.
Nothing | could sell. And no money.

There was something lumpy &t the bottom of one of my packs. | dug out the lumps and examined themin
the dawn light. Karenite, two thumbnail-sized pieces of it; they rattled against each other in the pam of
my hand. How did this get here? After thinking about it for aminute or two, | remembered. Janiyahad



given us achunk and sent Tamar and me out to find another piece, asatest to seeif we were worthy to
jointhe Alashi. Tamar and | had found karenite, asingtructed, but the red test had been whether wed
have the sense to provision oursalves before going out to look. Janiya had refused to take it when we
returned, and in my humiliation, I'd tossed both piecesinto my pack and forgotten about them, until now.

"Canwe sl that?' Tamar asked.
"Probably," | said, looking it over. "I don't honestly know how much well get for it, though."
"Do the Greeks even, you know, like it? It's pretty, but it's not redlly agemstone.”

| laughed alittle and tucked the karenite back into my pack. "That's not what the Greeks useit for.
Kareniteis used as the binding stone on aspell-chain; it's needed, | think, as part of the spell.” | chewed
onmy lip. "I think the main reason the Greeks were planning an offensive againg the Alashi isthat most
of the Greek sources of karenite are tapped out."

"Theresalot of it up on the steppe,” Tamar said.

"Exactly,” | said. "But the Greeks can't go up hunting for it because of the Alashi, and the Alashi don't sl
it to the Greeks. That'swhy I'm not redly sure what it'sworth.” | tilted it in the dawn light, watching the
colors shift from gray to luminescent blue-green. "My mother lives upstairs from agem-cutter, so | know
what he/d spend to buy an uncut ruby or sgpphire or onyx, and what he'd sl them for after cutting them.
But he never touched karenite. I'd never seenit in raw form before coming up to the steppe.”

"Could you try sdling it to agem-cutter?'

"It's the sorceresses who want it."

"Do you know where you can find a sorceress?’
"Daphnia,” | said.

"Are any of the daves you need to free down in Daphnia?’
"Yes. Uljaswas sold down there.™

"Then let'sgo there next.”

"Tell me about the daves you need to free," Tamar said that night when we made camp again. | noticed
that she never called them the slaves you took back. "There werefive," | said. "Now there are four.”

"Y eah, and where are they? One was in Elpisia, one'sin Daphnia, where are the others? Are they men or
women? Are any of them still with Kyros?'

| took a deep breath and listed them. "The one down in Daphniaisaman, Uljas. | think hewas sold to a
military officer down there. It'sabig city, and he may be hard to find. Then there are two other men,
Burkut and Prax. Burkut was a house servant who just took off one day; it wasn't clear why. When he
ran, he didn't take any water with him, and when | found him held just about dropped from exhaustion
and thirgt, but he il tried to run away, and he started crying when | reached him. Burkut was sold to a
farm south of here. Prax was the only one who ever fought me; he had this piece of broken pottery that
he used as a knife, and he managed to cut me before | got it away from him. He was sold to amine. And
not because | told Kyros about the knife, either, because | didn't. I know which mine, but | don't know



how I'm going to get him out. Then there's Thais. She was sold to someonein Casseia. Cassaiaisweeks
of travel to the south, maybe months, and | don't know the name of the person who bought her.”

Tamar let out her breath inasigh. "Practice," she muttered. "Well, if we can free aman from amine, and
find Thais, then freeing the other concubines from Sophos should be easy.”

"It'snot too late for you to go back to the Alashi..."

"Not achance. | don't know if well be able to do thistogether, but you'll have no chance at al without
me, | know that dready. Evenif you knew whereto find the wells, which you don't."

| wasn't sure| believed that | needed Tamar to do this, and | wondered if | should tell her that | didn't
need her and try to send her back to the Alashi where she would be safe. But | was afraid that | might
succeed in sending her away. What if sheleft me? If she leaves me, I'll be alone. "I'm glad you came
aong," | sadingtead. "I'm glad you're here to help me."

CHAPTER TWO

Welooked down at Daphnia as we approached it. "Arachne's eyebals," Tamar breathed. "Isal of that
the city?'

Daphniawas an old city, far older than the Penelopeian Empire; the Danibeki had called it Chach, back
before the rivers were bound. Daphniaitsaf had plenty of water. It was built on the banks of the Chirchik
River, and from our vantage point we could see the sparkling web of canalsthat flowed from theriver
through the city. The city waswalled, though it was far enough from the threet of the Alashi that the wall
hadn't been maintained. | felt adight pang, looking down, that Tamar was seeing the city for thefirst time
so latein the year. The treesthat lined the streets had mostly dropped their leaves, and the gardens were
mostly brown and dead from the cold fal nights. From above, Daphnialooked amost as dull brown as
Elpisa, though at the height of summer it would have been aluminous green.

The houses were crammed together like nondescript pebbles, but a handful of buildingsrose up like trees
on aplain, looming over everything ese. One, built of the same clay brick asall therest, wasthe Temple
of Alexander; the other, built of white marble that had been ferried, block by block, by bound djinni, was
the Temple of Athena. The white building glistened like apearl in the bright fal sun, and | glanced at
Tamar to see her reaction. She was staring down silently.

"Takeagood long look," | said. "Y ou're going to need to act at least alittle bit jaded if we're going to
pretend were merchants.”

"Yeah," Tamar mumbled.

| had been fretting for the last two days about our horses tack; Alashi saddles were distinguishable from
Greek saddles by even the most casua glance. A dow approach to the city set my mind at ease. There
were merchants who rode with Greek-style saddles; there were merchants who rode with Alashi

saddles; there were merchants who had horse tack so strange | wasn't even sure what it wasfor. Even as
two women with Alashi clothes and Alashi saddles, we would not stand out. Not in Daphnia, anyway.

There were adozen different gates leading into the city, and | led Tamar down to the gate | usudly
entered by when | wasworking for Kyros. It was watched over by soldiersfrom the Daphnia garrison,
but they were just there to keep an eye on things, and they didn't stop us as we dismounted and led our



horsesinto the city. Thewalls here were very high. Aswe passed through, | glanced up to see aflock of
sparrows roosting on the wall take sudden flight as alarger bird flapped toward them.

The streets were busy but not crowded. Daphniawas full of merchants during the summer months, but
thistime of year most preferred the warmer climates. We attracted a brief curious|ook from adave out
on an errand, but no one ese gave us more than a cursory glance. Though the walls of Daphniawere
high, the buildings mostly were squat one-story houses made of clay bricks, some of the shutterswere
open wideto let in the sun, others were closed to keep out the cold wind. Ravens picked through rubbish
piles. Evenin the cold, the dank smell of human waste rose from the canals. Aswe crossed alittle
wooden footbridge over the canal, | spotted ared flower still blooming despite the cold.

| heard amuffled exclamation from Tamar and she grabbed my arm and pointed up. | saw adot of color,
something red and gold. "It'sasorceresss palanquin,” | explained. "It'slike abox of silk cushions, carried
by djinni. Aerika, | mean—we should cal them aerika, here among the Greeks. The sorceressrides
ingde"

One of the gusts of wind that blew down from the steppe caught the edge of Tamar's deeve and whipped
it out like abanner; she caught it and pulled it close around her arm, shivering. "Let's do our busness and
find somewhereto say."

My firgt visit to Daphnia had been with Kyros, the year | wastwelve. I'd been overwhelmed by the
crowds. Our second day in town, he took me to the marketplace and we got separated. | spent afrantic
hour trying to find Kyros again, without success, and findly sat down, in tears, on the steps outsde the
Temple of Alexander. | had no idea how to get back to our inn—in my inexperience, | hadn't even made
careful note of itsname, so | couldn't ask for directions, and felt too foolish to ask a priest at the temple
for help finding Kyros. The only solution | could think of wasto go back up to Elpisia, but | didn't have
my horse, and | had very little money. Fortunately | decided to spend the night in the temple courtyard,
and that's where Kyros found me, an hour or so later. | quickly dried my tears, ashamed. Kyros said
something kind and led me back to our inn for dinner and wine. That evening, he gave me hisring—a
heavy gold ring set with agarnet, and athong to hold it around my neck. "If you get lost again, or if you
ever need help in Daphnia, go to the Temple of Alexander and show my ring."

I'd been to Daphniamany times since. Kyros had dealings with severa sorceressesin Daphnia, and had
me carry messagesfairly regularly. | was no longer overwhelmed by the crowds or the maze of streets. |
had afavorite room a my usua inn, which they would put mein without asking if it was available when |
arrived. | wouldn't be able to stay there thistime, of course. | wondered if there was another innin
Daphniathat had aroom with awindow overlooking a climbing rosebush in the inner courtyard, and a
window on the opposite wall with aview of the Temple of Athena

"Where arewe going?' Tamar asked.

"To asorceress named Phoibe. I've never met her, but she has areputation for being relatively cam and
predictable, for a sorceress. Also, she has anice house. I've dways kind of wanted to seetheinsde.”

"Areyou sure shewon't recognize you?"'
"Pretty sure.
"Not completely sure?’

"It's possible she saw me from a distance once, and found out my name. But that's true of anyonein

Daphnia



"Maybe we should go to acity you haven't visited as many times.”
"Wed run out of food before we got there. It'll be dl right, Tamar. She won't recognize me."

Phoibe was a so reputed to be trustworthy—not the sort who would steal our karenite and have us
thrown back out to the street. Still, | wanted to take only the larger chunk of karenite, and leave the
gmaller piece with Tamar, who could wait for me ashort distance from the house.

But Tamar baked at that. ™Y ou left me behind when you went to get Nika. | want to comethistime.”

"Y ou can comewhen | go to get Uljas. But | want you to have the karenite in reserve, in case the
sorceress reacts badly.”

"l think you just don't trust me not to act like asmdl-town davegirl."

"Well, | don't trust you not to act like you've never been anywhere like Daphniabefore. Well just tell
people youre new at thisjob if anyone wonders. But there's no reason you need to come with me right

"Thereis,” Tamar said. "l need to start learning more than just how to wait. Therewill always be a
reason to leave me behind. But sooner or later you're going to need a second person.”

| shrugged at that. Tamar was clearly in amood to be stubborn, so | decided to bring her along and hope
for the best.

Phoibe's family lived within awalled enclosure, much like the ones Kyros and Sophos lived in. There was
an outer wall with agate, and a series of inner buildings, including alarge house for the family. The outer
wall was brick, like everything dse, but well kept—she had adave who scrubbed it clean seasondly. I'd
caught a glimpse through the gate once and seen afountain built of blue mosaic tile, and alush garden. |
turned to Tamar as we approached the gate, intending to tell her not to gape like she was seeing the land
of the djinni, then thought the better of it. If Tamar tried to act like sheld seen it dl before, sheld probably
look even more suspicious.

There wasadoor inthewall; it was closed. | knocked on it and an elderly male dave opened it and gave
me adour look. "We don't want any," he said.

| shoved my foot up against the door so he couldn't closeit. "1'd like to speak with Phoibe.”
"What's your busnesswith her?'

"That's not for your ears." When I'd visited a stranger with amessage from Kyros, I'd dwaysflashed his
ring to the gatekeeper and had been ushered straight in. Unfortunately, | had nothing to show off this
time, and he narrowed his eyes and started trying to shove the door shut.

Tamar stepped forward. "Let usin to see your mistress,” she said, and dlipped something into his
hand—asmall wineskin. He gave it asuspicious sniff and | saw Tamar raise her chinto givehim alevel
look. He cracked afaint smile—aknowing smile—and opened the door.

"If you'l just wait here," hesaid, "I'll go seeif shelsavailable”

| glanced at Tamar and she rolled her eyes and whispered, "Just because you never took a bribe when
you were working for Kyros doesn't mean no one el sethere did.”

"What did you give him?'



"Kumiss"
| made aface. "Why kumiss?'
"Savesdon't usualy have money. We—they—trade a cohol for favors.”

The courtyard was as beautiful as my fleeting glimpse had promised. A fountain bubbled up at the center,
the dark bluetiles shining in the sun. Moretile formed areddish diamond on the ground, and apple trees
stood at the points of the diamond. | could see the scrub of afaded flower bed along the sides of the
diamond; there would have been red flowers growing there during warmer seasons, but the bloomswere
long gone and the beds were covered in brown leaves. Though the streets of Daphniasmelled even more
foul than Elpisia, Phoibe's encl osure was scented with lemons and sweset incense.

"Thisispretty nice," Tamar said casualy. | looked at her. She had the offhand voice right, but her
shoulders were hunched, and her wide eyes darted around the interior courtyard, trying to covertly take
in everything at once. | suppressed aamile, but didn't say anything. Asa"merchant” who wouldn't have
known to bribe the door guard without assstance, | was hardly in aposition to complain about Tamar
blowing our cover story.

The servant returned a short time later and said, "Phoibe will seeyou.”

When | had visited other Weaversin Daphnia on behaf of Kyros, | had nearly dways been taken into a
receiving room, with adesk and comfortable chairs. But Phoibe's servant ushered usinto her workroom.
A huge mahogany |loom stood at one end, with a haf-completed tapestry on itsstrings. Therewasachair
beside the loom, but it faced aworkbench; on the bench | could see tools and wire and beads, the pieces
of aspdll-chain not yet assembled. Phoibe rose from the chair as we entered.

"My servant tells me that you may be of interest to me," Phoibe said, "but that you refuse to state your

| bowed. "We have something that may be of interest to you,” | said, and drew the karenite out of my
pocket.

Phoibe sucked in her breath and crossed the room in afew long strides. Sorceresses were ways
mercuria and tended to get worse over time; during my yearsworking for Kyraos, 1'd learned to tell
whether a sorceress was melancholic or touched by the cold fever. Cold fever, | thought, looking at
Phoibe. But at least she's not as frantic as some |'ve seen.

She clagped my wrist to study the karenite in my hand. "Beautiful,” she murmured under her breath. She
released my hand and whirled to pour acup of teafrom apot that sat on her work table. She had not
prepared for vistors, so offered me her own cup. "Thank you so much for coming to me," shesaid, a
little breathless. "Where did you get that?"

"We are merchants,” | said, and hesitated; I'd planned a story before coming here, but now | wasn't
certain how much | wanted to try to tell. "Thiswas afind, however, not apurchase.”

Shetook my wrist to study the karenite again and then went to look at her work table. "How much do
you want for it?"

That, of course, was an excellent question. | had only avague sense of the price karenite brought to the
Alashi; | thought it would probably be higher here but | wasn't sure how much. The sorceresss
excitement implied strongly that it would fetch avery good priceindeed. "I know you will makemean
excellent offer,” | said. "Better than the offer | had esewhere.”



She looked a me with narrowed eyes, trying to gauge whether | really did have another offer, or was just
trying to drive up the price. | kept my face neutral.

Shelicked her lips. "Two hundred alexanders,” she said.

Two hundred alexanders. My mask dipped; | knew she saw the shock in my eyes. That would pay
for everything. Everything! | could practically buy everyone out of slavery with that kind of money.
| got it back into place and said, "My other offer was for nearly twicethat."

Shelaughed, and | knew I'd given myself away. "Y et you came here, and I'm sure you know it's because
I'm more trustworthy than the other sorceress. Two hundred and twelve."

"Three hundred,” | said.
"Two hundred and twenty-five, and that ismy find offer.”

"Done," | said, wondering how much | was undersdling mysdf. But look on the bright side—all that
money! And another piece yet to sell ...

Phoibe went to her workbench, unlocked a strongbox, and counted out the coins. Then, with alittle bit of
aflourish, shetook out adrawstring bag made from thick patterned linen and gave that to me aswell. |
knew looking at the way she touched it that she had woven the cloth. At her nod, | put the karenite on
her work table. "Be sure to come to me the next time you. .. run across something likethis. If my gate
guard givesyou any trouble, show him this." Shetook asilver brooch off of her own collar and pinned it
to the bag. It showed asilver bird, wings spread. "My maid will show you out." She gave me the bag.

Back out in the street, Tamar blinked alittlein the sunlight. "Let's go find somewhereto stay,” she said.
"Somewhere really nice." She dropped her voice and hissed, "' Two hundred and twenty-five
aexanders? Can we go buy Uljas and the others?

"It would be suspicious, just knocking on someone's door to try to buy adave. Did anyone do that with
Sophos?’

"Aidan's officer tried to buy her once, but other than that, no.”

"We can think about it. Remember, we haveto live on this money for awhile. We need atent, horses...
If we useit to buy Uljassfreedom, and Prax's, well be pretty much back where we started.”

Tamar shrugged. "Or we could get robbed on the road as soon as we leave Daphnia and be back where
we dtarted, too."

"Trueenough." | glanced & Tamar. "Wed better buy nice lodgings tonight like you suggested, just in
case. Imagine how stupid we'd fed if we saved our money, stayed somewhere cheap, and then got
robbed tomorrow."

The best inn in Daphniawould have been too conspicuous, but we found one that made my old favorite
look shabby. From the outside, it looked like a Greek household, with awall and an inner courtyard, but
the gate guard was rather more welcoming. We brought our horsesinto the courtyard and looked
around. It wasn't as opulent as Phoibe's courtyard, but it was awhole lot fancier than Kyross. There
were trees, with wicker benches under them for hot summer afternoons, and afountain—though thisone
had no mosaic. The water trickled down over an upturned tortoise shell, aslarge as my two cupped
hands. In the corner of the courtyard, | saw a paanquin draped with blue velvet and gray silk. A



sorceresss palanquin.
"Let'sgetingde"” Tamar said, shivering.

The innkeeper welcomed us gracioudy, though he did ask to be paid in advance, and became even more
gracious when he caught aglimpse of my purse. He ushered us up to avery comfortable suite of rooms,
assuring usthat our mealswould be brought up. The rooms made me think of theinside of an Alashi tent.
The floors were covered with thick wool rugs, red and orange and deep golden yellow—though Alashi
rugs were usudly felt and these were pile. Of course Kyros used rugs for warmth during winter, too, but
like most Greeks, he preferred more subdued colors. The walls were hung with tapestries: broad stripes
of brown and yellow, little green and blue diamonds, ahuge sunburst, apicture of Alexander's helmet.
Therewas afireplace in the Sitting room, with aroaring fire aready built. A copper pot sat on abrazier if
we wanted to make tea. | took aquick look in the bedroom. The bed was soft, the quilts were thick and
piled high, and | trusted that the innkeeper wouldn't risk offending wedthy guests with bedbugs. "Well
takeit," | said.

"There is a bathhouse down by the courtyard,” he said.

"Well useit right now, if that's convenient,” | said.

"I'll send word down," he said. "Would you like your dinner a sundown?"
"That would belovely."

We checked on the horses before we went into the bathhouse. They were unsaddled and groomed. | felt
aprick of uneasiness, despite my earlier confidence that our horses wouldn't attract attention. What if
they noticed, and suspected? | suppose we could take the horses now and take off... But the
prospect of abath, awarm, comfortable night, and a hot meal were far too tempting.

Besides, our horses were trained with Alashi equipment. It's not asif we can just go have Greek
saddles made and slap them on. We would have this problem everywhere.

Our horses seemed content enough in their accommodations, so we went to find the bathhouse.

The door opened directly onto the courtyard, so we closed it and locked it behind us. A young woman
was pouring in abucket of clean water aswe entered. The bath was built from large blocks of smooth
marble; it was knee-deep, with shiny copper buckets to wash with. A roaring fire kept the bathhouse
itself warm enough to be dmost too hot; the young woman was dressed in avery light shift. Tamar gave
her astricken look, and | realized that the young woman was undoubtedly adave owned by the

innkeeper.
"Would you like to take turns washing, or should | send for another assstant?’ the dave asked.
"We can taketurns" | said.

| shed my filthy clothing and gaveit to the dave to send to be washed; again, it occurred to methat it was
madein the Alashi style, but undoubtedly some merchants wore foreign styles. | stepped into the water,
which had been warmed but was il chilly enough to make me glad of the heet of theroom. Thedave
poured water over me. | took the soap from her to scrub my own body and hair, and then she poured
more water over meto rinse with. The towelswere warmed. | dried myself, put on alinen robe that had
been laid out, and then combed out my hair while Tamar had her bath.

Thelast time I'd been assisted in abath, it had been Tamar assisting. It was strange to watch Tamar
accepting ass stance now—especialy as she was clearly uncomfortable with it. She was shivering,



despite the warmth of the bathhouse, and kept glancing nervoudy at the dave, who had her eyes fastened
on Tamar's feet even as she was pouring water over her hair. A merchant should know that she's
supposed to just ignore the slave, | thought, and started talking, to try to distract Tamar.

"l hope well make it back to Daphnianext summer,” | said, and told her abit about thelast time I'd been
in Daphnia, about the gardens and green trees from the cana s that flowed through the city. | rattled on as
Tamar soaped hersdlf up, talking about some of the other cities|'d visited, what they werelike, how
Tamar would get to see them now that she was my apprentice, alluding alittle to the adventures we were
going to have. Clean, Tamar dried herself as quickly as she could and put on arobe. "What are they
going to do with our clothes?' she asked.

"They'll wash them and press them and send them back to our room. For now we can borrow these." |
gave Tamar the comb. Sheran it quickly through her short hair, scowling as she redlized that the ends of
it came dmost to her shoulders when it was wet. "Now that we're back in the Peneleopelan Empire,
though, maybe we should buy oursaves new clothes.” | glanced at the dave mysdlf. "Have you seen
clothing like ours before?" | asked.

The dave hestated, then said, "Most merchants wear clothes of the locd style while they're here.”

"On our last expedition, thiswas more practical. However, we need some new clothing now. Please send
word to have atailor sent to our rooms tomorrow." Our Alashi clothing was worn anyway; we would

need replacements soon or we'd find oursalvesin rags. | wanted men's garments, though. 1t was far more
practical for our current occupation, which could probably be most honestly described as urban banditry.

We were clean, dry, dressed, and combed. "May | be of further service?" the dave asked, her eyeson
thefloor.

"No, | think weredong," | said.

Tamar and | hurried back to our room; someone had built up thefirein our absence, and there was hot
teaand a plate of sweet cakeswaiting for us. | settled down in acushioned chair beside thefire, poured
mysdlf teg, took ahoney cake, and sighed with faint satisfaction. Life with the Alashi definitely lacked
certain amenities. The honey cakes were perfect, even better than the ones Kyross kitchen made:
crunchy on the outsde, moist inside, and rolled in sesame seeds. | took another. ™Y ou should have one of
these" | said to Tamar. "'I'm going to finish them dl if you don't sop me."

"Help yoursdf," she said. She unlatched the shutter to look down at the courtyard.
"What are you doing? It's freezing out there and your hair's still wet."

"l want to take her with us, too."

"Who?'

"The bath dave."

| didn't need to ask why. It was quite clear what other "services' she was sometimes called upon to
provide.

"We need to find Uljasfirgt," | said.
"But we can take her with uswhen we go, right?’

"What areyou going to say if | say no?" | glanced a Tamar and met her furious glare. "Y es, then. If she



wantsto come. Well think of some way to get her out.”

The sun was setting when the innkeeper knocked on our door with dinner. Servants brought in trays of
food and aclay jar of wine. "Please send for meif anything is unsatisfactory,” the innkeeper sad, "or if
you need more wine. Someone will be back later to gather the dishes.”

| looked out the window; alight still glowed in the window of the bathhouse, and | could see someone
ambling away fromitsdoor. | closed up the shutters, tossed another stick onto our fire, and sat down to
edt.

Thefood was excdlent—ablend of Greek and Alashi flavors. There was lamb marinated in olive oil and
lemon juice and broiled over afire; there were strips of juicy broiled eggplant; there were hard-cooked
eggsin asauce with ginger and garlic. The bread was fresh and hot and as light as afeather pillow, and
crisp wedges of apple finished the medl. | poured myself somewine cautioudy. Thelast timel'd tried to
drink Greek wine, the very smell had swept me back to the room where Sophos had raped me. Tonight |
sniffed it carefully, but somehow my awareness of the possibility kept it from happening. | took a cautious
sp, then another. | didn't redlly want a second cup, though, and Tamar took no wineat all.

"We could ask the bath dave if she knowswhereto find Uljas," Tamar said aswe werefinishing.

"Why would she know? | doubt she ever leavestheinn.”

"If you want to find honey, ask the bee, not the bear."

"Yeah, but if you'relooking for aparticular bee..." | shrugged. "Wel, if you want to ask her, go ahead.”

Tamar looked out the window. A thread of light gleamed under the bathhouse door, but it was shut up
tight. "Tomorrow," she said, and turned toward the bed.

After months of deeping on the ground, stretching out in the bed was delightful. There was no shifting and
tossing to try to get comfortable; | just lay down. The sheets were linen, and there were thick wool
blankets and then quilts, and the room was still warm from thefire. "I could get used to this,” Tamar
mumbled, and then | fell adeep.

| dreamed of Zhannaagain. Thefirst time, | had woken quite certain that it was a true dream—that
Zhanna had come to me from her dreamsto mine. Tonight, though, | wasn't sure whether she wastrying
to dream of me, or if it rose from some corner of my own soul. She said nothing, and | said nothing, but
we stared at each other for along time acrossafire, donein an Alashi camp. Then thefireflared alittle
higher and my eyes burned from the smoke, and when | had finished rubbing them, she was gone. And
then | remembered that | was banished and would never see her again. The steppe was dark around me
like the depths of amine, and | wrapped my arms around myself against the cold wind.

| had been amidfit child. There were other free Danibeki familiesin Elpisia, but their children avoided me,
| realized thinking back that this was probably because | was Kyross child, but at thetime | thought it
was because my mother liked to pretend we were Greek. We weren't Greek, of course, so | didn't fitin
with the Greek children, either. When Kyros had arranged for me to come work for him, | had a purpose
and amentor; | even developed friends among his other servants. Still, | had truly found peers and equals
for thefirst timein the Alashi sword sisterhood. And then | had been cast out. Alone. | ached with
loneliness.

But you're not alone, | heard Zhannawhisper, and thistime | thought the message redlly came from



Zhanna. You're never alone. She meant the djinni—Zhanna, like Tamar, still worshipped the djinni far
more than Prometheus and Arachne. But | thought of Tamar when | heard her words, and smiled, and
sank into dreamless deep.

"Her nameisZaring" Tamar said. "The bath dave, | mean.”
"Does she know whereto find Uljas?’
"No. Y ou wereright, she doesn't leave theinn much.”

Another dave returned with our clothes as we were finishing breskfast. They'd been scrubbed clean and
ironed dry; they were perfectly pressed and still warm, with ascent like fresh rosemary. | laid them out to
get dressed; the laundering only made it more apparent that we needed to see atailor. The style made us
too distinctive, and the cloth wasworn thin.

To my surprise, as soon aswe were dressed, Tamar laid out aset of pots and brushes. "Sit down by the
window, where thereslight,” she said. "I'm going to paint your face."

"Where did you get those?!
"From Zaring, of course." She opened the pots. "L ook up. Now hold till."

When she was done, she ran down to the bathhouse to borrow ahand mirror, so that | could inspect her
work. The effect was subtle, but definite. She'd made me look older, and more foreign. Sheld aso used
the paintsto make it look like | had ahedled scar under one eye. "Why did you give meascar?’ | asked.

"It'l draw attention away from the rest of your face. Anyone who knows you well will still recognize you,
but people who've met you only afew times, maybe not."

A tailor knocked on our door shortly after Tamar had finished. Zarinahad sent for him, we gathered from
his murmur as he camein. "Y ou'll be wanting something less conspicuous,” he said. "But warm. Practical.
For merchants such as yourselves. Would you care to pay the rush fee?' We weren't in any particular
hurry, but that could always change, so after he took our measurements, we agreed to pay the fee and he
assured usthat the clothes would be ready within aday.

"Well," Tamar said, Staring after him as our door closed. "1 was planning to ask more daves whereto find
Uljas. | even secured some wineto use as payment.”

"Wedtill need to buy atent,” | said. "And horses..."
"How conspicuous are these clothes?' Tamar asked, plucking at her trousers.

"With our coats on, no one can really seethem. Let'sgo buy atent.”

The tent maker was able to sall usatent on the spot. He said that it would hold six people, though
looking at the circle of fabric | thought that it might hold six children, if they were smdll, or Six adultsif
they were stacked on top of each other. At least it would hold the two of us plus Zarinaand Uljas,
assuming that we dl madeit out dive, and some of our gear. We'd need ashelter for the horses, aswell,
before too long, but for now they'd be al right outside.

Tamar was ableto dip avay and speak quietly to the tent-maker's daves, offering smal bribes of winein



exchange for anything they knew about Uljas. Back out in the street, she told me that one man had
thought Uljas's name sounded familiar, but couldn't remember where hed heard it. "If we can't find
anyone else, maybe we can stop back here and seeif heremembers..."

"l suppose,” | said, hoping that it wouldn't cometo that.

It was midday and | was getting hungry. We bought food from a street vendor, skewered pieces of
mutton drenched in lemon juice, grilled over alittle brazier on the street. When we'd finished that, we
bought some apples. The skin was red and gold, the flesh white and crisp. They were small, so we
bought a half dozen and ate three apiece.

"Where do we go to buy horses?' Tamar asked aswe licked apple juice from our fingers.

"Theres abig market near one of the gates—it'swhere dl the itinerant merchants go. Fruit dealers, horse
deders..." Savededers. | paused, wondering if Tamar was going to ingst that we stedl every last dave
shelaid eyeson.

"Only therivers return can freethem dl," she said. Thelogic of faith: I'd heard the same statement from
my mother when I'd asked her why we were free people when most of the other Danibeki in Elpisawere
daves. When I'd pressed her—because it didn't make sense to me—she had explained that to defeat our
people, the Sisterhood of Weavers had bound the northern grest river, and had redirected the southern
one, using aerikato dig along tunnel to send the water to Persia. Yes, but if the rivers came back, how
would that free people? She'd sighed and said that she didn't know, it's just what she'd always been
told. Then sheamended: "If therivers did return, it would change things. It would mean that the power of
the Sisterhood of Weavers had weakened. So maybe it's not so much that the rivers would free the
daves, but that whatever freed the riverswould dso freethe daves.”

| wasn't going to argue the point with Tamar. Under the circumstances, | was still afraid shed seeachild
who reminded her of herself, or some other impossibly tempting target. Fearing that same possihility, too,
she kept her head down as we entered the market. That didn't last, though; there were too many
interesting thingsto see.

Kyros had paid me asmal sdary, and I'd saved it up to spend during trips to Daphnia. On one of my
first tripsto Daphnia by myself, I'd decided to buy a gift for my mother and wandered the marketplace
for hours. I'd been most impressed by the excotic textiles—there was aheavy indigo linen with gold
threads running through it, agauzy cotton that looked like it would float away in the breezeif it weren't
rolled up, and silk the color of embers. I'd spent hours examining the different fabrics, running from
vendor to vendor inindecision. I'd finally worked up the nerve to begin the bargain, only to find thet al
were far more expensive than | could afford. The merchant had caled after me, "Wait, I'll giveyou a
better pricel How much will you offer?' and I'd turned back with an apol ogetic shrug, sorry to have
wagted histime.

Inthe end, | had bought my mother asilver clasp for her hair. Sheld been wearing it thelast time | saw
her.

Tamar and | made our way past amerchant selling copper pots and sharp knives, the next merchant was
sling songbirds, the next sold carved jade bracdlets. "Is there anything in particular you want to look
for?' | asked when | saw Tamar staring at the bracelets.

She shook hersdlf. "1 don't need abracelet,” she said. "We need food, right? Should we start with that?"

The food vendors were in acluster not too far awvay. We bought sacks of rice and lentils, dried mest, a
small bag of raisins, apples. There were other supplies we were running low on, and we restocked those



aswell. For good measure, | bought some nice ropein case that came in handy for bresking in and out of
houses, and coats and sturdy clothes for Zarinaand Uljas. We could barely carry it dl, and | started
thinking about buying a pack horse aswdll, if we could afford it. | couldn’t remember how the market
waslaid out, but we heard the whinney of ahorse and | followed the sound.

Greek horses and Alashi horses were different. The Alashi horseswere smaller, and, I'd realized during
my timewith the Alashi, hardier. | wasn't sure whether weld be able to buy Alashi horsesin a Greek
market, but if we could, that'swhat | wanted. There were at least adozen different horse dedlers, | saw
as we approached; they appeared to specialize. Most sold Greek horses, but afew sold Alashi ones,

and there were others who sold horses different in appearance from any I'd seen before. One sold ponies
so smdl that my first thought was that they were meant as mountsfor young children; then | saw one
whip its head back. Definitely not for children.

| wandered past the pens, mulling over my options, trying not to look too closely at any onehorselest |
attract the attention of the dedler. | knew | wanted mares, since both Tamar and | were riding mares
aready; dso, | wanted the sort of sedate, predictable horses that could be trusted with beginning riders.
Then | heard aloud nicker and turned to see the most beautiful horse I'd ever seenin my life. She looked
like a cross between the Greek and Alashi breeds. She was chestnut, with a coat that shone in the late
afternoon sun, and she had just dumped a chagrined Greek officer on hisassin the dust. Zarina can ride
Kara, | thought ingtantly. | want that one.

The chestnut horse's name was Krina. When | approached her, shelooked mein the face for along
moment, and then gave ademure sniff. It was niceto think that she knew just looking at methat | wasa
better rider than the Greek officer, but some horses just prefer women. For that matter, some horses just
prefer men; | tried to avoid riding those.

We bargained for Krina; the same dedler was aso able to sell usagentle, trustworthy older mare for
Uljas and apack horse. Thiswould be quite aherd of animasto take care of, but after we took Zarina
and Uljas up to the steppe, Tamar and | could use the spare horses as remounts like the Alashi did, and
travel much faster. From a nearby vendor, we bought some grain o that if we wanted to travel fast, we
didn't haveto stop early in the day to let the horsesforage. That done, we led our new train of horses
through the streets to the inn where we were staying, and got them settled in the stable, paying the extra
fee and tipping the stable handsfor the extrawork.

The sun was setting; our errands had taken dl day. | felt quite satisfied with our purchases, though. We
were dready in afar better situation than we'd been when we entered Daphnia. We had atent so we
wouldn't freeze, at least not for awhile. We had horses. We had food for our journey up to the steppe.
Our parcelswere heavy but | felt lighter as we headed up the stairs to our room. Then Tamar opened the
door and fell back a step, nearly running into me. "There's someone in our room,” she hissed.

"Comein, comein," the voice was saying. "L ook, | paid well to get in here; | don't want that wasted.
Close the door before someone seesl”

Trapped by the urgency of the voice, Tamar stepped inside; not wanting to let her face whatever or
whoever it was aone, | followed her. It was a sorceress, not one I'd ever seen before, pacing our rug. |
could dmost see the cold fever hovering around her like a swarm of insects, it was so papable. Assoon
aswe werein the room she darted to the door and closed it.

"Now, whereisit?You have more, I'm certain of it. You'l sdl to me. Certainly you'l sl if we can sttle
onaprice. I'll give you abetter price than that chisding cheat you dedlt with yesterday. Double whatever
she offered.”



Karenite. "We don't have any more,”" | said. Thiswas an excellent opportunity to sall our second chunk,
but | didn't trust this sorceress. She had bribed her way into our rooms. If discretion was
warranted—and surely it was—she was not the person to sdll to.

"But you did have some! No more meansyou had it, ah ah ah!" She barely restrained hersdf from
pouncing on me. "Y ou haveto sdl it to me," she said, her tone wheedling. "How much did she give you?
Double. Triple! Whatever you ask!"

"Why are you so desperate?’ Tamar asked.

Her eyes grew wide at that and she beckoned us closer. "'l know things I'm not meant to know, and |
think the Sisterhood suspects. It has been well over half ayear since they sent me any for mysdif. | need
to know what they're planning; | need to know who's against me. But for that | need an aeriko, and for
that | need soul-stone—do you see my dilemma?”’

"Don't you have aerika?" Tamar asked.

"Yes, yes, but they're busy." She pulled back and glared at Tamar. "Y ou're being deliberately dense. |
don't havetimefor this. Areyou going to sall to me or not?"

"Wehave nothingto sdl," | said.

"It's possible she'stdling the truth,” she murmured to hersdlf. "It's possible she sold all she had to thefirst
one. She's stupid enough to make it possible, her and her companion. Look," she said, and shewas
speaking to me again. "If you happen to come across any more of it, cometo me next time. First. Here."
She unpinned a brooch from her coat and placed it on our table. It was silver, worked into the shape of
an gppletree. "Any slversmith in town should be ableto direct you to meif you want to find me." She
rose and left. The door swung shut behind her, and thistime Tamar barred it.

"Weavers" Tamar said with afaint groan. "Why couldn't we have found something of valueto fruitersor
slveramiths or horse deders or anyone other than Weaverdl"”

"They're not usudly thisdifficult,” | sad. "She'sin aparticularly bad state.”
"They dl get bad eventudly.”
"How many have you met?'

"Some of Sophos's daves used to be owned by Weavers. Y ou want to know how bad a Weaver can
get? Ak adave.”

| decided to drop the subject.

When our dinner arrived that night, one of the servants dipped atiny bottle of scented oil to Tamar.
"Zarinathought that after your errands and exertionstoday you might be interested in a bath.”

"Yes" Tamar said immediately. "Tell her wed like to come down as soon as supper isover.”
"What's that about?" | asked as soon as the daves were gone.

"| asked Zarinato send us amessage if she was able to find out anything about Uljas. She's not supposed
to leave the bathhouse, so she said she'd send us a message if she had anything to tell us.”

"Huh." | took abite of dinner. It was as good as the previous night's. "Why is she doing usfavors?'



"I bribed her."

We went down when we were done egting. Zarinawas watching for us anxioudy. Tamar passed her a
smdl wineskin, which Zarina put avay somewhere safe. "'l don't have any information about Uljas but
there's something else you should know," Zarinasaid. ™Y ou're being watched."

My first thought was that our interest in Uljas had attracted attention, but Zarinawent on to say, "Are you
soul-stone merchants?"

"Why do you ask?' Tamar asked.

"That's what the Weaver this afternoon thought, but you don't seem to know the protocols..." Zarina
looked from Tamar's face to mine, and then dowly raised an eyebrow. "Please tell me therésno
soul-stone in your packs." Tamar glanced at me, and we looked back at Zarina.

Tamar passed her another small wineskin. "Tdl uswhat you think we ought to know."

Zarina put away the bribe. "According to the law, al soul-stone isthe property of the Sisterhood of
Weavers. The High Ones own most of it, and give pieces of it to therest, but in the last year or two
they've gotten alot stingier with it. The banditsin the north haveit, but they don't sell it to the Greeks, so
it falls to go-betweens, the soul-stone merchants, to sdll it on the black market. Of coursethere are
plenty of sorceresseswilling to pay alot of money for the unofficia supply. But discretion isimportant,
and many sorceresses, especialy when they'rein the grip of the cold fever, are not particularly discreet.”

"What isthe pendty for salling black-market karenite?' | asked.

"Soul-stone. Don't call it karenite, or they'll really think you're abandit! The punishment is severe. Degth
by dismemberment. That'swhy discretion isimportant. It's not just selling soul-stonethat'sillegd, but dso
just having it, if the Sisterhood didn't giveit to you. They don't like executing other sorceresses, but they
don't hesitate when they catch a merchant. It's consdered theft from the Sisterhood if you have any.”

"What about peoplewho just find it?" | asked.

"Well, you dways have the option of turningitin,” Zarinasaid. "The Sisterhood does give areward to
those who bring Athend's property to her temple and turn it over. It's not nearly as much money asyou
can get for saling it, but no onewill execute you.”

Tamar was pale. | thought | probably was, too. " So what do we do now?”

"Well, that depends on whether you have any soul-stone with you right now or not. If youtry tosdll toa
sorceress, you'll likely be followed; any sensible sorceresswill refuseto let you in, and a crazy one, well,
you run therisk, the big risk, of salling to someone the Sisterhood would just as soon dispose of. Then
they might comein and arrest dl of you. If you try to leave Daphnia, you'll be stopped and searched, and
if they find any soul-stone in your bags you'll be executed.”

"How did they know to start watching us?' | asked.

"Y ou arrived from the north with nothing obviousto sdll and then aday later you had enough money to
stay at an excellent inn and buy yoursdlf anice tent and a couple of horses. Someone was bound to
notice."

| nodded, fedling extremdly foolish.

"Thank you," Tamar said.



"Youredly ought to at least get wet," Zarinasaid. "If you come out of the bathhouse as dry and dirty as
you were when you went in, I'll fal under suspicion.”

We stripped off our clothes and |et Zarina pour water over our heads; | scrubbed my face and hands, at
least, then we dried off and got dressed again. Tamar lagged behind me as | was getting ready to leave; |
thought she probably wanted a private word with Zarina, or maybe to pay her another bribe, so |
stepped out and lingered for amoment in the courtyard.

Tamar joined me amoment later. "'l asked her if she wanted to come with uswhen we |eft.”
"Did she?'

"No." Tamar paused. " She said she thought we were both likely to end up dead; that if we were lucky
we'd be run through with a bandit's sword rather than cut into pieces dowly by acity executioner, and
she had no particular desire to share that fate. There are worse things than davery, she said.”

"l can't redly blame her."

"Me neither. But we have got to get better at this, Lauria, or Uljasand Prax and all the rest are going to
fed the sameway as Zarina."

We discussed the situation quietly late into the night, and decided that turning the soul-stonein at the
temple was our only reasonable option. "We're not doing thisto make money,” Tamar said. "We're doing
thisto free daves. We can't do that if we're dead. And we have enough money right now to last usa
whilg, if were careful withit.”

We went out in the morning with the soul-stonein my pocket. It was easy enough to find the Temple of
Athena; we could glimpse the glimmer of white marble like a snowcapped mountain from along way
away. Up closg, it resembled an enormous swan'swing, curving upward and coming to apeak. There
wasasort of courtyard in front of the temple, dso paved with white marble, with afountain built of white
marblein the center. | had visited the temple on previous trips to Daphniaand had found it beautiful. This
time it made my stomach tighten in fear. | glanced a Tamar; she was|ooking around in frank amazement.
After along look, shesaid, "A white floor ? It must take about a hundred daves scrubbing dl thetimeto
keep this place clean.”

And sure enough, when we went up for acloser look at the vast gates of iron and silver, | saw two
Danibeki women polishing them. 1'd never noticed them before.

The gates stood open thistime of day; theiron and silver bars were bent into the outline of an olivetree
on one sSide of the gates, and aloom on the other. Women and afew men streamed in and out with
offerings. chickens, honey, elaborate woven tapestriesrolled and tied with ribbon. 1f | ook around, will
| be able to spot the watchers that Zarina said were there?| decided | didn't care quite enough to
try. Weld made our decision.

We went in through the gates, following the press of the crowd. | put my hand in my pocket and touched
the cold, rough pebble. Hard to believe all the trouble we could get into for a little piece of rock.
Thetemplewas as busy insde asout. Vistors|eft offerings at the dtar, then paused to spesk with a
priestess—to ask for prayers, to receive a blessing, to get some advice. | wondered how we did this.
Did wejust drop the stonein front of the atar like ajar of honey? Or were we supposed to giveit
directly to apriestess?



"Good morning,” one of the priestesses said to me. Ah. | guess we really are being watched. "Areyou
here for ablessng? To ask for advice on something?!

"I have, um, some property of Athenaswhich | would liketo return,” | said. | dug in my pocket. "Am |
supposed to giveit to you?'

" think you need to see the high priestess" she said with abroad smile; | could see her eyesgo briefly to
someone near us, then back to my face. "Just comewith me."

Sheled us back adong the edge, past acolytes that knelt at looms, past little rooms where you could Sit to
have your dispute mediated, if that was what you needed from the Goddess of Wisdom. The high
priestess had an office in the back, apparently; it was much like Kyros's office, complete with a plate of
honey cakesto offer visitors. " These young women have something that belongsto Athena," the junior
priestess said. The high priestess set aside whatever she was working on and gestured for usto Sit down.

| was redlly hoping to just hand over my karenite, get whatever reward they offered, and leave, but | sat.
So did Tamar.

Thejunior priestess smiled and left. The high priestesswaited.
| took the karenite out of my pocket and dropped it on the desk. "Isthat yours?

The priestesslooked at it. "Yes" shesaid. "That isours. Thank you very much for returning it. I'd like to
reward your honesty. Will you wait for just amoment?

She withdrew to aback office, and came out with asmall bag—coins, presumably. | doubted they were
aexanders. Like the bag we'd gotten from Phoibe, it was beautifully woven cloth; | thought it had
probably been made by one of the acolyteswe'd seen outside. We'd handed over the karenite, we'd
gotten the reward. Was there anything else we needed to do before we got the hell out? " Thank you," |
said, and stood up.

"If I may ask," the high priestess said. "Where did you come acrossthis?"
"Wefound it on the ground whiletraveling,” | said.
"And yet you knew to bring it here. Have you seen a spell-chain up closein the past?!

"We picked it up asacuriogty,” | said. "It wasn't until recently that we discovered that it wasthe
property of Athena."

"Where were you traveling?'

| thought for amoment that she suspected we were Alashi. But it would be terribly foolish for the
Sisterhood to offer amnesty and then not fulfill their promise; if they did that, nobody would ever bring
their karenitein again. She probably wants to know wher e they should go ook for more. They are
running out, just as the rumors say. "Near Elpisa” | said. "At leat, that was the first town we came to
once we headed back to civilized parts.”

The sorceress nodded. ™Y ou may go," she said, so we picked up our bag of money and fled. | didn't
look in the bag until we were out of the office. Five aexanders. The price was, indeed, much better on
the black market. It doesn't matter. We'll have enough money to do what we came to do.

There were afew Weavers coming in to make offerings as| |eft; one had brought in ahuge, elaborate rug
she'd presumably woven hersdlf. It was dung across the back of ahorse. | glanced over at the daves,



wondering if Tamar could approach them while their mistresswasin the temple, and redlized that the man
holding the horse's bridle was Uljas. In my excitement, | dmaost sumbled right into Tamar. "Over there," |
said when | had regained my compaosure. "Holding the white horse. That's Uljas"

Tamar looked at him and nodded. She was starting to say something back when | heard someone—not
Uljas—shout, "Laurid"

Tamar ingantly fell back into the temple. My handsturned toice. It would be wor se to flee—whoever
thisis, | can probably talk my way out of it, but if | run I'm done for. Tamar was aready pretending
not to know me, so | stepped quickly away from her and looked for whoever had caled. "Lauria” the
voice called again, much closer thistime, and | turned around to face... Myron.

Myron was one of Kyros's other trusted servants. One of his Greek trusted servants. Myron and | had
been sent out together to look for Alibek, alifetime ago, though I'd found him myself; Myron, asusud,
had been more of a hindrance than a help. He had atendency to act asif | worked for him. | summoned
an amiable smile as he clasped my arms. He might be dow-witted, but he hadn't been fooled by the face
paint.

"Lauria, it'sbeen months!" he said. "Where have you been?Y ou wouldn't believe how cagey the old

man's been, but then, it's been arough time for him lately. Let'sgo get adrink.” | started to protest and
he said, "Oh come on, first round'son me!”

| thought about bresking away from him, claiming that | was gtill on some mission that couldn't be
interrupted, but it occurred to methat | could probably get some useful information from Myron. But did
he have instructions to detain me, and send for Kyros, if he found me? He didn't have that sort of
guilein him, | decided after afew moments of thought. "One drink, Myron, then | have to keep moving.
Kyrossingructions didn't mention getting drunk with you."

"An oversght, of course," Myron said. "How could he know wed run into each other?"

Myron led us quickly through the streets; | suspected that any city he visited, he aways knew the closest
place to go get drunk. The tavern he dragged me into was reasonably clean, at least. He found us atable
and ordered wine. " So where did you get that nasty scar? And tell me where you've been!™

"Sorry, | can't,” | said, ressting the urge to finger the scar that Tamar had manufactured for me. "It's il
confidential. But I'd love to hear what you've been up to."

Myron had never needed much prodding to get him to talk about himself. Hed spent the summer running
various errands for Kyros, the sort of thing I'd used to do. HE'd carried messages to garrisons,
sorceresses, and merchants, and brought home messages and observations to Kyros. Hed audited
someone's books, purchased a set of horses, and delivered a sealed pouch. To my disappointment, he
didn't seem to know anything that would be of useto me; it had been avery busy summer (not surprising,
since I'd been gone—he was doing his own job and mine aswell) and he'd barely seen Kyros.

"Y ou said things had been rough for him," | said. "What's been going on?"

"Hiswifetook aturn for theworse." | knew what that meant: Kyross wife had been gently cut loose
from the Sisterhood of Weavers because her moods became erratic so quickly. "Then Kyros did, too. |
don't know why Kyrosis so changeable—he's no sorceress.”

"It'sthe spell-chains,” | said.

"Oh, that reminds me, another thing that went wrong—one of his spell-chains just quit working! He sent



the aeriko out and it never came back. Isn't that the strangest thing you have ever heard?!
"Well, that explainswhy | haven't heard from him,” | said. "Are you heading back to Elpisasoon?’
"Y eah, probably tomorrow."

Soif | wanted to send amessage to Kyros, Myron would be agood carrier. | sipped my wine and
debated whether to send one. The trouble was that any message | sent, even fal se information, would
likely teach Kyraos something. The most important thing was going to be to get away from Daphniaas
fast as| could. | wound up just smiling mysterioudy over my wine, which had the benefit of irritating
Myron more since he figured it meant | knew some secret he wasn't in on.

Aswewere getting up to leave, Myron leaned forward and whispered, "He has you tracking down the
black marketers, doesn't he? The soul-stone merchants.”

"What do you know about that?' | hissed.

"Not much." A self-satisfied grin spread from cheek to cheek. "I do know that the high-muckity-muck
Weaversthink they should be the only source of the stuff, and want to squash the competition. And
Kyrosisdwayslooking for waysto be friends with the Weavers. So that iswhat you're doing?*

"I can't tell you," | said coolly, and we stood up to go.

| took aroundabout path back to our inn as soon as Myron was out of site. No doubt Uljas waslong
gone; | hoped Tamar had followed him. | checked one more time to make sure Myron hadn't followed
me before stepping inside the gate. Tamar was waiting in our room. "Who wasthat?' she asked.

"Someone | used to know."
"Anold friend?"

"No. Wdll, | dways had to act friendly, but he wasn't afriend. Hisnameis Myron, and hesanidiot,
whichisjugt aswell. Did you follow Uljas?"

"Of course. He belongsto a Weaver named Kadlistrate. She's only ashort walk from the temple; she
must've brought the horse dong to show off what abig, heavy rug she was offering to Athena.”

"We need to come up with away to get Uljas out tonight.”

"l can show you the house. Or you can find it yourself—it's near the Temple of Athenaand usesalot of
the same marble. Theresabig carving out front that 1ooks like an eagle, painted to be lifdike. | don't
know how you'l get Uljas out, though."

"We should settle up with the innkeeper and get the horses out of the city,” | said.
"| wanted to talk with Zarina..."

"She made her choice, didn't she?"

"I hoped..." Tamar shrugged. "Y ou're right. She made her choice.”

We paid the innkeeper, took our string of horses, and |eft the city. If anyone was till watching us, they
made no attempt to stop us or search our bags. "1'm going to need you to wait here..."



"Laurid"

"I'm not just trying to run off without you. Look, someone hasto wait with the horses. Leaving them
tethered right outside the city isjust about asking for them to be solen.”

"l want torisk it. | think you need me."

"l don't even know what I'm going to do.”

"That'swhy you need me."

"I need you to guard the horses. What are we going to do if they're stolen?"

"Walk?Wewaked thefirg time we went to the Alashi. Oh, dl right. But I'm going to hire an assstant to
hold the horsesif you ever try to usethisexcuse again.”" Tamar dismounted and pulled severd things out
of her pack. "Thiswineskin is spirits of wine. It's better than wine—stronger. If you need to bribeadave,
thisiswhat you should offer. Asfor the gate—just remember, the fastest way out of any city after dark is
to bribe the guards.”

Sundown was close. | made it back into the city just before they shut the gate. The temperature was
fdling fast, and my pulse quickened. | had no ideahow | was going to manage this. Well, thefirst step
wasto find the house... | went back to the Temple of Athenaand walked around until | found the place
Tamar had described. It was shut up tight. If | knocked, someone might answer, but then what? Hand
over the spirits of wine and ask for the doorkeeper to turn ablind eye for ten minutes while | made off
with Uljas? That seemed... risky.

Thiswill be easier under cover of darkness. I'll wait awhile.

| found aquiet spot in the shadow of anearby building. The sorceress had neighbors, of course: some
closdly packed houses, alocked up silveramith, and—afew doors down—a neighborhood tavern. |
could smell mest roasting. My mouth watered. 1'd forgotten to bring food with meto eat while | waited,
and | was tempted to go into the tavern to buy dinner, but what if | ran into Myron again? Better to keep
hiding. | was nervous enough that I'd have had to force the food down anyway.

True night fell and the Street became quieter. | had plenty of ideas, but they al seemed bad. | could
climb over the wall and go look for himin the stable. | could bribe someone to pass hima
message and see if he could make his own way out.

| was freezing cold; my feet were starting to become numb. | bounced up and down in place. | should
have gone for dinner earlier in the evening, just to stay warm. | found myself thinking about the time
Zhanna, the Alashi shaman, had tried to teach me to meditate. | had closed my eyes and breathed
deeply, and gotten so itchy and twitchy that Zhanna had started laughing a me. Tamar had falen adeep.

"Lauria"

Not Myron'svoice: thisvoice was ahiss, like asnake. | turned and saw ashimmer intheair. A djinn.
Kyrossdjinn.

My heart began to knock in my ears so hard that my head hurt. | thought it would take longer to find
me than this. Much longer. And with the face paint—it must have wanted to find me. "Areyou
aone?' | asked, my voice trembling. "Or did Kyros send another djinn to watch us?' It was
slent—unhdpful. | denched my teeth and willed my voiceto steady. | can banish it. It won't return to
Kyros, so | have nothing to fear. He hasn't found me. "Did Kyrostell you whet | did for your fellow
djinn? Because | could do the same for you. But | want you to answer me."



"Kyrostellsme nothing,” the djinn said. It paused, and then added, "But there are no others at close

"Good. What message did Kyros send?’

"Kyros sent thismessage: Lauria, please tell me your status. | know something has gone wrong.
Please reassure me that you're till alive.”

Well, at least it didn't sound like Myron had been able to send him a message yet. Rather than sending a
message back to Kyros, | stretched out my hand and touched the shimmer in the air. My hand prickled,
asif it had falen adeep. "Return to the Slent Lands, lost one of your kind, and trouble us no more.”

Thelast djinn had screamed; thisdjinn whirled in the air for amoment, slently, then | fet it dip through
me into darkness like water swirling down apipeinto avast reservoir. Thank you, it whispered. Then,
an even fainter whisper: Kyros doesn't know yet that you have left his service. But he will soon.

Darkness again, and quiet. As my panic ebbed, my hands and feet felt even colder. | need to act. If |
can free djinni, then surely | can free Uljas—if | have the courage to act, and not stand here
freezing in the dark.

Something fluttered overhead and | ducked, my heart pounding again. Asit sailed off, | got agood look
at it. It wasawhite owl on the hunt. The priestesses of the temple kept owls, to honor Athena; | was
near the temple, so it wasn't surprising. It's an omen, | thought, and then resolutdly told myself: No, it's
just a temple pet. If it's a message, it's from the djinni. You have nothing to fear from the owl,
because you are not a mouse. You have nothing to fear from Athena, because you belong to us.
The wind brought the scent of acrid smoke from the sacred fire burning deep insde the temple, and that
gavemeanidea. Fire and venom against our enemies. Perhaps| could set the house onfire.

It was too bad that | had no fire arrows like we'd used on our raid of the Greek garrison when | was
riding with the Alashi Sisterhood. .. but surely | could find something that would burn well. | dug quickly
through my bag. Would spirits of wine burn? Perhaps, but lamp oil would burn better. | ripped some
loose cloth off my old shirt and wet it with the ail. It would need to be wrapped around something that
could be thrown. | found acrumbled piece of broken brick in the street and wrapped the greasy cloth
around it.

| went to the upwind side of Kaligtrate's household and considered whether | could throw well enough to
get it over thewadl. Ha. | should have brought Tamar after all. She could get it over a wall three
times this high and right through the sorceress's bedroom window besides. Well, I'd just haveto
take my best shot. | muttered a quick prayer to Prometheus and Arachne, echoing the words that Janiya
had said before our raid: as a sacrificein their honor, we use their gifts. | wasusing fire, at least. Give
me the spark | need. Carry my gift over the wall.

| took out flint, iron, and tinder; the tinder caught readily, and | lit the cloth. It flared up immediately,
amost burning my hand, so my throw was panicky. For amoment | thought it would bounce off the wall
and drop back down onto me, but it cleared the edge by inches. Hopefully it will land on something
that will burn.

| waited. Maybe it landed on something that won't burn. Maybe it went out as it flew over. How
long should | wait before trying again? But | reglized quickly | already saw smoke—and sparks.
Uh-oh.

I'd thought that | would just wait afew minutes and let the sorceress's household discover the fire on their
own, but my spark had apparently fallen on ready fuel—dry straw, lamp ail, | had no ides, but | could



seetheflicker of flame and the shadow of smoke boiling up fromiit. In aminute or two, thisfire could
eadly burn out of control. | ran to the front door and pounded on it with my fists. "Fire!" | shouted. "
Fire! Your houseisonfire!"

Inside, | could hear a shouted oath and running feet. " Get out, get out!" | shouted. "Y ou could dl be
killed, get out of therel"

Someone insde believed me; the door banged open and terrified daves and servants spilled out into the
street. "Get buckets," someone was shouting. "No, not back in there, run to the neighbors! Has anyone
seen Kalligtrate? Surely her aerika...”

The people spilling out now were coughing, rubbing eyesthat streamed from the smoke. Savesand
servants, women and men; | didn't see the sorceress. But Uljas? There. Held dready drifted to the edge.
| gpproached him and caught hisarm. "Would you be free?’ | hissed into hisear. "I can take you to the
Alashi. But you have to come now."

Hewas clearly hdf blinded from the smoke, but he closed hisfist over my wrist. "I'll come," he said.

| led him swiftly away from the burning house. | hope | didn't hurt anyone. | didn't mean to hurt
anyone ... Uljas said nothing as he followed me. After afew minutes | stopped and took out the extra
coat for him to put on. When | looked up, he was staring a me. Like Myron, he was not fooled by the
face paint; he clearly knew who | was.

"| thought maybe Burkut had gotten away, and sent someone,” he said. "But it's you."
"What | did waswrong,” | said. "'l waswrong to take you back to Kyros. I'm trying to make amends.”
"l sworethat if | ever saw you again, | would kill you.”

| fell back a step, though he was unarmed and | was not. "We don't have alot of time. I'm hereto take
you to the Alashi, if you still want to go." Helooked furious. | didn't remember him looking thisangry
even when | took him back to davery. "Do you want to come with me, or do you want to stay? I'm not
going to try to drag you out of Daphnia."

"I'll come," he said, through clenched teeth.

Thewalk to the gate seemed to take aterribly long time. Surely the sorceress will be distracted by the
fire. Surely they won't suspect yet it was started by arson. Surely Uljasisn't going to pick up a
brick and hit me in the back of the head. Surely. Tamar wasright, the fastest way out wasto bribe a
guard; thesewalsweretoo high to climb easily, especidly in wind like we had tonight.

The guard post was quiet; the gate, of course, was closed. | banged on the door to wake the guard. He
looked out at us dubioudy. "We received an urgent message and need to leave," | said.

He came out, yawning. "Gate opens at dawn."
"We can't wait that long. Surely therésafee..."

He named asum, | paid, and the gate was opened acrack for usto dip out. That went more smoothly
than | expected. The part of methat had once been Kyrosswilling servant thought, That went more
smoothly than it should have. Well. 1t's not my problem anymore.

We found our way to Tamar. It was too dark to ride, but with lanterns we could lead the horses and put
some distance between ourselves and the city. "How did it go?' Tamar asked.



"l set afire” | sad. "It proved an effective distraction.”

| had wondered if Uljaswould stay with us once we were out of Daphnia, or if hed immediately go his
own way. Tamar, however, smply handed him the reins of one of the horses and set off, and Uljas
followed her. | guess he's coming. | brought up the rear, feding somerdief at not having my sworn
enemy right behind me,

| wasjust garting to think that it was getting light enough to ride when Uljas spoke. "' So, Lauria. What
made you decide to get into the business of stedling daves?'

"Freeing daves" | said.
Heturned and gave me along, guarded look. Tamar edged closer to me.

"Look," | said. "Y ou can go wherever you want. WEl take you to the Alashi, if you want to go there. Do
you?'

"Whet if | don't?'
"Go whereyou like. I'm not going to stop you. You're free."
"Wheat if | go to Kyros and tell him where you are right now?"

"You'd beafool. HEd send you back to the sorceress.” Uljassface twisted into afaint smile a my
words. No, not at my words, at my eyes. He'd seen that the idea frightened me.

"Does he know where you are right now?" Uljas asked. " Perhaps held pay well for that intelligence. Buy
me back from Kallistrate, take me to the temple, and set me free before the priests, so that | could truly
go anywhere. Likeyou."

"What do you want?" | asked.
"I want to know what you're doing. And why."

"Can wetak about thislater?' | asked, with adesperate glance back toward Daphnia. "They must have
missed you by now, and they will send out searchers. We need to get farther away from the city to be
safe”" Hewas dtill giving me askeptical 1ook.

"If you're going to betray Lauriato Kyros, you'd better start by getting away from Daphnia," Tamar said,
her voice exasperated. "1 don't want to be executed for freeing you, so Lauriaand | are going to get on
our horses and ride right now. If you want to come aong, we have a horse for you. If you want to stand
here all day, go right ahead, but | am riding." She mounted. 1'd expected Uljas to need help, but hed
apparently learned how to ride while working in the stables; he mounted without difficulty. | guess he's
coming along. That means he trusts us. Surely that's a good sign.

It was difficult to have a conversation on horseback, especidly when traveling quickly, and Uljas needed
to devote his attention to riding. | spent the day fretting about Uljas, and about the djinn Kyros had sent
after me. | needed to tell Tamar about that, but not now, not when Uljas could overhear; he knew more
than enough aready. How much longer until Kyrosknew for certain that | was no longer serving him?
And once he was certain, what would he do? Would heredizethat | was the one making hisdjinni
disappear? If he did, the only logical course would be to send adjinn to watch me and report back with
my location, since having the djinn approach meto carry threats would mean losing that djinn.

Of course, that was assuming he was able to get another spell-chain. He'd had two, and I'd freed both of



those djinni now. Would the Weavers give him another? Would they forbid him to send it out looking for
me, or would the strangeness of the Situation—djinni didn't just go missing—mean that they would give
him a dedicated searcher? How long till it found me, if they did?

Dusk fell and we made camp. | thought we were agood distance from Daphnia. Chances were good
that the sorceress would assume Uljas had seen his opportunity and run; her searcherswould bein an
areanear the city. Tomorrow we would have an easier ride.

Tamar fixed a cold dinner and the three of us shared it. Uljas ate quickly, asif he thought wed take it
away from him. "So you want to take me to the steppe,” he said when held finished.

"If you want to go."
"Thenwhat?'

| wet my lips. "When | worked for Kyros, | took six daves back to him. Y ou, Nika, Prax, Burkut, Thais,
and Alibek. Alibek freed himsdlf asecond time. | found Nikaand freed her and her daughter, and | got
you out. That leaves Prax, Burkut, and Thais."

"So you're haf done." His voice was mocking.

"l guess™"

"How are you going to get Prax out? Wasn't he sold to amine?”
"Yes. And | don't know."

"Burkut was sold to afarm south of here."

"l was going to free Burkut next.”

"Next? Y ou're going to take me up to the steppe, then ride dl the way back down herefor him? Y oull
be waist-deep in snow by the time you're back at the steppe. You'l dl freeze."

"The Alashi spend dl winter on the steppe.”
"You'renot Alashi."
"What would you have me do?"

"l don't carewhat you do,” Uljas said, "unlessyou kill Burkut trying to drag him up to the steppejust to
atone for your own past mistakes. | like Burkut. We used to be friends. I'd rather he not freeze to death
in asnowstorm while hisfailed-bandit rescuer ingsts that she knows what she's doing.”

My face burned so much that | started to sweet. "Y ou have apoint,” | said, the words sticking in my
throat. "It would be easier if | go to Burkut's farm next. But it could be dangerous. | guess| didn't want
to make you comeaong.”

"I thought you weren't making me come anywhere. "

"Do you want to walk from here to the steppe? It'salong way."

"No," Uljassaid. "l want to help free Burkut."

| glanced up at him; hiseyes glinted alittlein the dark. "All right," | said. "Well head back south



tomorrow."

It took along timeto go to deep that night; Uljas snored. When | finally fell into adoze, | found myself
by the firein my room back at theinn. Zhanna sat acrossfrom me. "What an interesting placeto find
you," shesad.

"Itstheinn | stayed at with Tamar,” | said.

"Arethose cakes? And tea? My goodness, it'swarm in here." Shelooked around. "I guess| didn't need
to worry about you after al."

"Widl, I'm not here now. Thisisjust where | stayed for a couple of days. Then we had to leave.”
"How areyou doing?'

"I'mnot done" | said.

"Who areyou with?'

It wasn't Zhanna's voice. | looked at the chair again, and Kyroswas there. "Wait, wait, don't go,”" he
sad, asif | was going to disappear like Zhannahad. "Thisis such a comfortable spot, sowarm.” | did
fed warm; thefire legpt on the hearth, casting strange shadows on the hangings that covered the walls.
"Let'schat for afew minutes.”

"Send adjinn,” | said, backing away.

"Yes, yes, but | need to know where."

"l don't want totalk toyou," | said. "Thisis my dream, | shouldn't haveto talk to you if | don't want to."
"With whom would you prefer to spesk?'

"Noone" | said.

"How about your mother?' Kyroswas gone, and my mother waited in the doorway of her gpartment.
"Come here, darling,” she said. "Let me comb your hair."

| touched my hair, shorn to chin length. "Thereisn't much to comb.”

"That'sdl right. Come here, darling, and let me combit.” | settled mysdlf warily a my mother'sfegt. She
took out acomb of carved bone and began to run it carefully through my hair, making little fussng noises
over the dirt and sweat and tangles. She pulled me back against her, and whispered in my ear, " Do not
trust Kyros, even here, even when you think we're alone. He watches, he always watches. He
hears my words." Sheraised her voiceto anormal pitch. "Darling, | missyou, please come back to me.
Kyros says you can. Come back. Come back.”

"I cant," | said. "Tell him | can't. Tl him he hasto trust me." | caught her hand in mine. | need to warn
her. "l think Kyroswill useyou againg meif he can. Don't trust him."

"When has Kyros not done right by you?" She was combing my hair again, spesking loudly like she
thought she was being overheard. " Just come back. I'm sure we can sort thisal out.”

"How did you get here? I've never dreamed of you before. Who brought you here?!



"I'm dways here. Always," my mother said, but her hand was dipping away from mine. | fet a
feather-light kiss brush the top of my head and then | woke to the sound of snoringin my ear. Let it be
morning, please, | thought, and it was.

CHAPTER THREE

Burkut'sfarm wasin atemperate area south of Daphnia, along the Chirchik River. Cands diverted some
of thewater through fields that grew lush and green even in the worst heat of summer; thistime of year,
the farms adong the Chirchik were the muddy green of plants that were getting plenty of water but not
enough warmth. Soon, though not yet, they'd be covered in snow.

Burkut'sfarm, like many in this particular area, was owned by the Sisterhood itsdlf, and managed by a
steward; itsfruits were used to feed the garrisons aong the northern border. There were enough other
people on the road that we attracted no specid attention. | had ridden this route any number of times for
Kyros, but for thefirst time | found mysdlf noticing every dave | saw: the muddy column of men and
women marching under guard from the market where they were purchased, the line of daves chopping
frost-killed vegetation in the fields so that it would rot and enrich the earth for next year's growing season,
the davesin an orchard gathering up the wind-fallen apples. The guards looked different to me, too. |
noticed their wegpons, and found mysdf nervoudy avoiding anyone's gaze. There was no reason to
expect to run into someone | knew, but | fill worried about it every time we passed soldiers.

Thetrip took severd days. We were fortunate enough to have aspdll of beautiful fal weather. The sky
was blue and cloudless, the sun warm, and the breezes gentle. | wanted to conserve the grain for our trip
to the steppe, so we stopped each day in midafternoon to let our horses graze. Krinawas busily showing
the other mares that she was boss, that was fine with Karaand Kesh, who'd been anything but dominant
back with the Alashi herd. Still, Karaseemed to missme; | had Uljasride her, and used the other horse
we'd bought at the market to carry some of the food.

It was aquiet trip. Uljaswas not inclined to talk to either of us. Instead, after we stopped for the day, he
would go for awalk, apparently just to avoid us. After thefirst day, | found mysaf wishing that Uljas
would ask me again why. | wanted to tell him my story. | wanted him not to hate me, and | knew that he
did. Maybe after | get Burkut out...

We moved off the road as we got close and camped about an hour's ride from the farm where Burkut
had been sold. | knew right where it was, though not what Burkut was doing, exactly, or whether hewas
even ill owned by thisfarm.

I'd carried messagesto thisfarm for Kyros a couple of times. The steward, Lycurgus, was Kyross
cousin. Hewas dso ahabitua drunkard, though | didn't imagine that his superiors were acquainted with
that fact. Kyroswas fond of him mostly because they'd played together as children, and had mevisit
occasiondly to keep an eye on things.

The farm itself wasn't walled in, but there were guards. If | approached Burkut during the day, they'd
notice. During the night, the daves were shut in to windowless bunkhouses. If | tried to get Burkut out of
abunkhouse, that would also be noticed. My instinct wasto try during the night; that's when I'd freed
Uljasand Nika. But in Burkut's case, it might actualy be easier to get him away during the day.

There were always occasi ons when the guards attention wandered. They were thinly spread. With alittle
luck and adistraction, | could approach Burkut and get him out without anyone noticing, probably until



the next head count. On the other hand, my luck had been mixed so far. If | asked Tamar to creste a
digtraction and things went badly, we could all end up caught. And head counts of field daveswere
pretty frequent, Since the opportunity to smply walk away—as Burkut had already done once—was
there.

I mulled my options as | watched the horses graze. Thelast time I'd come, 1'd ridden Zhade, first of dll,
and I'd come with aletter from Kyros. Lycurgus had treated me as aguest rather than avisting servant
because he knew Kyros liked me, and he wanted to stay in Kyross good graces. Wed had dinner
together, and dthough held tried to impress me with his competence, held gotten himsdf so completely
drunk over the course of the meal that he'd had trouble standing up by the end. 1'd wondered just how
drunk he got when he wasn't trying to impress someone, and had said as much to Kyros. Kyros had
responded by dispatching the competent son of afriend to be an "assstant” to the Sseward—someone
young enough not to try to get the steward removed, at least not for afew years, but old enough to run
the place on his own. Solon, that was the name of the assistant. I'd never met him.

What if | went and asked Solon for a job?

Working for them—at least for afew days—would give me the leisure to figure out exactly where on the
farm Burkut worked. | could gpproach him without exciting suspicion and probably even take off with
him and no one would notice until evening. Therisk of being recognized by anyone other than Burkt,
even without face paint, waslow. Certainly lower than my chances of being caught if | smply
approached Burkut in the field and attempted to spirit him away. I'd steer clear of Lycurgus, just in case,
but as he would probably be drunk most of thetime, | didn't expect that to be too difficult.

| chewed on my fingernail. My hands werefilthy. | would need different clothes; mine were too new to fit
my story. Maybe | could trade with Uljas. His showed about the right amount of wear. The big farms
preferred to hire Greeks as guards, but free people of mixed Greek and Danibeki blood, like me, often
found themselvesin postionslike the one | was going to ask for.

| took Tamar asideto tell her my thoughts. "How are you going to let us know if you need help?' Tamar
sad. "You might want usto creste adistraction.”

"I'll dip away, | guess. Unlessyou think you'll be ableto come talk to me in my dreams—Zhanna said we
ought to be ableto do that."

"I'll giveit atry, but I've been trying to talk to Zhannaand it hasn't worked yet," Tamar said. "Areyou
going today or tomorrow?"

| looked up at the sky; the sun was dtill pretty high. "Today," | said.
"Riding or waking?'

"Walking. | need to look poor." | turned toward Uljas. "Thiswill work better if we trade some of our
clothes," | said. "Shirts, at least, so that not all of my clothing isnew.”

Uljas |ooked me over, then shrugged. I'd expected him to step into the tent, but instead he pulled his shirt
over hishead and handed it to me. His scars, in the afternoon light, stood out in sharp relief. They were
bad scars, the kind that would go down through the skin and ache when you did hard labor. He didn't
have to say anything for meto know that they were from the beeting he was given after | had brought him
back. | swallowed hard, then pulled off my own shirt for him to wear.

My coat was old; my boots were reasonably well worn. | put my coat on and started digging through the
saddle packs. A person looking for work wouldn't show up utterly empty-handed; | needed a reasonably



convincing travel pack. | put in ablanket, one of the cooking pots, alittle food, and afew coinsfrom the
remaining money. The rest of the money would stay with Tamar. “Take good care of the horses.”

"Good luck," Tamar said, and gave me atight hug. "Prometheus and Arachne go with you."

| felt perfectly calm, and at the same time far more nervous than I'd felt when I'd gone after Uljas and
Nika Thisisn't like going to Sophos's, | told mysdlf. | was posing there as a dave. My ssomach was
il churning. | squeezed Tamar's hand and started back toward the road.

A rutted wagon track led from the road back into the farm. There was alittle shack for aguard post, but
it was unmanned. | walked aong the wagon track, trying to stay out of the mud, and reciting my story to
mysdlf as| went. My name is Xanthe. I'm out of work and need a job. | used to work for a
sorceressin Daphnia, but she killed herself in her melancholia and her nephew who inherited her
estate didn't want to hire me. | don't have any references because of that, but I'll work for room
and board through the winter and if you don't like my work, you don't have to keep me on in the

spring...

"My nameis Xanthe," | said when | was shown into the office of the assstant steward. It had to be
Solon, | thought. He was young, sober, and a bit harassed-looking. "1 need ajob."

"Where are you from?" he asked.
"Daphnia. | used to work for a sorceressthere.”
"Did shefireyou?'

"No, shedied.” | bit my lip. "It was sudden. She—well, you know how sorceresses are. And her nephew
didn't want to keep me on.”

"Was shekilled by an aeriko?'

"No, shekilled hersdf." | flushed and swallowed hard. "Her nephew kept me on while he settled the
edtate and then let me go. I've been looking for work ever since.” My hand strayed to my nearly empty
purse, and | firmly put it back at my side.

"What can you do?' Solon shoved aside his stack of papers and looked at me with some interest.

"Wadl, | can useasword and | ride well. I've managed daves, both in the house and in Hypatias stable. |
can keep accounts. Almost anything, redlly, though | don't know awhole lot about farming itsalf.” He was
gtill looking alittle skeptical so | added, "I redly need aroof over my head right now. I'll work for room
and board through the winter, so long as you promise to feed me well and give me abed somewhere
wam."

Solon's eyes brightened. "Y ou're hired. The account books arein that room.” He pointed to adoor. "The
head steward has been... Wdl, hishandwriting isn't the best. If you can make any sense out of them by
spring, I'll keep you on permanently.”

The door led to aroom crammed with shelves full of paper. Account books, ledgers, lists of purchases,
billsof sde... al crammed together in an unsorted heap. Just looking at the mess gave me the beginnings
of aheadache. | tried to look undaunted; glancing back, | could see that Solon was looking a me. |
summoned up aconfident nod for him, and he chuckled to himsalf and went back to his own stack of

papers.



Wheat | redlly wanted to do was start looking for Burkut. In an hour or two, I'd tell Solon that | wanted to
walk around the farm and get a sense for what they grew, how big it was, and so on—that seeing it
would help me make sense of the books. Which wastrue, actualy. But first | should probably at least
poke through the mess a little bit. | pulled down one of the books at random. This one had been neatly
kept and was easy to understand, but from the dates it was severa yearsold. | looked at the book next
to it on the shelf and it was much more recent, and utterly haphazard. Well. It had been obvious that
Lycurgus had been going downhill.

| looked through the rest of that shelf. Things werein no particular order. If | were doing thisfor real ...
| felt aweird pang. If | had been the cast-off faithful servant that | was pretending to be, | would be truly
grateful to Solon. Unraveling the messy accounts would be tedious but satisfying. And my life would be
S0 very much smpler.

Well, if | were doing thisfor real, I'd probably decide that only the last two years were really
important. And that's probably when things really started to go downhill. I pulled everything down
from that shelf and started to sort. Older than two years went back on the shelf, newer went in apile for
me to sort through later. | was artled to redlize that | was having to strain to see the books; | had gotten
so absorbed in my task that the afternoon had dipped awvay. Damn. Well, | would go out to survey the
farm early in the morning. | hoped the weather would befair, or at least dry.

| came hesitantly out of the room. "How's it coming?' Solon asked.
"I think | should at least have everything sorted in amonth or two," | said.

He laughed shortly. "That's farther than I've ever gotten,” he said. "Why don't you go have some dinner?
Therésamed hdl in the next building over, the one with the brick. Mot of the guardswill be eating
soon. Why don't you go join them? Asfor deeping... | don't want to put you in with the guards for the
night; half of them snore. There'salittle room over the kitchen that should be pretty warm. It's used for
storage. Take apdlet out of the guards bunkroom and put it up there for now. Well figure out something
better tomorrow."

"Thank you," | said, and headed off to get something to est.

The clamor when | opened the door was almost overwhelming; | paused for amoment to get my
bearings. Both guards and daves ate here, apparently; davesfilled most of the tables, but atable of
Greek and mixed-blood men near the kitchen were obvioudy the guards. It was abig sone hdl, with
rough walls of dirty plaster and afloor made from even dirtier wood; the tables were equipped with long
benches, and the guards ate the same fare as the daves, though their table was closest to the warmth of
the hearth. The hal waswdll lit with oil lamps, and the clamor was just the sound of cheerful
conversation. It was overwhelming only because I'd spent the afternoon in anearly silent closet, and the
last few days on the road. And because it had been along time since I'd taken amed in such aloud,
crowded, raucous environment, unless you counted my beer with Myron.

If Burkut saw me, he might recognize me. Well, he had no reason to know that | wasn't here on Kyross
behdf. And | remembered him asbeing fairly timid. | thought it was unlikely that he would draw attention
to himsdf by shouting my redl name out inthe med hall.

| tried to dip quietly into the kitchen to ask for some food, but that effort was doomed to failure; | was
new, and astranger. "Hey lady!" One of the guards stood up as | passed by. "We heard you spent the
afternoon in Solon's office! Ishe as fiff from the waist down as heisfrom thewaist up?”’

Thiswill go better if | can laugh it off convincingly. "All I cantell youis, he's not much of a
bookkeeper," | said with acheerful shrug. "Can you tell me where to get something to eat?"



"I'll show you." The dirty-minded guard stepped over the bench and offered me hishand. "I'm
Demetrios.”

| shook his hand. "Xanthe" | said.

"The kitchen'sthisway." We went through a doorway; the kitchen was warm and smelled like goat stew
and fresh bread. A young girl jJumped up to fill abowl for me and tear off a piece of bread; Demetrios
filled acup of cider for mefrom alarge barrdl, and refilled hisown cup whilehewas at it. | investigated
the stew with my spoon and found mest, cabbage, carrots, and beans. " Solon may be wound tighter than
abowstring, but hefeedsuswell," Demetrios said. "Come st down.”

The guards scooted over on the bench to make a spot for me; | found myself wedged between
Demetrios and hisneighbor. "'l heard you came from Daphnia; how'd you end up here?' someone asked.
| gave them an edited verson of my story; they nodded sympathetically and some of them chimed in with
stories of their own. | made sympathetic noises and then bent my head over my food, listening to the
conversation as| ate. It turned to the harvest; it was mostly in, but the rain had delayed some of thefall
work. Not al the apples were picked yet, and windfal apples were rotting on the ground because no one
had had time to gather them up. Demetrios thought that Solon would probably send everyoneto the
orchardsin the next day or two. Once dl the gppleswerein, it would be time to start making cider,
which was good news to the guards, as supplies from last year were running low. | took asip of my own
cider. It was sour and strong, and | put the cup down. I'd need to finish it or Demetrios would comment,
but I'd haveto drink it dowly. | wanted aclear head.

| tried to discreetly look over the tables of daves, wondering if | could spot Burkut. | didn't see him, but
it would have been hard to see him in this crowd. The daves were damp and muddy but warmly dressed,
and the kitchen daves came around severd times with the pots of soup to refill bowls; it wasn't just the
guardswho were well fed.

"| heard that Solon wasthe assistant steward,” | asked during alull. "Isthere someone dse who's actudly
in charge?'

Therewasalot of derisve laughter at that. "Lycurgusisthe name of the steward,” someone said. "He'sin
chargeif you can hang him up and dry him out long enough to get anything sensible out of him. Solon
doesn't usudly bother."

"Soloniswise," someone e sesaid. "Hed run this place better drunk than Lycurgus did even when he
was sober.”

"I'd pay money to see Solon drunk."
"What do you suppose hed be like?"

"Hed probably be a cool, responsible drunk. Hed take off his own boots and settle down on his bed
before he even started drinking.”

"Well, and Lycurgus does that, doesn't he?!

"Not ever getting out of bed isnot the samething.”

It didn't sound like | needed to worry about running into Lycurgus.
"Speaking of beds, where are you deeping?' Demetrios asked with aleer.

"If | decide| want visitorsI'll be sureto let you know," | said, which dicited around of reasonably



friendly laughter. "Solon said | should take a pallet out of the bunkroom, though. If someone could show
mewherethat is, I'd appreciateit.”

"Let'sgive her Damon'sbed,” someone muttered, ingpiring more laughter.

| trailed dong with the guards as they escorted the daves back to the dave bunkhouses. The daves dept
inasinglelong house; | caught aglimpse of theinterior and they were packed tightly, but that seemed to
be more for warmth than to save space. | thought | saw Burkut, but when | turned for a better look |
redized it was someone else. What if he got sold to another farm?1 bit my lip and refused to let mysdlf
reflect on that. If he was sold, then somewhere in the financial records it should say where.

The daveswere locked in for the night, and the guards retired to their own bunkhouse. It was warmer
and more spacious, and immaculately clean; no doubt it was the responsibility of some of the davesto
cleanit, but Solon must haveto lean pretty hard on the guards to get them to keep their belongings so
orderly.

Demetrios found me an empty bed and let me gather up the bedding. "Y ou'd be welcometo degpin
here" he said with another leer.

"Solon dready warned methat you al snore,” | said, "but thanks ever so much for the offer.” | headed
back to the kitchen.

The storage room was easy enough to find and, as Solon had said, quite warm. | made my bed, shoved a
barrel in front of the door just in case someone had guessed where | was degping and decided to make a
late-night visit, and lay down, pulling my coat over mysdlf. It was awarm bed, and though it was harder
than my bed at the guesthouse in Daphnia, it was agreet deal softer than the ground.

| was bone-weary and my head hurt from trying to decipher Lycurguss spidery handwriting al afternoon,
but | wastoo tightly wound to deep. | kept running through the events of the day, thinking about al the
thingsthat could still go wrong. Also, | felt guilty for my deception; Solon had treated me quitefairly and
it hurt to poison the cup of histrust.

Kyros betrayed me, and Sophos betrayed me, but Solon has played fair with me, at least so far.
I'm the one betraying him.

| couldn't think about this right now or | was going to mess something up. But my doubts kept eating at
me, keeping mewide eyed in my bed. At least | never dept deeply enough that night for Kyrosto
meddle with my dreams, but Tamar couldn't visit me, either, even if shewastrying.

| woke stiff and deepy while the kitchen daves were making breakfast, and picked my way downdairs,
yawning. One of the daves sympathetically waved meto aspot in the corner of the kitchen and gave me
some teaand porridge with honey.

| ate my breakfast and watched the farm wake for the day. Solon wandered into the kitchen ashort time
after | did, hishair damp and neatly combed. One of the daves loaded up atray to be taken
elsawhere—I suspected that was for Lycurgus. Solon followed the servant with the tray; | wondered if
he made adaily report to Lycurgus even if he was il passed out unconscious on hisbed. A short time
after that, the guards brought in the daves and everyone else had breskfast.

Since no one had made any attempt to shoo me out of the kitchen | stayed where | was, drinking tea. As
they were finishing breskfast, Solon returned and gave the guards their assgnments for the day. | could
overhear him from the kitchen, and it sounded like everyone was being put to work in the orchard, asthe
guards had expected. | drained the last of my teaand decided it wastime to get to work. | reached the



office afew minutes before Solon did. When he arrived, he was clearly pleased to see me dready at
work.

| was determined thismorning not to let my job distract me from my redl task. At midmorning, | would
ask for permission to go out and survey the farm itsdlf. It was asunny day; I'd just keep an eye onthe
angle of the sunshine.

| started to step out just as someone was coming in to Solon's office. | ducked ingtinctively back inside
and watched cautioudly from the shadowed part of the room. Lycurgus. So much for thinking he'd just
stay holed up in his bed while | was here.

"—offer you achair,” Solon was saying. | heard a puff of air as Lycurguss unsteady butt landed on the
cushion. | held my breath, working quietly in the part of the room that Lycurgus couldn't see, and trying
to overhear whatever | could. Unfortunately, the conversation itself was quiet and difficult to catch, at
least until Lycurgus lurched to hisfeet and bellowed, "I am the seward here! | am. Me! Not you.”

"Of course," Solon said, completely unruffled. *1'm so sorry not to have discussed thiswith you
previoudy. Let's step out and get somefresh air; it would be anice day for awalk." Lycurgus grunted.
"Wéll, or | can follow you back to your room, and we can talk there, whatever you prefer.” Another
inaudible mutter. "After lunch, then. | look forward to it.”

The door dammed shut.

There was a pause, then Solon caled, "Xanthe?" | poked my head out and he gave me an amiable smile.
"Wereyou ligening to that?'

"Of coursenot,” | said.
"No, wdll, did you overhear anything accidenta ly?'
"Not redlly. Y ou were peaking, um, pretty quietly for most of the conversation.”

"Well. Lycurgus heard I'd hired someone to look over the books and took exception to the idea. Don't
worry, | can handle him, but if he sneaksin sometime while I'm out and harasses you, just gpologize alot
and dlay him until | get back. If he sends you packing, just go wait in the kitchen and I'll Sraighten it out
later.”

"But if he'sthe geward..."

"He'sadrunk who keeps his post because he'swel connected,” Solon said with ashrug. "It'shardly a
secret; you must have caught some of that from the guards last night. Anyway, | was put here to keep
things from faling apart, and that'swhat I'm doing.”

| gave him ahestant smile. "I was thinking about going out for alook around the farm, if you don't
mind—I think the accounts might make alittle more senseif | saw the whole place.

"Oh, absolutely. It should keep Lycurgus out of your hair, too. I'll see you this afternoon.”
| went out, feding guiltier than ever for my deception.

CHAPTER FOUR



The sun was very bright and the air was crisp; | shivered when | stepped out and briefly considered going
back for my coat. | could smell wood smoke and the faint whiff of rotten applesin the air, and when |
looked around, | saw some of the daves hauling whed barrows |oaded with applesinto alow-roofed
stone building. | wandered over; | would have to duck to go inside. " Xanthe," the guard greeted me.
"Need something?’

"I'mjust trying to get afed for thefarm,” | said.

"Thisisthecider hut," he said. "Folksinside are pedling the gpples and getting them ready for the
press—that's what we do with the apples that are bruised or bird-pecked. Lucky for usalot got
knocked down inthe last gorm." Hewinked. "The applesthat will keep best, those go over in that hut.”
He pointed to another low-roofed stone building. "We ship them to Daphnia, and they get sent up to
garrisons from there. Say, want one?' He poked through the wheelbarrow that was sitting by the door of
the cider hut and turned up an dmost unblemished one.

"Thank you." | took it. "Which way isthe orchard?’
He pointed. "Just watch for the wheelbarrows.”

| passed a house with glass windows and afloor of tile mosaic; that was where Lycurguslived, and |
ducked my head and quickened my step going by. Then | was striding through the open fidlds, picking
my way over mud and cut stubble. | bit into my apple; it wastart and crisp, and the juice dripped down
and made my fingers sticky. What a beautiful day.

Demetrios spotted me as | approached the orchard and came over to say hello. When | told him that |
was giving mysdf atour of the farm, to better understand the accounts, he winked and laughed and then
ingsted on guiding me around the orchard, pointing out guards, varieties of trees, and particularly
noteworthy daves. "That's Sabir—he has six fingers on his right hand. Hey, Sabir! Show Xanthe your
finger." Sabir grimaced alittle and then gamely held up his hand; the sixth finger stuck out a aright angle
from therest of hishand, asimmobile as adead twig. | gave him an gpologetic shrug and he shrugged
back, then returned to picking apples.

| didn't see Burkut anywhere. Convinced that | must have missed him, | told Demetriosthat | wanted to
try to learn the guards names and we made another circuit of the orchard, but | till didn't seehim. "Is
thisredly all the davesfrom thefarm?' | asked. "It doesn't look like as many as |'d have expected, for a
famthisgze"

"Well, we bring in extras during the height of the harvest. There are men who own teams that roam
around the Empire; they go up north at the end of the summer and move south, hiring the teams out for
the harvest asthey go."

"Even beyond harvest. .. the kitchen daves aren't out picking, are they?"

"Oh, that'swhat you meant? Of course not, they're in the kitchen. Oh, also, therésthe work detail that's
making cider with thewindfals. If adave getsinjured they go on light work for awhile to recover. There
are a couplewho got hurt during the harvest, including one clumsy oaf who fell out of atree hewas
picking applesin. They'redl inthe cider hut. And of course there are the stable hands; they'rein the
stable. And the house hands who clean... but al the farmhands are out here or in the cider hut today, |
think. We run an efficient operation.”

The cider hut. That was certainly worth atry; Burkut actualy seemed like the sort of person who might
fal out of atree while picking apples. | thanked Demetriosfor his help; he handed me an apple (thisone
fresh-picked and unblemished) and | walked back to the main farm.



The door to the cider hut was standing open. | knocked on it as| stepped inside. "Are you looking for
Nikolaos?' one of the daves asked. "He went to the privy."

"I'm just nosing around some more,” | said cheerfully. The dave by the door was peding an gppleina
long spirdl; so were two more sitting beside her. Another dave was cutting away bad chunks, and
another was cutting fruit away from the core. The fruit was going into one barrel, the waste scrgpsinto
another.

"They'll feed that to the pigs,” the talkative dave said, pointing to the waste barrdl. " The good parts will
get put through the press.”

| till didn't see Burkut, until | turned and spotted a dave lying down on abed in the back of the cabin,
deeping. The takative dave followed my gaze and shook her head with a cluck of her tongue. "Burkut
was sick last week with his somach. Amazing he didn't make everyone e se sick. Anyway, he's still weak
so we're letting him take some extrarest.”

| hardly heard what she said; relief was flooding over me, just knowing that he was here. And now |
knew whereto find him. | just needed to figure out how to get him away.

| thanked them and stepped back outside, greeted the guard who had just returned from the privy, and
went back into my office.

It was clear that the daves here were not guarded dl that closely. They were far enough from the steppe
that it would be an arduoustrip, and they were treated well enough that most of them were unlikely to
consder therisksto beworthiit. | could buy us sometime, though, if | could come up with areason that
| needed himwith me. | could probably request an assistant. Someone who'd be on light duties
anyway. | pulled aledger down and looked at it; that one appeared to be amix of new and older
information. What a mess. | putitinthe"new" pile.

"What are you doing?"'

| looked up. Lycurgus stood in the doorway, swaying dightly back and forth and steedying himsdlf on the
frame. His eyes were bloodshot and his face was puffy, but he looked more aert than | would have
liked. "Good afternoon, Steward,” | said, and bowed politely, which not coincidentaly gave methe
opportunity to duck my head and keep it lowered so that he'd have a harder time seeing my face.

"Who the hdll are you and what are you doing?'

"My nameis Xanthe—I lost my old job and came here looking for aroof over my head. Solon waskind
enough to promise to feed and shelter meif 1'd work on sorting through these papers. I've done clerk
work before."

"We don't need any help with those papers. Get out, shoo!”

| sdled out, keeping my eyes on thefloor. Delay. That's what Solon had asked meto do. "Is there some
other work | can do here?"

"No. We don't need any clerks nosing through my papers. I'm the steward here, not Solon!" He grabbed
some of the books out of the piles and held them close to his chest. Despite mysdif, | found myself
reevauating what was probably in them. Those are the books he wants to hide. If | can get them
back, I'll put them somewhere safe until | can go over them and tally every last stray mark.

With his hands occupied with the books, he was having a difficult time keeping hisbalance. "All right, al
right,” | said, making my voice as soothing as | could. "I'm terribly sorry, it's clear that | should have



demanded to see you to ask for ajob, and not let them shunt me over to Solon. Let me help you get
back to your room; you're clearly tired from al the stress you're under.”

Tomy surprise, helet me put my hand under hisarm and steady him on the walk back over to the big
house. "Y ou look familiar,” he mumbled as we crossed the mosaic tiles.

My stomach knotted but | thought I hid my fear adequately. "A lot of people say that," | said. "Almost
everyone seemsto think | look like their niece, for some reason.”

"Not my niece. You look like someonedse.”

"Well, if you think of who | look like, let me know. Maybe it will turn out to be some long-lost
kinsvoman of mine”

"Where are you from?'

"Daphnia," | said. "I used to work for asorceress there, but then she died.” We waked up the narrow
gairsand into Lycurguss bedroom. | helped him sit on his bed; he dropped the books beside him on the
sheets and reached for hiswine cup. "Let merefill that for you," | said, and fetched the wineskin from a
shdf, filling hisglassto the top. Hedrained it in agulp and then lay back againgt his pillow, muttering
about resting hiseyesfor just aminute.

When he started snoring, | carefully extracted the books, and flipped through them. Ah. It didn't take me
long to find the pages that made me suspicious. Hed missthe books, but aslong asthey were by him
when he woke up... To do this properly | needed a sharp knife. Lycurguss room was aterrible mess, a
heap of dirty clothing, books, papers, random household items, empty wineskins, and personal itemsall
jumbled together. | poked through a pile and did odged some dirty dishes and alive mouse. Lovely. No
doubt he thinks anyone cleaning is also usurping hisrole as steward.

| poked through the personal effects on atable; there, an ornate sheathed knife with semiprecious stones
studding the sheath—the sort of thing you might get as a gift from someone like Kyros, if you werea
kinsman he didn't have awhole lot of respect for. | drew it from the sheath and ran my thumb cautioudy
aong the edge; it might be jewd ry rather than anything useful, but right now it had anice sharp edge. | lay
the book down on the table and delicately cut out the suspicious pages. | was pretty certain that if
Lycurgus went looking through the books and didn't find what he wanted, held think he must have |ft the
books back in my office. Admittedly, that might mean that 1'd get another visit from him. | sighed. I'm
letting myself get distracted. I'm here to free Burkut, not to find out if Lycurgusis embezzing. But
I'd dready cut the pages out. | closed the books and quietly dipped them back onto the bed. | put the
knife back in its sheath and | eft it back at the bottom of the pile on histable; | folded the pages|'d
removed and put them in my deeve.

Someone was coming up the stairstwo at atime. | dipped quickly out of the room to meet Solon, who
gave mealook of darm. | held one finger up to my lips and whispered, "He's degping.” Solon nodded
and followed me back downstairs and out of the house.

"What happened?' he asked when we were outsde. " The servants said they saw him stumble over to the
office, and alittle whilelater they saw you helping him back to his house."

"Hewanted to fireme," | said cheerfully. "But he picked up two booksin particular when hewasyelling
at me not to touch anything. | figured those books probably had information he wanted to hide, so |
made sure to go with him and then | cut out some of the suspicious pages once he was adeep.”

"You redly were sent by Athena," Solon said. " Although Lycurgus may very well have grabbed two



books at random."

"I don't think so," | said. We were back at the office; Solon pulled up achair for me, and | sat down and
smoothed the pages down against the desk.

"| think these are the pages he wanted to hide," | said. "If you were going to try to embezzle from the
farm, you'd probably underreport your produce to the Sisterhood, and then you'd sell the extras and
pocket the difference. Thislooks like the real numbers regarding the bushels of apples from last year, and
the year before last. Somewherein that mess, no doubt, is the information that got reported to the
Sisterhood.” | glanced up at Solon. "Do you want to catch him embezzling? Because | will leave these
hereand if they get lost, well, who could redly expect to find anything of substance given the mess
Lycurgus has made of the records?'

Solon smiled. "If you find the other piece of the puzzle, I'll decide what to do after that.”
| nodded and got up to go back to the records room.

"Xanthe"

| looked back at him.

"I'mraising your pay. Y ou've shown your worth since you arrived, and it wouldn't be fair to keep you
here over the winter without paying you." He drew asmall bag out of his desk drawer and tossed it to
me. "Thank you, and I'll do my best to keep Lycurgus from bothering you again, though I'm sure I'm
doomed tofail."

"Thank you." | hesitated, then said, "Can | have an assstant?' Solon raised an eyebrow and | hurried on:
"One of the davesfrom the cider hut, maybe. I'm just thinking that if Lycurgus comes|ooking for me
again, it might be helpful to have someone who can create a distraction or something..."

"Ah. Good idea." Solon mulled it over for aminute or two and then said, "I'll send word that you can
borrow Burkut. He was sick last week and needs alot of rest right now. If you can arrange for him to
infect Lycurgus, that would solve the problem another way."

Well. That was simpler than 1'd expected. "Thank you," | said again, and went back into the records
room.

Guilt hit melike astack of diding papersas| began to sort through the ledgers again. Solon reminded me
of Kyrosat hisbest. But Kyros, | knew now, was my father; he had his own specia reasonsto be kind
to me. To Solon, | was ahomeless vagabond who'd asked for charity and had unexpectedly turned out
to be useful. From what he knew of me, he had no reason to believe that 1'd leave before winter unless
he threw me out. The only reason to pay me was his own sense of fairnessand justice. | peeked insgde
the bag; it was ten athenas, afair wagefor aclerk.

Maybe if | can find the information on the harvests, at least I'll be able to leave behind some
information that he can use.

But who was| trying to fool ? There was nothing | could do that would make him not hate me for my
betraya when | took Burkut and left. | needed to remember why | was here: to free Burkut. That was
the only reason.

"It's about time for the midday med," Solon called from hisdesk. "If you want to go pick up food for
both of usand bring it back here, I wouldn't complain.”



| walked over to the kitchen. The meal hall was empty except for a couple of house servants eating bread
and cheese; in the kitchen, bread, cheese, and casks of cider were being loaded onto a small wagon,
presumably to be hauled out to the orchard. One of the kitchen daves caught sight of me as| camein.
"Do you need lunch?' she asked.

"For myself and Solon,” | said.

She nodded and pulled down atray from a shelf, then quickly loaded it with bread, cheese, some apples,
and two mugs of cider. | carried it back up to the office as the wagon cresked off toward the orchard.

Solon waved meto achair near the desk as | brought the food in, and | put the tray down on acleared
space on his desk and sat down. | broke off a piece of bread and crumbled some of the cheese on top.
The bread was crusty and chewy, still alittle warm from the oven; the cheese had amild, sour tagte. |
wish | could bring some of this to share with Tamar .

Solon tossed aside his papers and st his pen down, then took bread and cheese for himsdlf. "Tell me
more about your job working for the sorceress," he said.

Ugh. The bread hardened to alump in the back of my throat as| swallowed. | washed it down with
some of the cider. "What do you want to know?"

"Well, what you did for her, for one."
| tried desperately to remember what 1'd told him before. "1t depended on the week," | said.
"Were you her household manager?”

"Not officidly, but | did alot of that sort of thing. | was dso usudly the one who made sure she ate.
During the depths of melancholia, she wouldn't want to, and of course when she was taken by the cold
fever, shed forget to. She had no hushand or children. It was her nephew who was her heir.” That much
of my own story | remembered; 1'd put together quite amenta picture of the heartless nephew who'd
cast me out into the chill of gpproaching winter. He looked sort of like ayounger version of Sophos.

"That nephew was afool,” Solon said.
"Thank you."

"So you kept accounts, you made her eat, sometimes you used a sword—was there anything you didn't
do?'

| thought about it. "Well, | didn't ever have to actualy shove the horse shit from the stable; she had
davesto do that. I'm not much of a cook—we had a very good cook, fortunately for al of us.”

"Where were you born?"
"Oh, | was born in Daphnia. My mother is afree-woman there. Sheworksat aninn.”
"Why didn't you go back to your mother when you lost your job?"

| made aface. " She wouldn't leave meto starve or freeze, but we don't get dlong al that well. | preferred
to take my chances and hope I'd find ajob, rather than counting on an entire winter sharing aroom with

Solon let out an gppreciative laugh. He was dmost done with hislunch, | noted with relief. "What wasthe
name of the sorceress, again?'



For amoment of blind panic, | couldn't remember. Then it cameto me: "Hypatia," | said, hoping that my
panic hadn't showed on my face.

Solon nodded. "Don't worry about the tray, one of the servantswill come get it," he said, and went back
to hiswork.

| went out to the cider hut after lunch; someone would no doubt bring Burkut to me later, but | wanted an
opportunity to talk to him out of Solon's earshot. | needed to know how soon held be ableto trave;
tonight, if | could, | would snesk out and walk to Tamar's camp to let them know what was going on.
Someone saw me coming, and Burkut was getting dowly out of bed as| camein, looking worn and
disgruntled. "Do you need me to come with you now?" he asked.

"l can come back later," | said.
"No, it'sdl right. I'm awake anyway, | might aswell come now."

Burkut followed me out, blinking alittle in the bright sun after the dimness of the cider hut. "Come on, |
want to go somewhereto talk for alittlewhile," | said, and led him to a sunny spot on the far sde of the
dave deeping quarters. No one was around, | looked carefully to be certain of that.

"Do you recognize me?" | asked.

Burkut stared a me for along moment. He had circles under his eyes, and his shoulders were dumped.
"Should I?" he asked, findly. He was avoiding my eyes, but | saw the glint of recognition.

"l used to work for Kyros. Thetime you ran away, | brought you back."
"I've never run away," he said, sounding confused.

"Yes, youdid," | said. "Y ou ran away once, but you didn't get very far. Y ou didn't bring water with you,
and then you cried dl theway back."

Silence, then agrudging nod. "I remember you." There was a pause. "Why are you here?"
"I'm hereto freeyou."
An even longer silence. Findly | added, "If you gtill want to be free."

Burkut's jaw tightened alittle, but he didn't lash out at me like Uljas had. Of course, it would have been
dangerousfor him to show anger toward aguard, or toward Lycurgus or Solon. From where he stood, |
looked like one of them, no matter what | said | was herefor.

"Where do you want to take me?' he asked findly.
"TotheAlashi," | said. "That's where you wanted to go, wasn't it?"

"I guess." He looked up, for thefirst time, and gave me along stare. | was expecting suppressed ange,
but mostly Burkut looked puzzled and suspicious; he aso looked sick. Findly he said, "What do you
mean, you're here to free me?"

"I'mherewith Uljas" | said. A light flickered in Burkut's eyes at the name. "We have horses, food, and
water. We can help you escape, and then take you up to the steppe.” Still no response. He'd looked
down again. "If you want to."

"Il haveto think about it," he said.



"How sick are you? When would you be ableto travel 7' | asked.
"I'm fedling better than | was," he said. "1 don't know when I'll fed like traveling, though.”

"We can't wait dl that long,” | said, beginning to fed desperate. "We have horses; you won't haveto
wak. But we need to leave soon, so that you can be safe with the Alashi before the snows come.”

"I need to think about it," he said.

"Well, think fast. For now, anyway, Solon has you working as my assistant. If you come up to the
records room, you can rest therewhile | work. Call me Xanthe."

| made Burkut alittle pallet to rest on in the corner of the records room; he lay down and closed his eyes.
| clenched my teeth as| sorted. Of al the various problems| could have encountered, areluctant dave
who couldn't decide whether he wanted to be free was not what 1'd planned for. If he wants to stay
here, then fine, | told mysdlf, but my ssomach knotted with frustration at the thought; | wanted him to be
free. | wanted to undo what | had done. Of course, Burkut is the one who'd have been dead without
me. | glanced at him, resting on the pallet with hiseyes closed. And that, 1'm not going to try to undo.

Lycurgusdidnt lurch into interrupt us, and Burkut dept the rest of the afternoon away. At dinnertime, |
walked him down to the medl hall and sat down with the guards again. | barely heard the conversation
that flowed around metonight, as| wasthinking over the conversation with Burkut and al thethings|
should have said to him. I'm sorry. | was on the wrong side of the fight, but now I'm not. Please
trust me. The Alashi will take you in—the stories you've heard were lies. Uljasis eager to see you
again. | looked toward Burkut as | went to the kitchen for seconds, and spotted him tonight since |
knew where he was sitting. He was aert and cheerful in the company of hisfriends; helooked much
hedlthier than he had in the records room.

After dinner, asthe guards were lining up the daves to take them back to their bunkhouse, | found myself
near Burkut. He saw me and caught my eye, and mouthed asingle word: "No."

My stomach sank, but the signd had been very clear. | went up to my room over the kitchen to wait for
the quiet of the night.

| dipped out in the dark quiet around midnight; | took everything with me because there was no reason to
gay any longer. | can't blame him for not wanting to run. He has friends here. Solon is a decent
man, a kind master —the sort of person I'd want to be owned by, if | were a slave. Though another
part of meinssted, | would never want to be owned by anyone. | might not be able to escape—I, of
anyone, should know that it's not always possible to 'take your freedom'—but if | were offered a
chance at freedom, | would never choose slavery, never.

But it is his choice to make, not mine.

It took me about an hour to walk to the campsite. Everyone was adeep when | got there; they al woke
up as| cameinto the tent.

"Do you have him?' Tamar asked breathlesdy.
"No," | said. "He didn't want to come.”

"Hewhat?'



"Hedidn't want to come," | said again.
"l don't believeyou," Uljassad.

The tent was too dark to see anything, but | shrugged anyway. "I can't help that. He said he didn't want
to come. Would you have me kidnap him? Drag him to freedom like a stolen horse?"

"Did you ask him why?'

"I couldn't. Wed talked privately earlier, but when he gave me his answer, there was a crowd of people
around.”

"Didyoutdl him | was here?'

"Yes" | heard Uljaslet out hisbreath in an angry hiss. "1 told him you werewaiting.”
"So now what?' Tamar asked.

"Now | guess we head back to the steppe.”

"No." Uljass cold hand closed around my wrigt. "I want to talk to him." When | didn't answer, he
tightened hisgrip and said, "Burkut was my best friend once. Let metalk to him."

| was tempted to tell him no; 1'd offered Burkut his chance, and if herefused it | wasn't going to try to
convince him to change hismind. Especidly since | had no ideahow | would bring the two of them
face-to-face. But | wasworking out away to do it even as| tried to think of away to say no to Uljas.
"Everyone should bein the gpple orchard again tomorrow. Uljas, theresafield fairly close to the houses
where they grow cabbages. Find that field, hide, and wait for us. I'll try to bring Burkut to you sometime
during the day. I'll probably just tell him that you want to see him. Y ou can say your piece when we get
there. I'll warn you, he'sbeenill.”

"He'sawaysill," Uljas muttered. "That doesn't mean he can't travel if hewantsto."

"If you get caught, tell them that you're afreeman and used to work for a sorceress named Hypatiain
Daphnia. Shekilled hersdlf afew months ago and you were discharged by her heir, anephew. Y ou heard
arumor that Xanthe was coming here and you were hoping you might be ableto find ajob here aswell.

Y ou ran Hypatias sable, we knew each other, and if you make up any outlandish details, try to give me
some hint asto what they are so that | can back you up. I'm going back to try to catch afew hours of

deep.”

| crawled back out of the tent and walked back toward the farm. 1'm going to want to join Burkut on
his pallet tomorrow.

A gust of wind blew back my hood and rattled the dry leaves around my feet. | sarted to pull my hood
back up and saw ashimmer out of the corner of my eye; | turned and saw adjinn in the air beside me.

Kyros, | thought, and started to reach out to banish it, but it flickered away from me.
"l annot adave" it said. "I do not need your favors.”

| dropped my hand, wondering why it had approached me. Well, | could dways ask it some questions of
my own. "Areany other djinni following me?'

"No."



That probably meant not at this moment, unfortunately; if Kyros had adjinn stalking me, it might not be
hereright now. "Why are you here?"

"Tolook onyou."

| shivered in the blast of cold wind. "Do you know Zhanna?" | asked.
"No," thedjinn said.

"Why did you comelooking for me?'

"I'd heard stories from the daves you freed.”

For amoment | wondered why the djinn had been talking with Nika; then | realized what it meant.
Kyros's djinni. And maybe the one from the bandits' spell-chain. It struck methat if | wanted
something from a.djinn, now would be agood time to ask for whatever favor | needed, but nothing came
to mind. Findly | asked, "Do you have anything to tel me?"

"Arachneis not Athenas only restive apprentice,”" the djinn said.
"Arachnewas never Athend's apprentice,” | said.

"No? Then perhaps Athenais not Arachne's only restive apprentice. Either way, both of the sisters have
put their hand on the lovely rock they found, and they will fight to the desth over it."

"Do you mean karenite?" | asked, but my only answer was to see the shimmer melting away into the
darkness.

When | got back to my room over the kitchen, | was sotired | could barely see straight, yet | was so
tightly wound | lay awake even as| heard the kitchen daves stirring downgtairs, lighting the fire and
garting the morning bread. It's no use, | thought. | should probably just go ahead and get up. Maybe
I'll just lie here and rest my eyes a few more minutes, though...

Laurial

| was up on the steppe; it was dusted with alight covering of snow, and Zhanna was standing by the yurt,
warmly wrapped. "Y ou came," she said with relief. "I'd dmost given up waiting.”

"|—" I didn't know what to say to that. "It's good to see you."

"I need to ask you aquestion. Rumors are flying up here about the Greeks and the offensive they're
supposed to be planning.”

"The Weavers need karenite" | said.
"They what?'

The sun wasrising over the horizon, but it was coming up far too fagt, flying up and up into the ky like a
bird taking off. Zhanna's voice sounded far, far away, and | screamed, to try to be heard, " Karenite. The
kareniteisthe key."

Someone was shaking me gently. "Would you like some bregkfast, miss?"

| struggled back to awareness, fedling like | needed agood night's deep. One of the kitchen daves knelt
next to me, her hands till on my shoulders. "Did | say something?”'



"You called out aname as | waswaking you. 'Zhanna.' | brought you sometea." Satisfied that | was up,
she headed back downgtairs. My tray waited for me on the floor, steam rising from thetea. | downed it,
hoping that it would clear my head, and tried to remember what | needed to do today. Figure out what
Lycurgusis up to. No, that's not it. | need to take Burkut to the cabbage field so that Uljas can try
to talk sense into him. And if he can, | guess I'll need to get Burkut out. Ugh.

Burkut waswaiting for me when | got to the records room. If he was surprised to see me, he didn't show
it; hejust blinked a me deepily and lay down on his pallet after | nodded hello.

| thought I'd better spend some time with the records before | took Burkut out to talk to Uljas, so |
continued to work on sorting, keeping my eyes open for the other piece of the puzzle I'd handed
Solon—records of the harvests and where, exactly, they'd been sold. | found al sorts of records, but for
different years, or different crops, or some other piece of the finances. I'mglad it isn't really my job to
untangle all of this. Especially on no sleep.

Toward midmorning, | found a page from aletter tucked insde aledger and flipped it open to read it.

—shipment in hand; please update regarding shipment of rice. According to our records, you
promised us the following:

Numbersfollowed; asfar as| could tell, Lycurgus was sdlling someone apples and then using the money
to buy rice, which was shipped to the farm and then to parts east. | started to leave the letter on the top
of the pile, then hesitated; Lycurgus would no doubt takeit if he saw it. Solon wasworking at his desk,
50 | handed him the letter. "Found this" | said. "It lookslike it might be important.”

Solon frowned at it, then looked up sharply. "Where did you find it?"
"In aledger—"
"I'd like that ledger, please.”

| fetched it for him and he tucked the letter back inside. "I'm going to put this somewhere safe,” he said,
and strode out.

Wi, it was agood timeto go find Uljas. | woke Burkut and he got up and stretched, then shambled
after me out to the field. It was a crisp, sunny day again; it would be perfect for trave, if we could just
resolve this stuation and get moving again. Out to the cabbage field we went. If Burkut was curious
about our destination, hisface gave no hint of that. He looked as bored and apathetic as ever until Uljas
stepped out from behind a bush.

He might not have recognized me, but... "Uljas," Burkut whispered. "Y ou are here. What are you doing
here, with her?'

"I'm herefor you," Uljassad.

Therewas along pause as the two men looked at each other. Then Uljaslooked at me and said, "Would
you go away for afew minutes? Please?"

| shook my head. "Burkut's supposed to be with me. If someone sees me without him they might wonder
wherel left him. Thisisrisky enough aready."

Uljasfumed silently for amoment, then turned back to Burkut. " She had some sort of message from the
gods that she's supposed to free daves now ingtead of hunting them down. She got me away from the
sorceress who owned me, and now we're here to free you as well, to take you to the steppe. Why did



youtdl her no?'

Burkut's eyesfilled with tears. "Why didn't you come earlier?”
Uljas shook hishead. "I couldn't. What difference doesit make?"
"I'vebeensick, sosick..."

"The steppeswill hed you."

"Y ou don't understand. I'm dways weak, my ssomach hurts, I'm hungry and yet | can hardly eat—at least
here| haveregular food. They let merest when I'm feding ill. They take care of me. But I'm still sick half
thetime. What would happen to me on the steppe when | got sick? Who would take care of me?"

"I would take care of you," Uljas said.
"What if something happensto you?'

"Do you think the Alashi would just leave you to die? Surely they get Sick sometimes, too.” Uljas glanced
a me, alittle uncertainly.

"The tories about Alashi crudty are modtly lies," | said. "They would take care of you when you were
Sck."

"But just to get there," Burkut whispered.
"We have horses," Uljas said.
"l would havetoridefor... how long?’

Uljaslooked a meagain. | cleared my throat. "Probably three weeks," | said. "Y ou would haveto ride
with the Alashi aswdll, but not for long hours every day, not right now, anyway." | wondered if they
would really send Burkut out with asword brotherhood. Probably.

"l cantdoit,” Burkut whispered.

"Yes, you can,” Uljassaid fiercely. "Burkut, when you saw your opportunity for freedom once, you
struck out on foot, with nothing. Y ou could have done it then and you can do it now."

"l wasafool," Burkut said. "l would have died in the desart before | ever saw the Alashi.”

"No. You'd have madeit. And you can do this. Say yes, Burkut," Uljas pleaded. "Come with us. Come
with me. Don't think of the trip, don't think about the hardships; you can endure those as they come.
Think about living in freedom. Together ."

"] need to think about it," Burkut said.

| was afraid that if he thought about it again, he would back out again, just as he had before; Uljas clearly
had the same fear, but didn't know what elseto say. He glared at me for along moment, then reached
out and clasped Burkut's hand between hisown, pressing it tightly like something treasured. "Think for a
day," he sad. "Come here tomorrow and give me your answer then."

Burkut followed me back to the records room. Solon was out somewhere. Burkut settled himsalf back
on his palet and closed his eyes. | wanted to talk to him, but | couldn't decide whether | wanted to urge
him to come with us or quietly encourage him to stay. On one hand, | was quite certain | could get him



out. On the other hand, shepherding asick, melancholy, reluctant man to the steppe and leaving him to
the mercy of the Alashi was not aprospect | relished. | settled for poring over the books some more.

Toward midday | found a page from another letter. No, | thought as | looked it over. It'sthe first page
fromthe letter | found earlier.

Lycurgus—My younger sisters greatly appreciate all your past support and assistance. According
to my information, thereis a shortage of rice currently in the Persian provinces. We need your
apple harvest as quickly as possible in order to make the trades that will be most beneficial to
both of us. | can promise you an excellent price, far better than our older sisters would be ableto
giveyou. | would prefer not to give specificsin this letter, but has my generosity failed you in the
past? Think it over. We will remit payment immediately once we have you."

Once we have your shipment in hand, | thought, remembering the other page that Solon had taken with
suchinterest. According to our records, you promised usthe following... | studied the page| held for
afew momentslonger.

Younger sisters. Older sisters. The words of the djinn came back to me, about restive apprentices.
Therewasasplit in the Ssterhood. A riva faction. Before, their differences were easily smoothed over,
but now there was a shortage of karenite. Now they were all desperate to lay hands on what power was
left to grab. The lines are being drawn, and people are taking sides. People like Lycurgus, and no
doubt Kyrosaswell. Thisletter wasfrom ayear ago; ayear ago | had come here to spy on Lycurgus,
and shortly after that, Solon came to take over. Was Kyros on the side of the Weavers? Or their
'younger sisters? Or was he making sure he had good friends on both sides of the line, so that whoever
won, he'd have a pleasant position when the dust settled? That certainly sounds like Kyros.

Solon clearly knew abouit this, in detail, evenif | hadn't. He knew that the first letter wasabig clue. This
letter would be the other piece he needed. And why not make sure he got it? If the sorceresses fight
among themselves, so much the better for the Alashi. And | liked Solon. If | could give him aparting
gift a no cost to mysdif...

Was he back yet? | poked my head out the door of the records room and found myself face-to-face with
Lycurgus

The letter was till in my hand; | thrust it blindly into the stack of ledgersjust to the right of the door. I'll
find it again later. | started toward Lycurgus. "Steward, | can't believe you dragged yourself out of your
bed when you'rethisill. Y our devotion to your duty should start with keeping yoursdlf healthy! Come,
takemy arm and I'll help you back to bed."

Lycurgus pulled back from me, staring into my face with hiswatery bloodshot eyes. "'l know you," he
said, and my heart sank. "Y ou're Kyros's spy, here to snoop through my papers. Kyros's spy!" Heraised
hisvoiceto abelow and advanced on me. "Does Solon know that or are you spying on him aswell,
youfilthy, sneeking rat?"

My hands went hot and cold. | heard Burkut stir behind me and sit up, though he made no particular
effort to cometo my rescue. "1 don't know what you're talking about,” | said, my mouth sodry | could
barely speak. "My nameis Xanthe, | don't know aKyros, | came from Daphniaand I'm not spying on

ayone"



"Soy!" he shouted again; | could smell the reek of his bresth, sour with far too much cider and other
indulgences.

| thought | could hear someone's foot on the stairs below, so | dodged past Lycurgus and skidded into
Solon's chair with acrash, screaming piercingly as Lycurgus swung around to stare a me. "Help!™ |
shouted. "Lycurgus, don't hurt me!™

Solon burgt into the room a moment later, having come up the rest of the sairsat arun. "Thank Athena,”
| said, and shrank back into the corner, away from Lycurgus, letting my breath catch in asob for good
measure. "Lycurgustried to attack me."

"Attack you?" Solon stared at Lycurguss red face, and then a mine. "Why?"
"He wanted the |etter.”

"Shelsaspy!" Lycurgus shouted.

"He kept saying that," | whimpered.

"No, listen to me, Solon,” Lycurgus said.

"No, you lislen to mel" Solon shouted, turning on him. ™Y ou may not attack my staff. | made the decision
to hire Xanthe, and while she's here sheisunder my protection.”

“But she—"

"If you have a problem, you can takeit up with me. At a later time."" Solon dammed his hand down on
the bell he used to summon a servant; someone must have been paying attention, because rather than
house daves, the bell was answered by two of the guards. "Assist the steward back to his room and
bring him hislunch there. | will bewith him shortly."

"You'l be sorry!" Lycurgus said. ™Y ou should listen to me, Solon. Don't trust her, shesaspy..." His
shouts faded asthe servants "helped” him away.

Solon turned to me as soon as hewas gone. "L etter?' he said.

"Let megetit," | said, and started for my room. Even as | was moving, though, someone €lse came
pounding up the stairs—not Lycurgus, as|'d expected, but Demetrios.

"Thekitchenisonfirel" he shouted.
"Zeussbloody eyebdls," Solon said in hiscalm, measured voice.
"We're dready bringing buckets,” Demetrios said, dready running back down the sairs.

Solon turned to me. "Get Burkut and come help carry water; we need everyone available. Even you,
Burkut," he said, raising hisvoice to be heard in the next room. "I know you're sick, but get up
anyway—we need you."

Burkut shuffled down the stairs after me; Solon was running toward the kitchen, toward the group of
daves and guards hauling buckets of water from thewdl. "Form aline," he was shouting. "Passthe
buckets dong." There weren't enough people to form aproper line but they began to sort themsalves out
under Solon's guidance.

"Thiswould be agreat timeto get out of here," | said to Burkut.



Helooked a mein horror. "My friends work in the kitchen. What if someone's trapped in there?!

So we took our spotsin theline, Burkut at my side, swinging the heavy pails of water. Wefell quickly
into the rhythm: two steps to the right to hand off the bucket, two steps to the | eft to grab the next one. A
few people were running with empty buckets back to the well, since those could be carried easily. Burkut
rallied, despite hismisery, and kept up the pace. Down theline, | could see Demetrios; once the line was
working smoothly, | saw Solon running buckets back to the well, too.

Black smoke was pouring out the door of the kitchen; | wondered what had started the fire, and tried not
to think about my pdlet above the hearth. At least | hadn't eft my coat up there. Everything | needed was
with me. All | needed was for Burkut to make a decision—and the opportunity to run for it. He can't
have until tomorrow. | need to get out before Lycurgus convinces Solon to sit down and listen to
him.

Despite the buckets, the fire was getting larger. | could see flames now when | swung my bucket to the
right. My body was beginning to ache, from my cramped fingersto my knees. Then we heard
shouts—the daves were arriving from the orchard. Solon arranged them into a second and third line,
these lines more tightly spaced, and then told usto take a short break while he packed our line more
tightly and added people. Burkut gasped for breath beside me, bending over to rub his hands together.
"Arethekitchen servants safe?" | asked Solon as he passed.

He nodded. "Everyone got out. We're hoping to save some of the building, and keep it from spreading.
Pray for suddenrain.”

"Do you have aspdl-chain?' | asked.

"Lycurgus does. He keegpsit hidden in hisroom. | think thiswould be abad timeto try to get himto use
it, unfortunatdly; he was feding digtinctly uncooperative, and the servants adl have ingtructionsto get him
asdrunk as possible when he'slike this”

| hope they succeeded, or he's probably already using it. | suppressed a groan and stood up with the
rest of theline, ready to start passing buckets again. My arms and legs were trembling from exertion; |
thought about the night I'd drawn water for the Alashi Ssterhood, aswe camped in the desert, and thrust
the thought from my mind. | need to be Xanthe right now. Xanthe, but in a hurry to get out of here. |
need to trust that I'll have an opportunity, and hope that Burkut will have made a decision.

Therewas no sign of rain; the smoke boiled up into aclear blue sky. A gust of wind blew the smoke
toward the well and everyone started coughing. | glanced at Burkut, but he recovered and continued to
pass buckets. Now that he knew that his friends were safe, | wondered if hisresolve might falter, but he
seemed to have falen into arhythm.

Surely, | thought awhile later, surely the kitchen must be ashes by now. I could till see flames; had the
fire moved on to the main dining hall? Were we going to just let it burn while pouring water on the
surrounding buildingsin the hope that the fire wouldn't spread? In the crigp fdl day, | could fed thefire's
hest, and shivered in my swest a the thought of how hot it must be closer in.

Around me, someone exclaimed and pointed at the sky, even though thisthrew off the rhythm of theline.
| looked up and caught aglimpse of scarlet: asorceresss paanquin, trailing aveil of red slk asit flew
overhead. It cameto astop and slowly descended, the sorceresss djinn lowering it to the earth like
hands lowering a pitcher of thin glass. It tipped alittle asit touched the ground, then steadied, and a
moment later the sorceress stepped out, her hands aready going to the chains looped around her wrists
and neck.



We paused in our labors, watching the sorceress. Lycurgus must have summoned her. Probably to
deal with me. But even so, surely she won't let the fire rage. She was dressed in scarlet robes of
pieced silk and velvet; avivid ruby the color of wine held ablack cape whereit spilled around her
shoulders. Even from adistance, | knew that the cold fever had her tightly in its grasp; it was as papable
around her asthe cloak. The air shimmered around her briefly: the djinni. Aerika. Thenthe shimmer
moved and waslogt in the bright fall sun.

"Out of the way!" someone shouted, and everyone backed away from the well.

| craned my neck to see what was going on. Water was pouring upward into the sky, forming a
shimmering, rippling column. Then the column lifted up and flattened out, and became agiant lake in the
sky. Thelake sailed over our heads like the paanquin and centered itsalf over the burning kitchen;
everyone backed away fromiit.

Asif from apunctured waterskin, water began to pour down in anarrow stream from the lake in the sky.
Thefire hissed and for amoment legpt even higher, then began to die. | craned my neck for a better
view, then | eft the bucket line completely to watch. The kitchen was a charred mess, but the medl hall
looked like it might be salvageable, thanks to the sorceresssintervention. | clasped Burkut'sarm and
began to back up, trying to move discreetly to the edge of the crowd.

The lakein the sky circled dightly to pour water down on every part of the kitchen and the meal hall.
When every spark appeared to be truly out, the much-smaller [ake went to hover over thewell, and a
sgngleline of water came down again until it had drained completely back into thewell. And Burkut and
| are almost gone from here...

Someone seized me roughly from behind by the shoulders. " Spy," shouted Lycurgus. "Médlissa, thisis
her—Kyross spy!"

| let go of Burkut, jerked mysdlf free, and turned to glare at Lycurgus. "What made you think Kyros sent
meto spy on you?' | hissed furioudy. "Y ou've probably ruined everything. Oh, let'sjust get up to your
office; bad enough to have this conversation outs de where everyone can hear."

Lycurgusfdl back astep, hisgrip loosening, and | stalked toward hisrooms, letting both steward and
sorceressfollow in my wake. Arachne give me wit, | thought. And don't let me get caught in my own
web.

CHAPTER FIVE

| went to Lycurguss room. If he had an office somewhere that was better kept, | didn't want our mesting
there. | wanted the sorceress to see the disorder here; it would cast doubt on anything Lycurgus saidina
way that no words of mine ever could. | strode into the middle of the room, then whirled to face the
sorceress as she camein. "Do you know Kyros?' | asked her.

"I haven't met him," she said. The scent of her perfume mixed with the reek of unwashed clothes and
spilled wine that permeated Lycurguss room.

Thank the gods for that. "1 work for him. Thisisthe second time he's sent me here. Thefirst timewasa
year ago; after that, Kyros arranged for Lycurgus to be sent an assistant, since it was clear he wasn't
entirely competent. I'm sure that's evident to the Sisterhood, aswell." Méelissas face furrowed dightly,
and onimpulse | added, " Especially its younger members”



"Indeed," Mdissasad.
Lycurgus camein, panting for breath. "Y oure apy, afoul—"

"Of course I'maspy,” | hissed, turning on Lycurgus. "'l was sent to spy on Solon, before you threw any
chance | had of success onto the flaming kitchen and danced on the ashes.”

"If you were sent to spy on Solon, why wouldn't you have told me?”

"Because," | said, "you are adrunken, sodden fool of asteward and Kyros knows better than to trust
you with any information. Y ou're only in your position because you're his cousin. Everyone knows not to
trust you."

"But the papers—" He turned to the sorceress. " She was going through my ledgers, giving information to
Solon—"

"It was only amatter of time before Solon went through the papers himself. Someone had to clean up
your mess." | turned to the sorceress. "He kept letters,” | said, my voice dripping scorn. "L etters that
mentioned his younger sister.”

"You what?' Now Melissaturned on Lycurgus.

"If you could have just trusted me," | said. "Or waited until we could talk alone ingtead of attacking mein
Solon'soffice..."

Lycurgus looked from me to the sorceress and then said, "Y ou're lying. Kyros would never cover up for
the Younger Sigers.”

"Why would hetell you where hisloyaltieslie? He knows you're not trustworthy.”

Outside, we heard shouts. Lycurgus went over to look out the window and then backed away, hisface
pale. "Theres—there's another sorceress out there. | only sent for you, Melissa."

Melissa peered out the window and then stepped away, breathing hard. " Solon. Where did Solon get a
spdl-chan?'

"He doesn't have one," | said. "'If he did, he'd have used the djinn to put out the fire earlier." | should
have said aeriko, not djinn. Maybe she won't notice.

Lycurguss hand crept to hiswrist and his face went even whiter. The sorceresswas aready running
down the gairs. | followed; behind me, | could hear Lycurguss dow tread.

"Phaedra," Mdissasad, her voice surly. "We meet again.”

Phaedrawore white—ubrilliant, shining white like the polished marble of the Temple of Athena. Her hair,
too, was white; she was much older than Melissa. "Mdissal” she said with warm welcome. "My sweet
little Melissa. How good you look. Come here and give me akiss."

| need to find Burkut. Whatever those two sorceresses did—whether they kissed and declared their
bonds of eternd friendship, or fought to the death—I did not want to be around for it. Particularly once
the dust settled and someone remembered to ask about that Xanthe or Lauriawho had been the cause of
al thetrouble. Let's just get out of here.

Both guards and daves were clustered near the ruins of the kitchen; some had come out to stare at the
two sorceresses, while others were poking at the smoking debris and specul ating about the cause of the



fire. Burkut was staring at the wreckage, and | touched hisarm and drew him aside.

"You haveto choose," | said. "Now. | can't wait any longer." He still hesitated, and | said, "L ook, you
could rdly the strength to pass buckets of water for an hour, trying to put out afire. Y ou can ride to the
steppe, too, if you want to. | think Uljaswould like you to, but it'syour choice.”

Burkut nodded, findly. "I'll come."

| felt amoment of triumph, followed immediately by the knowledge that this would make things even
more complicated than they aready were. "Follow me" | said.

We walked away from the wreckage of the kitchen, across an open field, and then we were over asmall
rise and out of view of the farm. No one stopped us; everyone had other things to worry about. Aswe
reached the very edge of the farm, Uljasfdll into step beside us, hisface dight. ™Y ou came,” he said, and
embraced Burkut.

"Did you gtart thefire?' | asked Uljas asthey broke apart. And did you get the idea from your own
escape?

Uljaslooked at me, then at Burkut's face, and gave me sort of ahaf-shrug. Yes. "No," hesaid. "I saw
smoke from here, though. What burned?’

"Thekitchen,” Burkut said. Hefdl into step behind me again, Uljasat hissde.

"Must've been aspark from thefire," Uljas said.

"Burkut had friends working in the kitchen,” | said. "We helped try to put the fire out, but our buckets
didn't do much. Then Lycurgus summoned hisdjinn.”

"Was anyone hurt?' Uljas asked.

"Wedidn't stay long enough to find out,” Burkut said. His voice sounded frighteningly weary. "All my
friends seemed to be safe, though.”

With Burkut, it took much longer to walk back to our campsite. We stopped to rest afew times; aswe
grew close, Uljas urged him to keep going. "It'sjust alittle bit farther, | promise. Werre dmost there.”

Tamar jJumped to her feet when she heard us coming, and grabbed meinahug. "You didit," she sad.
"Do we need to get moving?"

| shrugged. "I have no ideawhat's happening back at the farm right now. If they're looking for me—well,
there are two sorceresses with an awful lot of djinni. If the Weaverswant to find me, | think they'll
probably be ableto.”

"Get inthetent,” Tamar said. "Both of you, get under cover. Thedjinni can't find you if they don't see
you, right? 'Y ou've told me before how bad they are at looking for people..."

| went into the tent; Burkut lay down on the blankets and Uljas sat down beside him to rub his shoulders.
"I'll bring you al somefood," Tamar said.

| lay down and covered my eyes. | was so tired; | couldn't remember ever having been so exhausted. |
couldn't decide what | thought would come of the standoff at the farm. What happened when sorceresses
fought? They couldn't make their djinni kill each other. They could, | supposed, kill each other with their
own hands. I'd met anumber of Weavers, in my daysworking for Kyros; al were quite accustomed to



giving orders, either to their djinni or to human daves and servants. None were fond of getting their hands
dirty. It was hard to imagine one of them committing bloody murder against afellow sorceress. | can
always hope. It would certainly solve some of my problems.

Tamar camein with bowls of lentilsand rice. | shook my heed. "Eat," she said. When | ill made no
move to take the bowl, she said, "Eat or I'll feed you if | haveto.”

| took the bowl and started egting. "We should probably start moving,” | said. "Keeping me and Burkut
under cover and out of sight isaniceidea, but we're too close to the farm. We need to get moving. | just
wish | had timeto deep for alittlewhilefird..."

"It'stoo late in the day to start out,” Tamar said. "By the time we got the horses |oaded, the sun would be
setting. We're going to have to hope for the best tonight and start our journey very early tomorrow."

| should have been worried, but mostly | wasjust relieved that | wouldn't have to move. | closed my
eyes, just to rest them for amoment, and forgot to open them for along, long time.

| dreamed of Solon that night. " Such alot of trouble to go to, to steal aworthlessdave," he was saying.
Wewere sitting in Kyros's study, but Kyros was nowhere to be seen. Solon's feet were on the desk and
he leaned back against the cushionsin Kyross chair, Spping from a cup of tea. There was atray of
honey cakes on the desk; he took one, nibbled at it experimentally, raised his eyebrowsin approval, and
took alarge bite. "Saves like Burkut are aproblem. Y ou can't sell him, because no one wantsto buy a
dying dave. A mine owner might, but you'd have to get him to amine and he probably wouldn't survive
thetrip. Y ou could force him to work if you whipped him enough, but that's demoradizing to the rest of
the daves. It makes them angry. And angry daves don't work aswell. They're morelikely to have
‘accidents that can cost you alot of money if they break the wrong thing. | never knew whether to think
Burkut wasredly sck or just lazy, but the other daves believed he was sick. There was no good option,
but letting him lie around patheticaly was the best one | had. 1'd have given him to you if you'd asked.
He was a usdess somach, nothing more.”

S0 you're not going to come after us?'

"I might haveto, just to ask you a couple of questions,” Solon said. "Whereisthe letter you spoke of
yesterday? That'swhat | really need to know."

"I had to hideit quickly when | saw Lycurgus. | was facing the door, holding the letter in my right hand. |
thrust the letter into the stack of ledgers closest to me; you will probably find it on the third shelf from the
bottom, in the stack of ledgers closest to the door. The letter spoke of younger sisters and wasvery
incriminting.”

"I see. And Kyros. You do work for Kyros, don't you?'

"I... did. If you tell Kyrosthat you've seen me, he will be eager to hear more. Much more.”

"I see" Solon finished his honey cake and refilled histea, knocking some of the papers off of Kyross
desk.

"S0o you suspected all dong that | worked for Kyros?'

"Of course| knew. Did you take mefor anidiot? I'd hoped that you would take word of Lycurguss
number-juggling back to your master, so Lycurgus would be removed and I'd be left out of it. It

complicates things considerably that you're not working for him anymore. Well, at least you've taken
Burkut off my hands. That's worth something. Here..." He held out the tray of honey cakes. "Have a



cake..."

| recoiled and turned to look over my shoulder—was Kyros here?—but no one lurked in the doorway.
Stll, the dream was fading away. "Don't worry about me," Solon called as the darkness and fog swirled
around me. "Kyros chooses sharp tools."

The phrase puzzled me, and for amoment | wanted to turn back to ask Solon what he meant, but the
officewas gone. | was suspended somewhere between deep and morning. There was no road under my
feet, no walls against my outstretched arms. " Solon!" | shouted. "' Solon?”

A hiss, and aswirl of dazzling light. "Here. Y ou have come."
It wasn't Solon.

The djinn whirled around and around melike afly. Itswords were coming too quickly for meto
understand—Ilike a sorceressin theiron grip of the cold fever. It stopped suddenly and faced me. Here,
inthisdark place, the djinn looked very different: like abrilliant flame instead of aflickering shadow.
Though | saw no eyes, | had aclear sensethat | was being looked at. "Hello," | said.

"I've heard of you," it said, much asthe djinn on the road had. It began to whirl again; trying to watch it
gave me aheadache.

"Would you do me afavor?' | asked.
It stopped cold and waited.
"Go to Solon, on thefarm just west of here, with amessage.”

Thedjinn flared brightly, and interrupted me. "I am not your errand-boy. But I'll giveyou this..." For a
moment | felt asif | wasfaling; then | was Stting on the floor of my mother's apartment. It wasraining
outside, acold, steady rain. My mother was awake, by lamplight, knitting. The apartment was quiet; if
Kyroswas here, | could neither see him nor hear him.

| thought my mother might be able to hear meif | spoke. | tried to think of something | could say,
knowing that she might pass on any word to Kyros. I'm safe wasalie. Don't worry about me wasa
useless thing to say to a perpetud worrier like my mother. Take care of yourself. She had dwaystaken
care of hersdf quitewdll.

| waited too long; the dream was fading, someone was shaking me. | heard Tamar's voice, felt her small
hands on my shoulders, and then | was awake.

| saddled the horses and loaded our gear onto the packhorse; Tamar woke Uljas and Burkut. Uljas
looked fully adivefor thefirst time sincel'd seen him; he kept looking at Burkut asif to confirm that
Burkut wasredlly there. Burkut, however, did not look good. He had the misty, glazed look of someone
facing aforced march. | helped him mount. "Do you know how to ride?" | asked.

"No," he whispered.
"I'll teach you," Uljas said, taking the reins of his horsein hand. "It'sredly not that hard.”

| hope my dream last night was one of the real ones—that my message got to Solon, that Burkut
was worthless to him and he doesn't want him back. It made sense. Kyroswould have brought



Burkut back, even as sick as he was now. But Kyros aso would have whipped him into working, no
matter how angry it made the other daves. In any case, we wouldn't be able to outrun his guards, if Solon
made a serious attempt to catch us—not with al our gear and asick, inexperienced rider. 1'd assumed
that Burkut'sillnesswas mostly aruseto avoid work, but he didn't look good this morning.

Stll, he seemed to raly aswe got farther from the farm. Uljas rode beside him, speaking quietly just to
him; | thought that was probably giving him strength. Tamar, a least, wasin an excdlent mood aswe
rode out. The sun was shining, she was on horseback with her friends, we were headed for the steppe,
and best of al, we'd completed another rescue.

| wondered what had happened back at the farm; 1'd seen no flying palanquins overhead as we rode, so
were the sorceresses dead? I njured? Or had they ssmply headed in the other direction, or |eft in the
night?

We camped in midafternoon to let the horses graze. We had bought grain for them back in Daphnia, and
feeding them grain would let usride longer days, but Burkut looked exhausted. We'll need to start
riding longer days soon, if we're going to get up to the steppe before the snow starts. Well, inmy
experience there was nothing like time on horseback to condition you for time on horseback. | wished |
had some of the salve that Maydan, the Alashi hedler, had made over the summer; Burkut no doubt was
on hisway to developing saddle sores, and the salve would help.

Uljas, at least, rode without complaint. He brought Burkut his dinner each evening and fed it to him if
Burkut lacked the strength to finish the bowl himsdif.

It wasn't until we'd been riding for aweek that | realized that Burkut was getting worse, not better.

He had been periloudy thinwhen | first saw him at the farm; now his skin seemed to hang loosely on his
boneslike atoo-large shirt, and his eyes were sunken. "Y ou need to eat more," | said that evening, and
dished him out alarger bowl of food, though that meant less for everyone else. But Burkut seemed to find
it painful to chew, and left much of the bowl uneaten. The next day | started the meal earlier and cooked
hislentilsfor twice aslong, then mashed them with some water so that al he had to do was swalow
them. That went better; he ate abit more of hisdinner, and | went to bed that night feeling more confident
that he would regain his strength as he traveled.

But the next day, as | was packing up the blankets and the tent, | found a handful of black hair on
Burkut's blankets as | wasrolling them up. My first thought was that someone had cut off some of the
hair from one of the horse'stails, and | wondered why they would have done that. But when | gathered
up the handful of hair, | redlized that it was Burkut's. His hair wasfalling out.

| had seen people lose most of their hair before, when serioudly ill. Also, once when Kyrosswife wasin
the grip of the cold fever, shedd shorn dl her hair off and then taken arazor to her scalp, removing every
trace; the hair had been scattered across the courtyard. | remembered averting my eyes and stepping
over the handfuls on the step into Kyross office. | shook out the blanket, scattering Burkut's hair onto the
ground. Now that he's eating more, he'll get better, | told mysdlf. | saw Uljas watching me; he wiped
his hands againgt the legs of histrousers, asif he could still fed hairs cinging to them.

When we called a hdt that afternoon, Uljas settled Burkut down to deep and then cameto find me as|
groomed the horses. "He's getting worse, not better,” he said.

"He needsto eat more," | said.

"He's eating as much as he can. As much as his sscomach will hold. We need to find better food for
him—some meat, maybe. Olive oil. Honey." He gripped my arm. "'l told him we would take care of him."



"I'll golook for afarm later this afternoon,” | said.
"Oncethe horses are sitled. I'll seeif | can find something.”

| knew Uljaswas watching me as| finished grooming the horses, resenting every moment | took caring
for the horsesrather than finding more food for Burkut. | clenched my teeth, thinking, Thisisn't my fault.
Uljas was the one who convinced Burkut to come along. Yes, | took him back to slavery the first
time, but he would have died if | hadn't. Uljas thought Burkut was faking hisillness. If Burkut is
getting worse on theroad, it's Uljas's fault. Not mine. | heard afootstep near me and turned to glare
at Uljas—only to see Tamar, bringing water for the horses. She saw my furious, defensivelook and
quickly lowered her gaze, getting out of my way asfast as she could.

| kept my word once the horses were settled, finding asmall farm and handing over some of my
dwindling supply of money in exchange for ajar of honey, ajar of oil, and some dried mest. It was dark
by thetime| got back to the camp. | handed al three packages directly to Uljas, silently. He stirred ail
into Burkut's lentils and rice, mashing it in; he fed him some of the honey directly from thejar.

The honey seemed to help Burkut raly. | thought | could see ahint of color returning to his cheeks, and
he smiled more often. But there were ill hanks of hair in the blankets when | shook them out in the
morning, and Burkut shook with cold even in the warmth of afternoon. Still, | believed that the honey was
helping; that al we needed to do was get Burkut up to the Alashi and, as Uljas had promised, the
steppes would make him wel again. When the honey started to run out, | stopped and bought more.

That evening, Uljas fed spoonfuls of honey to Burkut until Burkut turned hisface away and closed his
eyes. Inthedim light of the tent, | watched as Uljas covered Burkut with the blankets, tucking themin
gently around him for extrawarmth. There was afaint tender smile on Uljasslips aslong as Burkut was
looking at him, but once Burkut's eyes were closed, hisface dipped into bleak despair. A tear dripped
down his cheek; he turned his face away o that it wouldn't drip on hisfriend, and he swallowed his sobs
50 that Burkut wouldn't hear him.

Looking at Uljas, | knew what | should have known looking at Burkut: Burkut was dying.
We kept riding, because what else could we do?

To add to Burkut's misery, winter was truly approaching. None of usleft the tent at night; sunny days
were gtill cold, and cloudy dayswere truly miserable. My hands were siff ingde my mittens and the
warmth from the fire never seemed to get deeply enough into my bonesto truly warm me. We needed
somewhere to stay for the winter. Somewhere with four walls and aroof. Uljas was right; we were not
Alashi, and we didn't know how to live on the steppe through the winter.

Each morning, Uljas would wake Burkut as gently as he could, and as soon as he was out of bed, Tamar
would step behind the yurt to shake out the blankets, to keep him from seeing dl the hair held left behind.
Uljas helped him mount his horse, and helped him dismount when we would stop to rest. I'd bring out the
honey when we stopped to |et the horses graze. "Eat dl you like, we can dways buy more," | said each
day. Later, when we had dinner, | would gtir olive oil into Burkut's lentils before giving them to Uljas.
"Thiswill put some meat on your bones," Uljas said each night as he settled down to feed Burkut his
dinner. Burkut struggled to St up and said, "The Alashi eat the daves who come to them, haven't you
heard? | want to stay thin, deny those nasty bandits agood medl." Uljaswould chuckle and say, "Don't
you worry about that. Anyone who eats you will die poisoned from your bad attitude.”

Burkut made it to the very threshold of the steppe. We were well beyond Helladia, the last outposts of
the Greeks; the wind battered at our tent at night. On the last morning before | thought we'd be able to
say that we'd madeit, Uljas was unable to wake him. He was till breathing—I could fed his breath on



my hand when | held it under his nose—but even shaking him brought no response. "Were amost there,
Burkut,” Uljassaid in hisear. "We're so close." When nothing woke him, Uljaswrapped himin his
blankets and carried him in hisarmsto rest in the sun. In early afternoon he put him down, cold and still.
The wind whipped across the plain, but Burkut no longer fet it.

Silently, Uljas gathered together abag of food and water. | thought perhaps he would want to bury
Burkut, but instead, | redized as he tested the load he'd decided to carry, he was going to take Burkut's
body with him. To be buried by the Alashi, | supposed.

"We can take you closer,” | said, but he gave mealook of such venomthat | fell silent. | watched with
Tamar as he finished gathering a bundle together and then came over to face us.

He stared into my face for along moment. | wanted to say something like, This wasn't my fault, or
Please forgive me, or The Alashi will be lucky to have you, but instead | swallowed hard and looked
back at him. He took a half-step back and then punched mein the ssomach as hard as he could. | fell
down, gasping for breath; Tamar grabbed him before he could hit me again. She managed to knock him
away from me, and then drew her knife. She wasn't very good at close-quartersfighting, but shehad a
knife and he didn't, and hefell back a step.

"If | ever sseyou again," hesaidtome, "l am going to kill you."
He picked up hisbundle, and Burkut's body, and walked away across the plain.

It took me awhile to catch my breath. Theribsthat had been broken last summer ached anew, and it felt
like something had been bruised deep insde me. By thetime the achein my gut had mostly subsided,
Uljaswas gone.

"Let'smount up,” | said to Tamar, my voice still hoarse. "We can ride Alashi-style now, and switch
mounts when the horses get tired. 1t makethingsgo alot faster.”

The darkness around our camp seemed very empty that night; Tamar avoided my eyes as she tended the
campfire, making mefed evenlondier.

"We need to find somewhere to spend the winter,” she said. "We were lucky the weather stayed nice as
long asit did. It'sgoing to snow soon.”

| nodded.
"Who'sleft?' she asked.

"Prax. Thais. Sophoss harem.” My head ached. "Prax is probably aready dead. Thaisis months of travel
to the south. And | still have no idea how we're going to free Sophoss harem.” | had a blanket wrapped
around me; as| shifted, some of Burkut's hair, still caught in thefold of the blanket, dipped into thefire. It
Szzled and smoked. "It doesn't matter who's |ft.”

Tamar opened her mouth to say something, then paused. A few minutes|ater, she said, "Human lives
aren't beads on astring, you know. It's not like you can collect dl five and just be donewithiit.”

"I know that," | said, and found mysdf blinking back tears. Rescuing Nika had gone so perfectly. Shed
gtill wanted freedom, 1'd gotten her out so easily, and sheld been strong and willing and had forgiven me.
Wasit so much to hopefor, that this could happen four more times?



A gust of wind made our campfire flicker and flarewildly. "I hateto say this" Tamar said, "but we should
wait until spring for the harem. It could snow, really snow, any day now. They'll be safe and warm where
they are. If astorm startswhile we're walking north, we could al die." Shetapped her finger against the
sde of her bowl. "Prax, though..."

"If heseven Hill dive, | fill don't know how we're going to free him, either.” | batted at the tearsin my
eyes, embarrassed. Why are you crying now? Nothing has changed. Burkut'sface swam into my
mind's eye, sunken and wasted; | thought of his smile, the smile he summoned from thelast of his
reserves when helooked at Uljas. My stomach ached, and | covered my face with my hands, trying to
stop the tears.

Tamar looked down. "Could we make it to the city where Thais was sold, before the snow got too deep
totrave?'

"Cassela?' | drew adeep, shaky breath, and tried to think about that for aminute. "Maybe. It'swhere
the Oxusturns south..."

"Thewhat?'

| looked up at her, surprised that she didn't know this. "The Oxusiswhat the Greeks call the Amu
Darya. The second of thetwo grest rivers.”

"| thought it didn't flow anymore, likethe Syr Darya."

"No, it just doesn't flow initsold course. The Sisterhood of Weavers used djinni to bottle up the Syrina
valey in the mountains. I've never seen the reservoir, but 1've heard stories. With the Oxus—the Amu
Darya—they had djinni congtruct achannel to turn it south. They built atunnel under the mountains. The
waters flow down toward Persianow. Cassaiaisthe regiona capita for that part of the Empire. Daphnia
isaso aregiona capitd, but Cassalaisanew city—every brick, stone, and hinge put there since the
riverswere bound.”

"Haveyou seenit?'
"Kyrostook me there once."
"Did you ridethere?"

"We were guests of asorceress. She sent apaanquin.” 1'd been very young then, even younger than
Tamar was now—it was perhaps ayear after Kyrostook meinto his service. | had been fascinated by
every detail of thetrip, from the silk covering the seets of our palanquin to the splash of thefountainin the
sorceresss courtyard. "It was warmer there, which will be nice thistime of year, but it'salong way
avay."

"I don't think we can free Thais and bring her up to the steppe until spring. But we have to winter
somewhere. Weve got four riding horses and a packhorse—we ought to be able to travel pretty fast. Do
you think we can do it? When you say months, are you taking dl our horsesinto account?*

| thought about it, calculating days and distances. "If we buy grain, so that we don't have to spend so
much time grazing the horses.... with the extra horsesfor remounts..." Without Burkut to slow us down
... "You know, | think it would actudly take uslessthan amonth. We could do it."

Tamar nodded thoughtfully. Another gust of wind made her shiver, and she said, "Maybe we should go
after Prax first." | started to ask her how in dl of Zeusslost hell | was supposed to manage that, and she
went on. ™Y ou could just buy him. Better that than leaving him down where heis.”



| thought this over, staring into the black night beyond the embers of the fire. The mine daves probably
dept at the bottom of the mine. | wondered what they used for light—lanterns? Oil lamps?—and whether
they ever saw daylight. | wondered how cold it was, under the ground.

"If we ride up and say we want to buy adave, they'll be suspicious,” | said. "Especidly if weingst on
seeing the davesthat are normally down under the ground.”

"Can we pay them enough money that they wouldn't care?!

"We'rerunning out of money," | said. But | wasthinking up astory, even as| said that. We could say we
were merchants, if they asked—representatives of alarger caravan who'd split off. We'd had to leave
our daves behind when we crossed Alashi territory, but now that we were back in Greek territory we
wanted someone to do the nastier chores, and the sooner the better. We wanted to see the davesfrom
the bottom of the pit because we thought they'd be stronger. Or because we thought they'd be so grateful
to be out that they wouldn't try to run away.

They'll still be suspicious.

But | haveto try.

"Do you know which mine he'sin?' Tamar asked.
"l know where he used to be. If he'sill dive.”

"WEell, let's go there and free him next, then. Even though we have to buy him. Because Meruert and
Jaran and therest will live until spring. Prax might die.” Like Burkut, she didn't haveto add. "I know, |
said that they're not beads on a string, but | know how much it meansto you. Y ou could free ahundred
others, but if you can't free the ones you sent back to davery..."

| nodded and didn't say anything, because | could fed the tears ftill hovering at the back of my mouith,
and | hated crying.

It took us another day of riding to get close to the mine. Aswe approached, | tried to straighten my
shoulders and look like Kyross most trusted servant again, instead of aharried fugitive. | looked a
Tamar. She till looked like adefiant dave girl, but | thought sheld probably dwayslook to melikea
defiant davegirl. She didn't look that way to anyone in Daphnia. Of course, they immediately
guessed that we were rogue karenite suppliers...

When I'd visited the iron mine with Sophos, 1'd felt the heat from the furnace to purify theiron. Thiswas
agemstone mine, not an iron mine; | felt no heat as we approached. Also, theiron mine had an open
camp around the hillsde, spilling out from the entrance to the mine. Here, there was abrick wall
surrounding everything, and atower by the gate with aguard standing watch. Shit. Wdl, | might aswdll
giveitatry. | didn't see any good way to break himout...

"Stop!" the guard shouted as | gpproached. "What do you want?*
| held out my empty hands. "Isthisabad time?" | asked.

The guard signaled for another to take his place, and came down from the tower and through the gate,
out to the road. He was lean and twitchy; one hand kept straying to the hilt of his sword, while the other
worried at the edge of hisbelt. "Who are you?' he asked.

"My nameis Xanthe and thisismy associate Zosma," | said, indicating Tamar. "Were with agroup of
merchants and wed liketo buy adave."



"Doesthislook likethe Elpisamarket?’

"Well, no," | said. "But are you sure you won't séll us one? Well make it worth your while."

"We're dways buying, never sdlling,” the guard said, and turned away.

"But—" But | didn't even get to use the story | came up with to explain why we need a slave.
"But what?' He whirled back to face me, giving me alook that chilled me even more than the wind.
"Nothing," | said, faling back a step.

"That'swhat | thought,”" he said, and ssomped back through the gate, damming it shuit.

"Elpisgaisonly acouple of daysaway," the other guard called down aswe walked away. "There are
aways davesin the marketplace there. Buy extras. Bring some up here. Were always buying!™

Our firethat night was smdl; we were running low on fud. We huddled close to the flamesin silence, and
moved insde the tent as soon as we were done cooking our food. | shivered in the darkness, counting
my failuresagain and again. Burkut is dead. Uljas will never forgive me. | have no idea how I'll free
Prax and | don't know if I'll even be able to find Thais. | don't know how I'll keep my promise to
Tamar, and free Sophos's harem.

It's not that | expected thisto be easy. But | thought it would be possible.

The darkness of the tent made me think again about the darkness at the bottom of the mine. |
condemned him to that. Prax was one of the oneswho probably would have gotten away, if it hadn't
been for me. Hed had the knife; held had water, aswell, and alittle food, and held even stolen some
boots. Hed planned his escape well. Prax could have made it. He would have madeit. Now... | didn't
know if hewaseven il dive.

| felt cold fingers against my cheek, and when | flinched away, Tamar muttered an gpology and stroked
my hair ingtead. " think the djinni will forgive us our failuresif we attempt with agood heart,” she
whispered.

But Praxisstill in darkness.

Darkness.

| wasn't in the tent. It was colder, and the ground underneath me was harder. Prax's mine. | stood up
and looked around. Therewasalight burning, an oil lamp, that cast just enough light that | could seethe
huddled bodies at my feet, dozens of people wrapped in blankets and deeping athin, exhausted deep. A
strange smell nearby made my nostrils burn and my eyes water. There were no guards. At the bottom of
the mine there was nowhere to escape to, and in the middie of the night, there was no need to make them
work.

Someone stirred and sat up; he limped over to abucket in the corner and peed into it, then stcumbled
back to his place and lay down to deep again. His eyes were hollow, but | recognized the cast of hisjaw.
Prax was dive. He might die before spring, before | could come and try—somehow—to get him out, but
if I was seeing truth with this dream, hewas at least lill dive.



| wanted to shake him by the shoulder and tell him that | was going to come for him, but when | put my
arm againg hishe didn't move. | had aslittle substance here asacloud. | leaned as closeto hisear as|
could and spokeintoit. "I'm coming for you, Prax. | swear before the djinni, | svear by Prometheus and
Arachne, | am coming for you. | will get you out of here. No matter what it takes, no matter what | have
todo."

His eyes were open, and he turned his head asif he'd heard me. For amoment our eyesmet. "'I'm
coming for you," | said. "'l swear to you, Prax. | will get you out of here.”

CHAPTER SIX

We broke camp quickly in the morning; I'd had many disturbing dreams over thelast haf year, but this
onetruly felt likeit had sunk talonsinto my heart. Looking into Prax’'s eyesin the mine, my vow wasthe
only thing | had that | could offer him. But | <till had no idea how | was going to get him out, and in the
daylight | found mysdlf thinking that this only meant | would add vow-bresking to my list of crimes.

If only I had a spell-chain, | thought. Then this would be easy. Well, maybe not easy, but possible.
To free Prax and the harem slaves both. We could even have it carry us to Casseia to look for
Thais. As| saddled the horses, | thought about the spell-chain that lay broken and usdlessin Saken's
grave. Kyros had owned two, but I'd freed both those djinni, and | had no ideaif the Sisterhood had
given him another one. Sophos owned one. If we could kill Sophos and take his spell-chain ... |
shook my head. Sophos had guards, walls, friends, wesapons. Tamar and | had walked out once,
because our escape had been arranged in advance—or mine had, and they couldn't stop Tamar without
stopping me. Getting in and committing murder—well, if it were that easy, more daveswould kill ther
masters.

Krinasniffed a my hair as| saddled her, and snuffled my handsto check for hidden treats. "I'll try to find
you gpples once we're back in civilized parts,” | murmured to her, stroking her neck. "We don't have
anything right now. | know, I know, you've given us your best and what do we haveto offer you? Not
even particularly fine grass." She nuzzled my head alittle anyway and let metighten the girth of her
saddle. Then she dipped her head to sniff a something on the ground; | looked and saw aglint of blue.
Karenite. | snatched up the grayish rock and tilted it in my hand, back and forth: it was karenite, no
question about it, achunk the size of my thumbnail.

"What have you got there?' Tamar came over to look and her facelit up. "Well, so much for our money
worries! Theré's probably more near here. Gulim told me once that you tend to find it in clusters—like
someone had dropped a clay pot onto stone, and the pieces had gone everywhere."

We spent alittle while hunting for it and came up with three more pieces. We each tucked two pieces
into pouches under our clothes.

"Do you want to sdll these when we get to Cassaia, or earlier?”
"Casseia," | said. "Weve got enough money to get down there, and | don't want to stop in Daphnia.”

"If we can sl it without getting caught, that will easily be enough to live on during the winter. Surely well
be able to find Thais and free her onceit'swarm enough to travel again. | think we should have a cover
gory thistime, though."

| was dready thinking about this. "Gems," | said. "l grew up over agem-cutter's shop, | even know



something about gemstones. I'll buy some on theway down..."
"Will we gill have enough money to get down there?"

"If you don't know anything about gems, a garnet looks pretty much like aruby. If | buy anice sack of
oiled linen with cushioning insde, and fill it with smdl garnets, the sack will be the most expensive part.”

"I bet dl the karenite merchants pretend to be gem sdllers” Tamar said.

"You're probably right. | think we should unload the karenite asfast aswe can. If they don't catch uswith
it..." If wefel under enough suspicion, they'd find an excuse to execute us anyway. But they couldn't
execute too many suspicious gem merchants or they'd scare dl the other legitimate merchants away.
"WEll keep our headsdown,” | said.

"And keep some money handy,” Tamar said. "In case we need to bribe the gate guards on our way out.”

Though I'd traveled with the Alashi across the steppe using remounts, | was still shocked at how much
more ground we could cover with two riders and four horses. We bought grain for the horses, and | was
chagrined to discover that | grew sore from our longer daysriding. Krinawas getting to know me, but
Kara, | redlized on the second day, was not happy about being relegated to "remount” status. Sheld
willingly carried Uljas up to the steppe, since obvioudy Uljas needed someone to carry him. But now it
was just me and Tamar, and she resented the fact that Krinawas my first choice.

That first day, | kept wanting to look back over my shoulder, at the steppe. When 1'd ridden down to
Elpisaand to Daphnia, I'd known that | would be heading back toward the territory of the Alashi as
soon as | could. Even asan outcast, | would at least be near them. | tried to tell mysdlf that | would be
returning in the spring, but that was many dark months awvay. What does it matter? | was cast out. |
can return to the steppe, but not to the Alashi. Not surprisingly, that thought didn't make mefed any
better.

We skirted Daphnia, not wanting to get too close; | found agem cutter in one of the larger townsjust
beyond Daphniawho willingly sold me asack of garnets. He had awhite silk cloth that he spread out
before laying them out for me, one a atime, then weighing dl of them: they glittered in the sunlight that
danted through the open door. Our negotiations were quick, and the gem cutter was dso ableto sell me
anice sack to keep themin. It was padded and lined with silk on the ingde; on the outside, it was dirty,
scuffed leather, designed not to attract attention. As1'd predicted, it cost more than the garnets. If the
gem cutter thought it was odd that | was buying such anice bag for such cheap stones, he didn't show it.
| drank aquick glass of teafor courtesy's sake and we were on our way again.

"They may look like rubies at aquick glance, but if someone gets suspicious of usand triesto scratch
stone with one of them, they'll know for sure that we're up to something,” Tamar said.

"We can take payment for the karenitein real rubies” | said. "And leave the garnets with the sorceress.”

Aswelay down in our blanketsthat night, | thought about Zhanna. Though I'd been areluctant
gpprentice, | missed Zhanna more than Janiya or Erdene or any of the others. | wished | could talk with
her, not least because | had so many questions, and no way to answer them for myself. Shamans can
talk to each other in dreams. | think some of my dreams have been Zhanna coming tome... maybe
Il try to talk to her tonight. | really had no idea how to go about doing that, but the first step was no
doubt faling adeep. | tried to focus my thoughts on Zhannaas | waited for deep to come, but of course
that just made me wide-eyed and restive even as| heard Tamar fal adeep. My thoughts began to drift



frommy desireto talk to Zhannato Zhanna hersdlf: her raven-black hair, the quirk of her willing smile,
her unabashed laugh. | wasthinking of her laugh when deep findly cdlaimed me.

Lauria, Lauria, stay here, | need to talk to you...

That was Kyrossvoice. | looked around, but didn't see him; part of me wanted to jerk mysdf into
waking, but | forced myself to take amoment to look around and seewhere | was. | was enveloped in
darkness, and as| tried to understand my surroundings, | realized that it wasn't asimple matter of
standing on adark road or in adark room. Thisisforeign, | thought. Thisis something very different.

Lauria... Thevoice was farther away.

On occasion, I'd seen burning clouds—the rippling flamesin the sky that appeared most often on very
cold nightsin the depths of winter. As| looked around, | could see something like that now—cold
flames, white and yellow and red, rippling around me like water. Around and around, above my head
and below my feet, and now that therewaslight, | redized that it gave me no illumination: | couldn't see
my hands or feet.

Lauria...

| couldn't see my hands or feet, but | could taste the colors, | redlized after another moment. The white
flames tasted like honey-sweetened teg; the yellow flames tasted like unripe apple. The red flames tasted
like fresh mint leaves, chewed to keegp the mouth moist, and when blue flames washed over the others for
amoment | tasted kumiss.

| need to find Zhanna, | thought. She can explain things to me. Surely all of thisisfamiliar to her.

But then | felt hands seize my wrists and whirl me around, and suddenly | faced Kyros. Wewereina
room—mmy room, | realized, back in Kyross house—but as| protested inwardly, no, | want thisto be
on my terms, mine we stood in atent instead, an Alashi yurt, filled with red and black felt rugsand
hand-gtitched tapestries of horses and glittering hangings that looked like glass mosaics.

Zhanna, | thought, but I knew she was nowhere near me. | was not at the Sisterhood's camp. | made
this. Kyros came to me.

"Where areyou?' Kyros demanded.

"Penelopeia,” | said. Thetent started to shift again, and | grabbed the tapestry behind me with my hands,
asif toholditin place.

"Why areyou lying to me? Why areyou hiding?'

| need to convince himthat I'm still on his side. "How can you think | would lieto you? Y ou don't
trust me anymore,” | said. The wordswere bitter in my mouth, but | forced them out.

"Then come back to me. Y ou can't possibly be in Penelopeia; you can't have gotten that far. Come back
to Elpisaand tel mewhat'sgoing on."

I've got a better idea, Kyros. Why don't you search out Zeus'slost hell and move there, you cold
bastard?| choked the words back, but the room around us was changing, and | realized with horror that
it was taking the form of acave, Zeusslogt hell where Alexander had imprisoned him after conquering
Olympus. Would Kyros redlize where we were? With awrench | turned my thoughtsto Elpisa, and
found mysdlf sanding in Kyrossoffice.



"l can't come back right now," | said. "I'm pursuing aproject that might win me back into the good
graces of the Alashi, but | have to assume I'm being watched." They could be watching us right now.
The room was becoming an Alashi tent again, and | decided to let that particular bit of panic dip out.
"They could be watching us herel”

"No, ligen—"

"They have shamans! They could—you haveto leave! Now!" Kyros started to back out of thetent and |
ran after him, shouting, "Don't contact me again! Don't try to speak to me! Y ou could ruin everything,
everything!"

| was back in the rippling darkness. " Zhanna?" | said, but my voice scratched in my throat, and | knew
I'd woken mysdlf. Well, | hoped that conversation with Kyros would throw him off the scent alittle
longer. Maybe. If | waslucky. Or perhaps | will be unlucky, and Zhanna heard the conversation
and thinks I'm still working for Kyros. It wasarisk | had to take.

On our tenth day riding south, Tamar grabbed my arm and pointed. Black clouds were approaching.
"We need to find shdlter,” she said.

We urged the horses to afaster pace; it didn't take much encouragement, asthey could smell the storm
approaching and wanted to get to shelter even more than we did. Thefirst flakes were spitting down
when we saw aroadside inn. Tamar reined Kesh in. "It's got astable, four walls, and aroof," she said.

"We could attract suspicion. Arachne help usdl, we could runinto Myron."

Tamar looked a me with long-suffering patience. "Lauria. Do you have any better ideas? Because
camping in asnowstorm isn't one.”

Theinnkeeper couldn't give usaroom, but waswilling to let us stay on the floor of the common room
with al the other latecomers desperate to get out of the ssorm. There was room in the stable for our
horses. We led them through the yard as a gust of wind swept down hard enough to amost knock me off
my feet. Yeah, it'swinter, | thought. Somehow | always forget just how much cold wind can hurt.
The stable boys opened the door with some reluctance, as agust of freezing wind came in with us. Once
the door was shut it wasn't too bad. "Well groom our own horses, you've clearly got plenty to do,” |
said. | wasn't making our horses wait.

We unloaded the horses and stripped off their tack. | groomed Kara, since I'd just been riding her, then
Krina, who madeit clear she thought | should have groomed her first. Tamar worked over her own
horses, and | groomed the packhorse as she finished up, brushing avay swesat and dirt.

"Do you think we could just stay in here?' Tamar asked. "It's plenty warm in here, and we won't run into
anyone... It'snot likethey'll have any bedsinside.”

"Good idea." The stable master grudgingly gave me permission and we settled down near Krina.

"There's hot stew insde," one of the stable handstold us as he passed, but wind rattled the door of the
gtable even ashe said it, and | shook my head.

"It's not worth going out in that. I'll trade you some wine for some of whatever you're eating.”

"Areyou sure? Theré's no mest in ours. For wine I could mayberunin for you..."



"I'd just as soon you not open thedoor,” | said. "I don't want mest that badly.”

"I'll beright back," he said, and afew momentslater he returned with two bowls of soup and ahunk of
bread. It was decent enough vegetable soup, | thought: mostly root vegetables and beans, with afew
withered remnants of the fall harvest tossed in. Tamar measured out a generous portion of wineto trade
for it and we settled down to deep.

Wewoke early, roused by the stable hands bringing in food and water for the horses. "Hey," said the
dave who had brought our food last night. "Y ou made agood choice. Everyone who ate the inn's stew
last night got Sick.”

"Redlly?"

"Y eah, half of them stumbled out and puked al over the courtyard in the night. One drunk soldier died,
choked on his own vomit. Did you do something to the stew?"

| blanched. "No! We barely even set foot in the inn. We paid for aplace to stay and then stayed here.”
"Lucky," hesaid. "Well, the cook'll probably get blamed again. She alwaysdoes..."

The snow was till falling too hard to go out onto the road again. "We should go insgde," Tamar said
reluctantly. "If everyone's sick, they may need the healthy peopleto pitch in and get water and teafor the

sck people..."

"What if we get Sck?"

"Just don't eat any of thefood.”
"Probably agood idea.”

Not quite everyone was sick, asit turned out. The insde daves had eaten their own food, like the stable
hands, and were dl feeling fine. As| passed near the kitchen, | heard shouting, and looked in to seethe
innkeeper backhand the cook so hard that her head hit the wall. She pressed her hands to her cheeks,
sobbing slently and shaking as she shrank into the corner. The innkeeper heard us come in and turned
around to look at us. "Do you need something?' he asked.

| wouldn't have eaten or drunk anything coming out of thiskitchen if you'd paid mein karenite, but | said,
"Tea," hoping to distract him from besting the cook.

It worked, more or less. He glanced at the cook, said, " Shell get you some," then stalked out.

"Next time poison him, not the rest of the customers;” | said as one of the cook's assistants brought out
hot water and started to make more tea.

"Shedidn't do anything," thegirl said, her eyesfilling with tears of sympathy. "He always blames her."
Always? "How often does this happen?’ | asked.
"Every now and then. Maybetwice ayear."

The cook stood up, rubbing her cheek as she started preparing the next mea. When the teawas ready, |
took acup, stepped outside into the courtyard, and poured it out on the ground.

"The innkeeper blamesthe cook," | said when Tamar joined me. "Apparently this happens every so
often. The other davesin the kitchen swear the cook had nothing to do with it."



Tamar |et out adry chuckle. "The master dways blames the kitchen davesfor this sort of thing. My
mother got blamed once, when | was a child, and we spent amonth scrubbing floors before he decided it
couldn't have been her and put her back in the kitchen.”

The one good thing about the day was that the snow seemed to be tapering off; | thought we'd be able to
travel the next day, if we were stubborn about it. The daves were hedlthy enough to carefor the sick
guests, so we returned to the stable.

"l want to take the cook with us," Tamar whispered as night fell.
Of course, | thought, but | didn't argue.

| rose before dawn, told the stable hands to get our horses ready, and trudged back into theinn and
poked my head into the kitchen. As1'd expected, the cook was awake, along with one of her assistants.
She had a black eye from the blow she took yesterday, and a bruised, swollen cheek. | leaned forward
to whisper in the cook's ear.

"My companion and | would help you escape, if you would liketo be free.”
The cook gave me alook of dishdief, squinting at me with her bruised eye. "Wherewould | go?'
"We're going to Cassaia, for now. In the spring we could help you go to the steppe...."

"Me, join the bandits? At my age?' She seemed both taken aback and genuinely amused. "1 can't even
rideahorse”

"You'd learn. It's not that hard."

"The snow iswaist deep out there. What afavor, freedom in the middle of winter." Shelaughed again.
"Come back in the summer and you might convince me, girl, but for now | like davery better than
freezing to degth.”

"Even being blamed every time someone getsSck?"

She touched the bruise on her cheek gingerly. "It's not so bad. He's afine master when things are going
well, and that's most of thetime. I've had worse. If | ran and he caught me, I'd have worse again.”

| bowed dightly, acknowledging her refusdl. "Good luck to you, then,” | said.
"It waskind of you to offer,” she said, sounding alittle apologetic.

| went back to Tamar. "She'snot coming,” | said.

"Redly?' Tamar sounded shocked.

"Shethinkswell let her freeze to death. She might beright, too. Only therivers return can freethem al.
Areyou ready? | want to get out of here before anyone getssick again.”

The cook hadn't exaggerated by much: there were drifts up to our hips. The storm was over, though, and
the sun had come out; the feathery snowflakes caught the sun in tiny, dazzling sparkles. My eyes watered
in the brightness. Krina snorted besi de me and twitched her head up asif she were admiring the blue sky.
| decided to ride her first today, even if it annoyed Kara.

"Hey," Tamar said aswe mounted up. "When you said that only the rivers return could free dl the
daves—do you redly bdievethat?'



| glanced at her. "l was afraid you'd want to stay and try to convince her yoursdlf. Y ou'd quoted that old
line about the rivers back when we werein Daphnia. | figured it might persuade you. | don't know if |
believeit. I've never redly understood it.”

"My mother told methat the grest river would sweep away the Greeks and their Empire. But where we
lived, I think if it had come back it might have swept us away, too."

"Y ou grew up worshiping the djinni, didn't you?" | asked.
"Y es. Did your mother worship Arachne?’
| shook my heed. "Athena."

Tamar laughed at that. "Did anyone ever tell her that she can worship Athenadl she wants, but Athena's
never going to make her Greek?"

"I don't know. My mother makes me crazy—I've said lots of thingsto her, but last time| visited | was
gtill pretending to be Greek, too."

"Well, it'sthedjinni that promised that the rivers would come back, and that thiswould free our people. |
really don't know what the Alashi and the other worshippers of Arachne and Prometheus make of that.
It'snot how | grew up.”

We had to take it very easy that day, with plenty of breaks, and due to the snow we couldn't just let the
horsesforage. | didn't want to stop at another inn because | was supergtitiously convinced that it would
make us sick, so we bought oats at afarm for the horses and then camped, digging abig holeina
snowdrift and pitching our tent insde. | knew, of course, that if caught outside in a snowstorm the best
way to survive wasto dig aholein the snow and crawl insde—you didn't have to be Alashi to know
that—but when traveling for Kyrosin the winter I'd dways stayed at inns or with military garrisonsand
I'd never been caught out in a storm unprepared. | hadn't realized just how well it worked. With layers of
wool fet undernesth us and the snow insulating the sides, | woke in the night feding too warm. | took my
coat off and lay back down, enjoying the sensation of warm hands and feet, and fell ddlicioudy back into
deep deep. And dreamed, decisively, of Zhanna.

We were on the steppe, in ayurt; it was warm and comfortable insgde, and Zhanna sat on a pile of wool
felt rugs. She was meditating, her eyes closed; she held something black in her hands, and | redized as|
approached that it was my vest. The black felt vest of Sster cloth that I'd embroidered over the course of
the summer—that Janiya had taken away from me when | was banished. | wondered if Janiyaknew that
Zhannahad saved it.

Zhannas eyes opened and she looked straight at me. " Janiya has aquestion for you," she said.
"Janiyaknowsyou tak to me?"

"l anashaman,” Zhannasaid camly. "Janiyawants to know why you are sending us freed daves, men
who didn't free themsdlves."

"Uljasfreed himsdf once, but I hunted him down and brought him back to Kyros," | sad. "I'm trying to
atonefor my past mistakes. His companion—" | winced. " There was another man whom | aso took
back to davery. Burkut. He died just as we reached the steppe.”

"Without your intervention, would Uljas have reached the Alashi that first time?”

"How can | possibly know what would have happened?’ | said. "I awaystold mysdf that Burkut would



have died without me. But no one can know what he might have accomplished.”
"Who el'se do you plan to send us?'

"No one before spring.” | caught her hand. "'Zhanna, | have a question for you, too. Why can | free
bound djinni? 1've never heard of anyone being able to do this before. Have you?"

Zhannashook her head. "But there are many different gates to the country of the djinni.”

"Gates. That'swhat the djinn said when | freed it, it said, you are a gate.” | knew that | was staring at
her like a puppy, expecting that she'd be able to give me the answers | wanted so badly. But she shook
her head again.

"Lauria, | amayoung shaman. A very, very young shaman. | was an gpprentice myself until last yesr. |
don't think | ever told you that last summer... | will ask the wiser shamans what they know about this."

"And then cometo me again. I'm only here because you wanted to talk to me. When I'vetried to talk to
you..."

"It helpsif you can hold something that connects us."
"| don't have anything of yours.
"It doesn't have to be something that belongs to me. Just something that makes you think of mewill do."

| wondered what Kyros focused on to dream of me. The thought made me fear that he was near, and |
turned and lurched into wakefulness. Tamar muttered in her deep and rolled over beside me; sheflung
out her hand to rest gently on my hair, and | settled back down again to try to deep.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Thefirg timel had visted Cassaia, | had approached it from the air, like ahigh-flying bird, ina
sorceress's palanquin. It was afascinating and baffling way to see a city—the streets and houses spread
out below melike toys arranged on an eaborate rug, the cands like glittering silver chains. I'd knelt on
the slk pillows and clutched therailing as | looked, hardly daring to peer out the window. Kyros had
smiled indulgently as he leaned back againgt the cushions. I'd thought him very worldly, not to want to
look. I had later redized that he didn't like flying at dll; it made him fed sick.

Now, the city was blanketed with white snow. Everything, as1'd told Tamar, was new, including the wall
around it. | hoped | wouldn't ever find mysalf needing to climb thisone, asit was in much better repair
than the walls around Elpisiaor even Daphnia. The bricks of the wall formed a pattern: huge diamonds
chased each other around the city, outlined in reddish-gold bricks against the gray, with blue-black
forming adark center. A weaver's pattern. But then, this was the Weavers city. | should have beenill at
the thought of living here—the Weavers were the enemies of the Alashi, and my enemies, after al—but
ingtead | felt myself beginning to smile with reckless ddight at the thought of living in acity, a huge city,
with no mother, no Kyros, no oneto tell me what to do.

"What'sthat?' Tamar asked. She was pointing a a narrow white tower that jutted up, impossibly high,
over thecity.

"That's atower attached to the Satrap's paace. They built the city with djinni so they could build redlly



tal. That'sthetdlest thing in the city. | think they may have just piled stones on top of each other until
they were afraid it would fall down if anyone breathed oniit.”

"Does anyone actudly go up there?'

"There aren't sairs. Y ou need apalanquin to get to the top. But yeah, | think sometimes people do.
There's supposed to be aroom. They cal it the Needle."

Thistime of day, the gate was watched but not realy guarded. Even in the snow, a press of people were
going in and out of the city: merchants, soldiers, farmers, travelers. Two vast Satues were carved into the
wall beside the gate: Athena, her owl on her shoulder, and Alexander, his horse Bucephdas at hisside.
Each gatue was six timesthe height of atall man and painted to belifelike; | cringed alittle aswe
approached, as| couldn't quite shake the fedling that they were looking straight at me. The snow had
melted underfoot from all the people walking over it; Krinalifted her feet high and snorted at the mud. |
stroked her neck. "Y ou'll be clean and dry soon, | promise,” | murmured.

We dismounted as we approached the gate, leading our string of horses. We attracted only an incurious
glance from the guards at the gate, and passed easily into the city.

"Now what?' Tamar asked. "Do we gart by finding aninn?"
| hesitated. We were dmost out of money. "I think we need to go sell some of our gemsfirg.”
"That could attract atention...”

"Trying to go through an intermediary hasitsown risks." Being insde walls again made meitch to get the
karenite out of our pockets asfast as possible.

"Do you know who you're going to approach?’

"No." | planned to avoid the sorceress I'd met while traveling with Kyraos. She might not even be dive
and probably wouldn't recognize me, but there was always the chance. That left hundreds of possibilities,

though.

Someone was coming through with alarge wagon; Tamar tugged gently on Kesh'sreins so that she
Sdestepped out of theway. "L et's get off the main street,” Tamar said.

| nodded. "Thisway."

We led our horses through a courtyard filled with old women sdlling scarves, hats, and other warm
clothes; beyond, an dley curved and then joined with a path that led past some high, crowded buildings,
gairs running up the outside wall to each gpartment. The shutterswere dl closed up tight.

"Where do the Weaverslive?'

"They're scattered dl over, but the most influentid live near the Temple of Athena.™
"We probably don't want one of those."

"That'swhat | wasthinking, too."

The tower wasthe tallest building in Cassaia, but the whole city wastall; | felt likeamousein agable
crammed with horses. Daphnia had started out as Chach, pieced brick and stone by the Danibeki
inhabitants long before Penel ope had figured out how to summon and bind djinni. Cassela had been built
by sorceresses, or rather, by their djinni. Unfenced by scaffolding, unconsirained by the difficulty of lifting



heavy blocks, they could go ridiculoudy, impracticaly high on awhim, which was more or lesswhat had
happened with the tower. No one really wanted to have to climb thousands of stepsjust to get hometo
bed, plus very tal buildings could be unstable, so the ordinary buildings were much shorter—but most
were gtill Sx stories high, and some wereten. Thetdl buildings, packed together, crowded out whet little
sun there was on the cloudy winter day.

Under the gray sky and the doppy snow, Casseiadidn't ook as fresh and new as | had remembered. |
found myself noticing crumbling mortar, broken shutters that had been patched but not painted before
winter, ablock of houses that had falen victim to abad fire and stood empty and rooflessin the snow.

"Thislookslike a sorceresss house," Tamar said. The street we were on had forked. Set into the fork
was someone's home, with a surrounding wall forming anegt triangle. The door was built into the point of
thetriangle, with pillars on either side; the door itself was closed. A carved statue of an owl stood beside
the door; the knocker was shaped like awreath of olive leaves.

"Not thisone" | said.
Tamar shrugged, and we continued on.

We passed another sorceress's house afew minutes later. This one had had her wall painted to form a
pattern like the city wall; the paint had been freshly applied before winter, because it was till bright and
fresh. | could see smoke coming from achimney insde the compound, and | found mysdlf thinking about
how niceit would beto get insde again. This sorceress had no statuary. | looked at Tamar; she was
looking a me. Her look said, 1'm not going to tell you how to do this. If you want me to walk all
over the city, all afternoon, I'm not going to say a word. Not me.

| lifted my hand to knock, then changed my mind. "Maybe well come back,” | said.
Tamar shrugged and followed.

| bypassed the next one aswell, and the next. And the next. | amost knocked once at the one with the
beautiful statue of a horse by the door; the horse even looked a bit like Krina. But no smoke rose from
within, and that gave me abad fedling, so | passed it by. Tamar shrugged and said nothing, though |
knew she was wondering what, exactly, | waslooking for. | was wondering what | waslooking for.

It shouldn't be that hard to sell this. | need to just choose someone and be done with it.

Just as| was gtarting to think that | needed to choose and choose now, we passed another house with
gatuary—awaist-high pillar with an exquisitely carved statue of amouse. The mouse was Sitting back on
its haunches, holding something in its paws and nibbling away. Unlike the horse and the owl, it was
actudly life-szed, and for amoment | thought it wasarea mouse.

If | were a sorceress, that's the statue I'd put up, | thought. "Thisone," | said, and thumped the
knocker againgt the door before | could change my mind.

The door swung open a crack and an elderly female dave looked both of us over. "What do you want?*
she asked.

Tamar handed me awineskin and | dipped it into the dave's hand. "1'd like to speak with your mistress.”

She took out the stopper of the wineskin and sniffed at it, then swung the door open and let usin, aong
with our horses; the wineskin vanished somewhere while we were distracted. "Asem," she shouted, and a
girl cameto hold our horses while we went inside to speak with the sorceress.



Tamar leaned close to the dave and asked, "I's shein agood mood right now?"

The dave shrugged. " She hungers but forgets to eat; work isthe most important thing to her right now.
The cold fever can be abruta mistress, but I've seen her far worse."

That was about the best | could hopefor, | decided.

The sorceresss compound was built much like the others | had seen: an outside wall, an inner courtyard
with a garden (now faded and covered in snow), and a building. In Daphnia, the sorceress| had visited
had severa smdl buildingswithin her wals, here there was asmal stable just ingde the door, and then a
sngle large house that rose severa stories up. Wefollowed the dave into areceiving room on the first
floor. It was warm and very comfortable, with severa pillowy couches draped with blankets, and abig
rug. The windows were covered with parchment to keep in warmth while alowing daylight. The
doorkeeper brought us cups of tea, gestured for usto take off our coats and make ourselves
comfortable, and went to find her mistress.

"Weresdling dl four, right?' Tamar said. "Don't forget to demand payment in gemstones.” She pulled the
little pouch out from under her clothesand put it in my hand. It was warm from being next to her skin,

and | put dl four pieces of kareniteinto my hand and looked at them for amoment in the muted daylight.
They looked like little gray pebbles, until the the fire flared higher for amoment and caught the spark
insde of one. It flared blue-gray and | had a sense, just for amoment, of looking into that wash of color
in the sky that 1'd seen in the dream. The taste of kumiss was on my tongue, though I'd avoided drinking

it even when | waswith the Alashi. | swallowed hard and dipped dl four piecesinto my drawstring bag.

Zhanna thought | had the potential to become a shaman. Could | become a sorceress, instead?

"I hope you're bandits, like my servant implied. Y ou certainly look dirty enough. Do you have anything to
show me?'

The sorceress stood in the doorway. She had dark hair with hints of red in it, and wide violet-blue eyes. |
could seethe cold fever in them, but today it was like alurking predator rather than aroaring flame. She
was very thin, with long, bony fingers. Her skin was very clean, and | suspected that she might forget to
edt, but she seldom forgot to bathe. She was young, compared to the other sorceressesI'd met—no
older than thirty.

Maybe it was the mouse statue, or her relative youth; maybe it was my years observing peoplefor Kyros
that told me in my bonesthat if | had to trust any sorceress, she was probably the one to choose. |
glanced a Tamar, waiting. | hope she's not too angry about this. | don't have time to ask her what
shethinks.

"You're hoping | have something likethis?' | asked, drawing out one piece of the karenite. The sorceress
caught her breath and looked at it with open hunger, but made no moveto takeit. There was an etiquette
here, and | wished I'd asked Zarina about it when I'd had the chance. "I'm not here to sell, exactly. |

want to trade."

"Horses? Saves?' She glanced at Tamar, who met her gaze with afaint smile. "My servant tels me that
you don't lack for horses, at least. Shelter through the winter?”

"That would be part of the arrangement. | want to be your apprentice.”

Tamar caught her breath beside me, but did not interrupt. The sorceress looked a Tamar, then dismissed
her; she was not the one holding the karenite. "For a single piece of soul-stone?’ the sorceress asked.



"I have four pieces. Three for you, one for me."

"That's not much, for what you're asking," she said, but her eyes narrowed and | could see calculation,
and hunger.

"Should | go ask someone ese?'

"I'll tell you what will happen, if you do," shesaid. "Y oulll find someone who will take you on and
promise to teach you, who will take your soul-stone and not teach you anything. That 1'd be happy to do
for you. Let you live here, and |et you watch me work, and put you off with pretty promises about
teaching you the mysteries of spirit binding when you're truly ready and not before." She rubbed the
back of her neck with her hand. "And admittedly, that's more or lesswhat my mistress did with me, when
| apprenticed. Some knowledge is dways stolen knowledge.”

"Waell, dl right then." | shrugged. "Three pieces of karenite, and in exchange you will let us stay here
through the winter, and you will let me watch you work." Sheliked to talk. That was good. If | sat in her
workshop every day, | thought I'd probably learn something of vaue.

She hesitated, then held out her hand. | gave her three of the pebbles. "My nameis Xanthe," | said.
"My nameis Tamar," Tamar said before | could come up with another namefor her.

The sorceress |ooked from Tamar to me, then at the karenite. "My nameis Zivar," she said. "And before
| agree, there's one other thing. | need to know that you are both women. Drop your pants.”

"I'm your apprentice, not Tamar," | said.

"Y ou might be planning to teach her," Zivar said. "'l want to know before we begin that you're both
women. Besides, I'll have no menin my house.”

| Ssighed, then untied my pants and lowered them. Very reluctantly, Tamar did the same. Zivar didn't
touch either of us. She just looked us over, gave a curt nod, and let us pull our pants back up. "I'd liketo
get back to work," she said. "One of the servants will show you to aroom where you can stay."

"I'll come with you and watch you now, if you dont mind,” | said.
"Don't you need to get your horses settled? My servant said you had an entire equine herd.”
"Yes, Xanthe," Tamar said. "If we're staying here, there are afew things well need to take care of "

"The servants will show you to my workroom when you'reready,” Zivar said. The door svung shut
behind her.

| took a deep breath. "Tamar—"

"Haveyou completely lost your mind?’

"Well be ableto free Sophoss harem if we have a spell-chain. And Prax.”
"We don't need aspell-chain! We can do it ourselves.”

"I haven't thought of away. Neither have you. If we have aspell-chain—"

"Then well be holding adjinn asadave! You will beendaving thedjinni.”



"Just one. And I'll set it free once we've freed Prax and the harem.” Tamar looked sick. "'l wasgoing to
sl Zivar dl four pieces of karenitel Do you think she's ever going to free her djinni? You didn't say a
word about not sdlling the karenitel”

"I know," shesad, her cheeks scarlet. "Thisisdifferent.”

"Look, at the very least, well be here through the winter. Well be under her protection, in a sense—not
attracting attention as possible rogue karenite deders. | don't even know that I'll be able to learn how to
doit. I held back one piece of karenite. If | can't learn how to make aspell-chain, | will give you the
karenite and you can decide whether to sdll it, or to destroy it so that it can't be used to endave adjinn.
Doesthat sound fair?"

"Lauria," shesaid. "Y ou could have discussed it with mefirs."

"I didn't even think of theideauntil we were Sitting here. | swear to you, Tamar, if I'd thought of it earlier
I'd have told you and we could have talked about it."

"Very convenient, that you found such an unusua sorceress.”
"l wasjust looking for a sorceress who wouldn't turn us over to the Sisterhood.”

"Yeah." Tamar bit her lip. "I'll go get the horses settled, Xanthe. Y ou go on and follow Zivar. I'll seeyou
later.”

That was the closest thing to approval | was going to get from Tamar, so | nodded and tried to force a
smileto my lips. Outside the sitting room, a dave waited; sheled me up anarrow staircase, through a
halway, and then up another narrow stair to asmall room at the top of the house, where she bowed, and
left me. The workroom was round, like the city tower, but abit more practical. A loom gathered dustina
corner, strung with thread but with only ahandful of rows completed; Zivar was aweaver intitleonly and
didn't bother to hideit. The room had alarge window fitted with many small panes of actud glass, and
despite the winter gray, the room was bright. Layers of rugs kept the chill off the floor. They were plush
with ornate designslike huge cut gemstones, very different from the felt rugs the Alashi used. Each rug
had its own colors, but together they created a colorful jumble like aspilled jewelry box. The one by the
door had a dark blue background and rows of green diamonds with gold circles at the centers, and made
me think of swirling spring water.

Zivar had arrived only minutes before. As| camein, she used tongs to open the door of abrass stove,
shoved in acouple of sticks, poked the fire abit to encourage it, and then closed the door again. Then
shetook out one of the spell-chains that was tucked under the fabric of her dress. There was akey tied
to the end, which she used to unlock ametal padlock that secured a box that appeared to be built
directly into her wall. Out of the box came avevet bag; she tucked two of the pieces of karenite into the
bag, pulled it shut with adrawstring, put the bag back in the box, and locked the box again. The
remaining piece was till in her hand. She sighed faintly and turned her attention back to her desk,
ignoring me completdly.

There was nowhere for meto sit. Zivar didn't seem to consider that her problem, so | stood.

Zivar took out aset of filesand laid them out on her worktable, side by side. Working from the coarsest
fileto the finest, she began to smooth down the rough edges of the karenite. The processtook along
time. Bored, | looked around the room. Shelves above and behind Zivar's worktable held beads. Beads
of al colorsand kinds were jumbled together in bowls, in teacups, in metal goblets, in what appeared to
be the shell of alarge tortoise. There were beads as large as my thumb and beads as small asagrain of
rice; there were beads made from gold and silver, beads of carved stone, beads of painted clay, glass



beads, wooden beads. No karenite beads, of course, but that was clearly what she was making.

Therewas not agreat ded of daylight Ieft when she began working. Asthe sky on the other sde of the
glass darkened from gray to dusk, a servant came up with atray of food and alamp. Zivar ignored the
food, but moved the lamp to a holder above her table, and worked in the narrow circle of light. | could
barely see what she was doing. After hours of filing, she seemed to consider the edges adequately
smooth. She rubbed it clean with a polishing cloth.

It was gtill much rougher looking than the karenite beads 1'd seen on spell-chainsin the past, but 1'd only
seen ahandful of those up close. Zivar fixed the kareniteinto asmall vise, and then took out atiny drill
with abit so narrow it looked like aneedle. She stood up to do this, working quickly and precisely. A
few minutes later, she blew dust off her bead. It was complete.

Out of adrawer she drew atiny sk pouch, with adrawstring closure. She put the bead into the pouch,
pulled the gtringsto closeit, and then tied it snugly around her neck so thet it rested in the hollow of her
throat. A woven scarf was quickly arranged over that, asif to conced it, and then she turned toward the
door, hesitating when she saw me, asif shedd forgotten | wasthere. Y ou should go get something to
edt," shesad. "The servants should dready have brought food for your companion.”

"Areyou going to keep working?' | asked. "Because I'd rather watch you work." My stomach growled.

"I'm going to go take abath." She sniffed. "Oh yes, that reminds me. Have the servants draw you a bath
before you come up here again, and wash your clothes. Y ou smell foul."

| wasn't sure how I'd find my way to the room where Tamar and | would be staying, but a servant was
waliting at the bottom of the stairswhen | came out of Zivar'sworkroom. "Lady Xanthe," shesaid witha
dight bow. "No doubt you'd like something to eat.” Sheflicked her hand, and ayounger girl cameto join
us. "ThisisMysia" Apparently the older servant was going to continue to wait for Zivar to come down;
Mysia, lamp in hand, showed me down another halway and up aflight of stairsto aguest room.

"Zivar wants meto take abath,” | said.
"Yes" Mysasad. "I'll have more water drawn and heated, and come get you when it'sready.”

Tamar had aready bathed and was wearing borrowed clothes, presumably while her own dried. She
waswearing adress, and it occurred to me that it had been avery long time since I'd seen her in Greek
girl'sclothes. Shelooked nervous and on edge, refusing to relax into the pillows while she ate her dinner,
but she didn't immediately try to convince meto leave as soon as| walked in the door, which | took to
beagood sign. "The horses are dl settled,” she said. "I'm going to try to sl the packhorse tomorrow, so
that we have some money if weneed it.”

"That'sagood idea,” | sad.

"Whet did you do this afternoon?"

"Watched Zivar."

"Do you know the secrets of spirit binding now?"

"No. All she did this afternoon was to turn one of the pieces of kareniteinto abead. It didn't look like a
particularly magical process. She locked up the other pieces, in abox built into her wall. She put the
bead into a pouch that shetied around her neck."

"Hun"



"Anyway, if I'm going to make aspell-chain, I'll need tools. She used filestoday, and aredly delicate
arill."

"The packhorse isn't going to bring enough money for that,” Tamar said.

Mysiacameinto tell methat my bath wasready and | went down. Zivar had a bathing room, rather than
abathhouse, at the bottom of the house near the well. Therewas atub full of water, but thiswasn't nearly
asluxurious asthe bath back at Zarinasinn; the water was barely tepid and quickly cooling off. |
scrubbed my hair and body with scented soap, then dumped water over my head and inspected the
results. My hands and nails were till grimy from ground-in dirt and my hair dill felt gritty; my feet were
hideous, with blackened, broken toenails and scaly skin. | sogped up again and rinsed again. At least my
body |ooked clean now, aside from my hands and feet, and | thought that | probably didn't reek like
yesterday's refuse anymore. | washed my face again and my hands and feet one more time, rinsed off,
and—shivering—put on the warm robe that had been |eft for me and dried off. Mysa had whisked away
my clothes, and returned alittle while later with a clean, pressed dressto loan me while my own clothes
dried. | pulledit on. It didn't fit me quiteright, and in any case| fdt very strangein adress. | stepped on
thelong skirt as| was going back upstairs and amost fell down.

"You look cleaner,” Tamar said when | camein. Shewas curled up with awool blanket by thefire.
"They brought you somefood alittle while ago.”

A tray waswaiting for me. | picked up my bowl. "Zivar's servants are very efficient.”
"She doesn't have afamily, does she?'
"No."

"Therewas asaying that | heard back when | was a dave—sorceresses make the best mistresses, and
the worst, and usudly both at the sametime. A dave never has more autonomy than when she's owned
by asorceress with no family. This household isrun by the senior daves, not by Zivar."

"Why are they dso the worst mistresses?’

"They're unpredictable, especialy when the cold fever hasthem. Dark fevers are the worst. Sometimes a
sorceress will become convinced of strange ideas—like her servants are trying to poison her, evenif no
one's o much as become sick. Shelll drag everyone out and threaten to flog someone to death if no one
confesses. And if someone steps forward to take the blame, to save the innocent victim, shell flog that
daveto death, even if shed done nothing, either.” Tamar shook her head. "My mother's worst fear was
being owned by asorceress, or having me sold to one."

Zivar seemed s0 kind, and so cam—for asorceress, at least—I found it difficult to imagine her doing
anything likethat.

Tamar seemed to be following my thoughts, because she added, "They dl get worse over time. All of
them. Zivar isyoung, so she's probably not as crazy as someone more experienced.”

"But Kyross wife was sent away from the Sisterhood because she grew so frantic so quickly. And that
happened when she was sixteen.”

Tamar shrugged. "All I know is, if sheld stayed with the Sisterhood, sheld be alot crazier now.”

Zivar's guest room was much like her receiving room, equipped with soft cushions, warm blankets, and a
thick rug. Tamar or one of the servants had shuttered the window for the night and covered it with a
curtain for extrawarmth, and the fire warmed the room nicely. My food had been |eft on alow table near



the fire, and more wood was stacked nestly in the corner. There were wool hangings on the
walls—woven tapestries with row after row of tiny blue diamonds, interlaced with green triangles. It
reminded me of the pattern outside. | wondered if Zivar had woven these or if sheld had one of her
servantsdoiit, or if shed smply purchased them. Maybe afriend had given them to her. If she had any
friends

I'd heard that the Sisterhood of Weavers usudly started out by demanding that apprentices learned to
weave. |'d expected to have to spend thefirst part of the winter hunched over aloom. | wasn't sure
whether it had anything at al to do with their magic, but it wastraditiond. Zivar showed no particular
inclination to teach me weaving. | wondered if thiswas because she didn't like weaving and knew it had
no value, or if it was because she wasn't really teaching me magic.

The next day, Tamar took the packhorse out to find a horse dealer. | borrowed astool from the kitchen
and a cushion from the guest room and carried them upstairsto Zivar's workroom. She barely looked up
as| camein, arranged the stool and the cushion, and sat down to watch her work.

Thismorning, she was gathering up beads. Some of the beads seemed to be chosen amost randomly.
She would run her hands through abowl of glass beads and pull out asmdll fistful, then select a
half-dozen from there. I could hear the faint click as shewould swirl them around in their bowls, like
uncooked rice spilling out into a pot. Other beads took agreat ded of thought. She would roll them
between her fingers, smell them, or even pop them into her mouth briefly to taste them. | realized after a
whilethat the large pile scattered across her desk was the discard pile. The chosen beads went into a
bowl. She had afaint smile of satisfaction on her face as she worked.

"Can you hear them?' she asked me after afew hours.

| could hear the beadsrattling faintly in the big glass bowl, so | nodded yes. She raised her eyebrows and
muttered, "Maybe you're going to learn something after dl," and went back to picking through her beads.

At around noon, one of the servants brought up food—two trays, one for each of us. Tamar must have
befriended the servants, | thought; | couldn't imagine that Zivar, who frequently didn't even seeto her
own food, would have arranged for food to be delivered for me. Zivar stretched her hands, put down her
bowl of beads, and took a bresk. There was bread and cheese, and cured olives, and alittle bit of salted
meet, and watered wine. Since Zivar was away from her worktable and didn't object, | went over to
look in her big bowl of beads. Sheld selected severa dozen; they seemed to have nothing in common
with each other. Some were glass beads of swirling colors; there were also some wooden beads, carved
stone beads, and afew sparkling faceted beads.

"Can | touch?" | asked.
"Don't teake any out,” Zivar said.

| stroked my finger through the beads, haf expecting to fed warmth like a hearthstone, or some sort of
strange vibration. But no, they were only beads, after dl; they clinked gently againgt the side of the glass
bowl, and smelled like nothing other than glass and stoneto me.

Zivar was at my side, so | handed the bow! back to her and went to eat the food on my own tray, only to
find that Zivar had eaten it while | was distracted. My stomach growling, | sat back down on the stool
and watched as she continued to work, silently, for the rest of the afternoon.

When darknessfell and | went down to find Tamar, she had bad news for me. "No one wantsto buy
pack-horsesthistime of year. It makes sense, if you think about it; no one's heading out right now.
Buying ahorse meansyou just have to feed it through the winter." She hesitated, then added, "1 could



have sold it, for aloss, and weld have had some money. But we're going to want the horse again in the
spring, aren't we? To get back up to the steppe?”

"If we don't, the price of horses gpparently goesway up in the spring. We could sdll it then for aprofit.
Snceit soundslike Zivar will feed dl five of our horseswithout complaining...” Tamar shrugged. "l
started asking after Thais, aswell. Fortunately it's cheap to bribe daves. What does Thaislook like?"

"Beautiful," | said. "At least, she was beautiful when | knew her. Beautiful but cold. Did | tell you that
Kyrostended to go easier on the beautiful women? She was sold far away because when | brought her
back, she spit in Kyrossface. He couldn't et that go.”

Tamar let out avery faint snort. "What kind of beautiful? Back in Sophoss harem, Aidan was beautiful.
So was Meruert. But you'd never have mistaken one for the other.”

"Thaiswas morelike Aidan in persondity, but more like Meruert for looks. Black hair, redly long, alittle
curl toit. Long eyelashes. Round breasts, curvy hips. That kind of beautiful "

" She's probably in someone elsg's harem.”

"Unless Kyros punished her by sdlling her to someone whose harem was dl boys, and would set her to
work scrubbing floors."

"I'd have been happier scrubbing floors.”

"Not Thais"

"Heredly took her al the way down here?!

"Inapaanquin. They didn't ride down.”

"Hmm. Wdll, I'll kegp inquiring about her. Discreetly. We've got afew months, after dl.”

Therewas food waiting for me and | ate heavily, ravenous from another day watching Zivar work. "'l hed
them send up food for you,” Tamar said, watching me. "Didn't you get a chanceto eat?'

"Zivar alemy food."
"Redly?I'll haveto tell the servantsthat. They usudly can't get her to eat during the day at dl.”

The next day, two trays arrived a noon, just as before, but thistime the servant caught my eye and
glanced at the trays and Zivar. | took the hint and wandered over to examine the beads as| had
yesterday, while Zivar took abreak to eat. The bowl of beads was perhaps a quarter full now: one by
one, sheld added a handful of faceted red stones. She'd discarded another two handfuls. | looked at the
identica beadsin the bowl and the pile; I could see no difference. They fdt the same under my fingertips,
aswdll. | wastempted to try tasting them, like Zivar, but she'd again asked me not to take any out of her
bowl, so | refrained.

She'd eaten haf the food on my tray when she stood up, but not al of it. As| sat back down, | saw the
servant lurking at the top of the stairswith a third tray, which she dipped in to mewith asmile. Zivar was
absorbed in her beads again and didn't notice.

And soit went for severa more days. Zivar picked through her beads. The bowl grew fuller, and the
discard pile grew larger, until the beads from that rolled off the table and scattered across her floor like



sand, making me wince astiny faceted gemstones scattered into corners. No doubt one of the servants
would st it dl to rights when Zivar was done with this spdll-chain, but | wondered how many precious
gemswere hidden under the rugsin thisroom. It occurred to methat | could stedl them, if Zivar ever
stepped out of her workroom and |eft me unsupervised, and she would probably be none the wiser. Her
sarvants, though—they were another matter.

When Zivar had filled her bowl, shetook out alength of silver wire and new tools. pincersforged from
hard sted, their tips as dender and delicate as needles. She chose abead from her bowl, dipped it onto
thewire, and bent the end into a hook, then aloop. She cut |oose the wire and bent the other end into a
loop. From her cluttered shelf, she pulled down anew empty cup, and dropped thelink in; | heard the
clink like atiny muffled bell. Another bead on the wire: 1oop, snip, loop. Clink. Another bead: loop, snip,
loop. Clink.

This process seemed to require less concentration than selecting beads. Sheld clearly twisted many, many
links of wire, and aslong as her eyes were on the project her mind could be elsewhere. "Where are you
from?" she asked the first day she began her new task.

"Daphnia" | sad. "Where are you from?"

"Lysandrela.”" It was a Penelopeian city, but far south of Casseia, down in Persa. She twisted another
loop. "So just how close are you and Tamar, anyway?'

"Werefriends"
"Y es, but are you summer friends?!

Her eyeswere gill fastened on the wire she was|ooping. | took a moment to compose mysdlf. We've
spent time on the steppe. Of course we've encountered the Alashi. Where else would we have
gotten the karenite? But we probably still don't know their customs. "I don't know what you mean,”
| said.

"Lovers. Areyou lovers?'

"None of your business."

"Why did the Alashi cast you out?'

How did she know that?"Whet are you talking about?"

A long pause. Then she shrugged. "If you don't want to talk about it, | won't try to wrench it out of you."
Another long pause. "But redlly. Y ou show up with astring of Alashi horses, cropped hair like Alashi
ssters, soul-stonein your pocket, and you expect me to believe that you just happened to wander down
off the steppe?”

"We went up there and traded for soul-stone and horses."

"Traded what?'

"Why do you want to know that? So you can go trade yoursdlf for more soul-stone?”
"After you learn my secrets and leave? Y eah, of course | want to know."

"| don't think they'll trade directly with asorceress.”

"I'll chop off my hair and pretend I'm just a'merchant,’ like you." She looked up from her work to look



me over. "Maybe'll trade clothes with my housekeeper and tell them I'm an escaped dave. They like
escaped daves, right? I'll tell them I'm an escaped dave who wants to take up karenite dealing.”

"I don't think that would work very well," | said, knowing that my own voice wasfaint and alittle shaky.

Zivar put her tools down and looked up to fix mewith her green eyes. "L ook, Xanthe or whatever your
nameis. One mouse is not going to give another mouse to the owls. Do you understand me?”

| wasn't sure whether | did or not. | licked my dry lipsand said, ™Y ou may have astatue of amouse at
your doorstep, but | think | see an owl in front of me."

Zivar Sghed and went back to her work. "Fine. But remember, | have information you want."
"Y ou dready told me you're just going to give me vague promises and empty platitudes.”

"So| did. That'sal we bargained for, after al." Shelooked into her cup full of links and then shook them
out onto her worktable. " Patience, young weaver," sheintoned. "To truly understand the arts of Athena,
one must pursue her wisdom aswell as her power." And she closed her mouth and said nothing more for
severd hours.

All the beads were on links, now she began to connect the links together. That went faster than |
expected; it wasn't agreat dedl longer before she had along line of links, dmost astall as shewas.
Finally, she took the karenite out of the pouch, threaded it onto the wire, and fastened it to one end of the
chain. A singleloop of wire could turn it into something that looked exactly like a spell-chain. She placed
it on her work-table, held it in her hands, and closed her eyes.

Nothing happened for avery long time.

Then she opened her eyes, and | saw afaint strange glint in them, like adjinn looking out from the eyes of
ashaman. But she was the one who possessed the djinn, | knew; not the other way around. A quick
twist, and the chain wasclosed in acircle.

"It'sdone," she said. I'd guessed as much. "I'm going to go teke a bath.”

"So shejust closed her eyes, and it was done?"
"She meditated, | think. Like Zhanna, but without adrum, or dancing, or anything."

| was dumped against one of the pillows, acup of teain my hands, Tamar sat beside me, saring into the
fire. "So do you have any idea how she did what she did?"

"No."
"Have you learned anything in the last week?"

"Y eah. | know how a sorceress makes the necklace now. | just don't know how sheimprisonsadjinnin
it"

"That ssemskind of important.”
"Yeah, | think s0, t00."

"Could you maybe get her to tak about it?"



"Maybe." | thought about our conversation about the Alashi. "Zivar asked yesterday why the Alashi cast
us out. She was convinced that we'd been with the Alashi, and that was how we got our horses.”

"Oh, great." Tamar sat bolt upright. "Do you think she'sgoing to turn usin?'
"No. She said that a mouse wouldn't feed afellow mouse to the owls."
"So what's that supposed to mean? She's a sorceress, isn't she?'

"That'swhat | said to her. And then she quit talking. If | tell her more about the Alashi, maybe shell tell
me more about sorcery.”

"Becareful, Lauria. You'rearedly trusting person. Dont tdll Zivar anything you wouldn't want Kyros, or
someone just like him, to know."

| woke up in the morning to the sound of unaccustomed activity; the servantswere rushing around in a
panic. Curious, | went downgtairs to see what was going on, only to find myself shoved into a closet by
one of the servants. "Y ou musin't be seen,” she hissed. "Stay here! I'll seeto Tamar.”

The closet shared awall with the receiving room. | pressed my ear against the wall and listened quietly.
Footsteps. Then Zivar's voice, low and respectful. "Ligeia. Y ou honor my house.”
"Zivar, child." An older woman'svoice. | heard asisterly kiss. Another sorceress, no doulbt.

"Let mejust send for tea" Zivar stepped out of theroom, and | heard her hissto aservant inthe hall,
"Keep them out of sght. Oh, and bring us tea and something to eat, whatever the kitchen can find to send

up.”

| had no desireto make trouble for Zivar with the Sisterhood; that definitely would not be to my
advantage. Listening, on the other hand... | settled in with my ear against thewall.

"How isyour hedth?' Ligeiaasked as Zivar stepped back in.
"l can't complain,” Zivar said.

"Still no husband?'

"l don't want asmelly man about the place.”

"Hmph. It's not good for a Weaver to be alone.”

"My servantstake good care of me."

"They'll bleed you dry in your dark weeks, if they think they can get away withit. A Weaver needs
family."

"It redlly touches me to know you care, Ligeia. Y ou're like amother to me."
Ugh. At least my mother's nagging is out of love. | kept my ear againgt thewall.

"Will you be staying long?" Zivar asked. "I can have the servants reedy the bedroom..." A rudtle, asif
she were edging toward the door.



"Oh, no, I wouldn't think of putting you to the trouble. No, I'm redlly here on business, though of course
I'd like to catch up with you, first. | won't be staying long. Tell me, how goes your weaving?'

Zivar said nothing. Ligeiasighed heavily. "Y ou are a stubborn one. Wdll, it makes you a better sorceress,
| suppose. Here."

A pause, then, "What do you want?"

"A spdl-chain, of course. Or rather, the Sisterhood wants a spell-chain. The spirit must be bound tightly
enough for the chain to be given outside the Sisterhood.”

"Y ou've only brought one piece."
"That'sright. Y ou're only making one chain.”
"Shouldn't you have brought apiece for me, aswe|?"

"Not thistime." Ligeias voice was crisp, but with an edge of defensiveness. "Perhaps next time." A creak
as she moved toward the door. "We need it soon. Y ou'll need to start work today, and we need it as
soon asyou can get it done.” | heard Ligeias footsteps retreating, back out to the courtyard, where
presumably her palanquin waited. Zivar stood frozen in the hdlway. When | was certain that Ligeiawas
gone, | eased the door open a crack and looked out to see her staring at a piece of karenitein her hand.

She looked up and saw me; she looked tired and sad. "Back to the workroom," she said, and headed
updairs.

Though it had only been aday since shedd finished the pell-chain I'd watched her make, the servants had
been busy. The workroom had been swept, every bead picked up from the floor and from the heap of
discarded beads, and sorted into abowl or vase or box. They had swept the corners and polished the
work-table; they even appeared to have taken the rugs out and beaten the dust out of them before
gpreading them back out onto the floor. A fire waited for us. They do take good care of you, | thought.
| hope you don't ever do like that sorceress Tamar talked about; they deserve better than that.

Zivar took down ametd chalice of polished silver and dropped the karenite inside. This piece had
aready been cut into abead, drilled, and polished. She set the chalice back up on her shelf—apparently
karenite from the Sisterhood didn't need to be locked away. She saw me watching and said, "If anyone
gedsthisone fromme, I'll complain to the Sisterhood and they'll have the thief make the spell-chain
ingtead. It'snot asif I'll get to keep it."

Shetook down abowl made from adried shell of agourd, cut in half. The beads insde were mixed glass
beads of different colors; she raked her fingers through them. ™Y ou want to be a sorceress. Have you
ever seenonedie?’

"No."

"l have." She plucked out abead, blood red, and set it on the tablein front of her. ™Y ou probably know
that you shouldn't tell abound aeriko to kill someone. It bresksthe spell that holds them here, and back
they go to the shadow world. If someone ese held the chain and gave the order, sometimesthey're
killed; the sorceresswho made the chain is always killed. When | saw it happen, it was because—" she
took out another bead, also red "—some pompousinflated fool of amilitary officer, some dim-witted,
sef-important little cockroach, had been given one of her chainsto hold, and in amoment of panic, gave
the order to kill. The aeriko didn't kill him, though of course the Sisterhood did, later. For Mila, there was
no warning; it was like an arrow out of nowhere. Shewas at dinner, and for amoment | thought she was



choking. But then she began to scream. | don't think it took al that long, but the screaming seemed to last
for hours. There was arug on the floor, and grabbing it in her agony, she wrenched aholeinit. We
watched her die, helpless.” Out came another bead; this one was broken, and had aragged edge. It had
cut the edge of her thumb. "I hated Mila. I've never once missed her company. But even in my darkest
dreams| never would have wished that sort of death on her."

My mouth wasdry. | didn't know what to say, so | said nothing.

"For some reason it's seldom hard for asorceress to remember not to tell her agrikato kill someone.
Even when we haven't seen asorceress die that way, it's just not something that we tend to forget. |
think the certainty of painful death tendsto focus the attention. But when the chain leaves our hands..."
Shethrew her own hands out, empty. "I wish | at least knew who this chain was going to."

| wondered if it was going to Kyros, of the two misplaced aerika

"Ligeiadoesn't much like me. That meansthat if they have to give aspell-chain to someone
unpredictable, someone they don't entirely trust, I'm one of the onesthey'll have makeit."

"Canyou just refuse?

"Of course not." Out came more glass beads: blue, yellow, black. "I could run away, | suppose. | could
take my own spell-chains and palanquin and have my aerikatake me to the ends of the earth, far outside
the Empire, but then what? The Sisterhood owns the soul-stone—most of it, at leest. What'sgdling is
that they expect meto work for free. To bind for them, and they didn't give me a piece of the soul-stone
to use for myself. I've heard rumorsthat they're running out. | don't believeit, though. | think they're just
redizing that the lessthey give away, the more power they can control themsalves. | think they started a
rumor that they were running short of soul-stone so that we wouldn't assume they were being stingy just
to control things." She dropped a handful of beads on her worktable, sorted through them quickly, and
brushed all but two into her new discard pilein the corner. "It's not a good idea, though. Now people are
buying their soul-stone from traders, secretly, and the Sisterhood has even less power. In some ways.”

"But they can il tell you to make aspdl-chain, and you'll do it.”

"It's not worth the trouble of running away." Shetook down a pottery jar with aswirling red glaze and
began to line up glazed clay beads on her table, like agiant multicolored centipede.

"You talk about the'Sisterhood' like yourenotinit,” | said. "Aren't you amember of the Sisterhood of
Weavers?'

"Well, of course." She put the last bead in place and began to stroke the beads gently with onefinger,
pulling out a haf-dozen as she went down the line and sweeping the rest into the corner. "But I'm not part
of theinner circle, the oneswho run things. I'm anovice, ayoungster. Someday | supposetheinner circle
will be made up of women who are novices now, but | won't be one of them. I'll be an old, bitter, crazy
outsider.”

"Y ou seem quite sure of that.”

"Wdl, Miladied. If you're going to find yourself in power in Penelopeia, you need to apprentice yoursalf
to someone who will open the door for you."

"Y ou weren't gpprenticed to Ligeia?"

"After Miladied, | went to Ligeiaand asked her to finish my training, and she did. So she actslike | was
her apprentice, but | wasn't, redlly, and she doesn't treat me as one of her own unlessit'sto her



advantage. " From one of her shelves she pulled down anew bowl. "Do you know what thisis?' she
asked, and handed it to me, afaint smile on her face.

| held it up and looked at it. It was one of the strangest bowls I'd ever seen. It was heavy, like clay; the
insde was smooth, apearly pink color. The outside was rough and ridged, with horned bits that jutted
out. They fdt alittle likerock, or like bone, but I'd never seen abone that looked like this before.
"Carved stone?"' | guessed.

"It'saseashell. Penelopeiais near the sea, too, but thisis from the great southern ocean, beyond Persia.
These wash up on the shore, sometimes. There are creatureswho live insde the shells, but the cresture
fromthisonedied along time ago. | useit for beads." She put the handful of beads sheld choseninside,
and st it on her table, balancing it on three of the spines. "Have you ever seen the ocean?”

"No." | wanted to touch the shell again; | wanted to run my fingers over the smooth insde. "Have you?'
"Yes, long ago. But | didn't find the shell, I bought it from atrader.”

Zivar pulled out ateacup full of star-shaped metal beads and began to sort through them. "What are you
looking for?" | asked.

"I'm listening for the ones making theright noise," she said. "The soul-stone makesanoise—" she
hummed, asingle high note. "I need beads that sing that note. When I'm making spell-chainsfor mysdif, |
like to choose beads that sound nice together even if they aren't dl singing the same note. When I'm
working for the Sisterhood, | just want beads that sing the same note. Why try for beauty?"

She has to be making this up, | thought, but her eyeswere on her work, her face serious. She wasn't
watching for my reaction, just describing what she was doing. Beads that sing? Great, I'm going to fail
at this, too. Though as | watched, | remembered the dream I'd had with the burning sky full of colors
that tasted of apples and mint leaves. I'd never experienced anything like that awake, though.

Zivar sped up as she worked; imperceptibly, at first, but asthe day wore on | realized that beads were
being scattered across the floor like thrown sand, and when she spoke out loud—sometimesto me,
sometimesto herself—I could barely understand her. When our food came, she didn't touch it.

Night fell and | expected her to put her work down; instead, she shouted down the stairsfor her
servants, who brought up adozen lampsto provide light. The servants returned each hour to replenish
theail, as Zivar degplesdy hunted through her beads. | wastired, but propped my chin on my fisssand
kept watching. She wasin a more talkative mood than she'd been before, and | was reluctant to leave
when she might tell me something useful, like how to "hear" the beads or—for that matter—how to
actudly bind the aerika.

"None of these," she muttered as she hunted through one cup. "None of these. Oh, these are terrible,
terrible." Her hand shook and they scattered over her rug. "Oh, wo!" she shrieked. "No, | don't like
their song, and now they're everywhere."

Thewaiting servant hurried in. "Clean them up,” Zivar said, pointing at the rug, her hand shaking. "No,
no, that's not going to be fast enough,” she said as the woman started to pick up tiny beads one by one.
"Just roll up the rugs and take them out, dl of them! Out!"

The servant rolled up the rugs without question and took them downgtairs. A few minuteslater another
servant brought up new rugs and rolled them out, silently, on thefloor.

"Ligeia" Zivar murmured under her breath, and then began to sing the name. "Ligeia, Ligeia, Ligeia Mila



MilaMilaMilaMila LiggaMilaLigaaMila"

Her bowl of beads was full around dawn. Now she got her tools back out, and her wire. "I'm going to
need morewire," she murmured, and shouted down ingtructions to her servants again. She sat down and
began to make links, as she had before: thread on a bead, loop, snip, loop. The cold fever—for that was
certainly what | was seeing—didn't interfere with her efficiency. She worked with aferocious
concentration, occasondly launching into a strange monologue that | might have been able to understand
if she'd been speaking either Danibeki or Greek.

When the last of her links was done, she put down her tools and briefly stretched her cramped hands.
"It'snot fair,” shesad, quite digtinctly. "Every binding makes usalittle bit worse. The cold fever becomes
colder, the dark days become darker. To sacrifice that for the Sisterhood. ..”

"But running away istoo much trouble?’

"It'snot just the trouble. There's also the danger that 1'd be caught. Soul-stone is always the property of
Athena, you know." Shetook up her tools again. "Maybe next time they demand a binding from me, if
they don't bring a piece of soul-stone for me, too." She bent her head over her work; it wastimeto start
linking the piecestogether.

I'd lost track of time. The servantswere lighting lamps again. | was o tired that my vision blurred and |
saw two Zivarsinstead of one. | need to just rest my eyes, | thought as| lay down on the rug near her
feet. Just for a few minutes, so that | can keep watching.

| could hear the click-click-click of the beads, and then something e se—alow hum, like ahundred
voices snging the same note. Oh, now | hear them, | thought, and dropped into deep.

The night I'd tried to find Zhanna, to speak with her, I'd found mysalf under a sky of burning clouds.
Tonight, | redized, | was surrounded by acircle of dancing flames, but it wasn't clouds, it wasanet. |
could still hear the hum I'd heard as | wasfdling adeep, only now | thought | heard words, or the edges
of them—voices Snging something that | could amost understand, but not quite.

It's the spell-chain.
Where was Zivar? Shewas here, | knew, but | couldn't see her.

Suddenly, the colors around me flared up bright and new. There was an aeriko here, trapped within the
circle of flame. Looking & it here, | saw not the indistinct shimmer, but the figure of awoman made of
fire. "Run," she whigpered to me, and her despair hit me like freezing water, icing around me even asthe
noose of colorstightened close around both of us. | couldn't run, or even move, and for amoment |
thought that | would be trapped in the spell-chain, too, forced to obey Zivar's orders. The dark sky, the
open emptiness, those were gone. | could see nothing but the brightness, hear nothing but the hum, and
then at thelast moment | felt something push me, and | lay on the floor, awake.

Zivar sood over me, the spell-chain draped over her hands. "There," she said. "Y ou were lucky. Now
you've seen how it'sdone.”

"Thewoman of fire—"

"Y es, shes mine now. The aeriko." Zivar dropped the spell-chain to the floor beside me. "I need to be
sure the aeriko will obey orders from someone who isn't me. Summon the spirit.”

| picked up the spell-chain. The karenite bead was warm, from Zivar's hand or the spirit's presence |
couldn't say. "Show yoursdlf,” | said, and there she was, ashimmer inthe air, like a pale, miserable echo



of thewoman of firel'd seen just moments earlier.
"Tdl her to do something.”

What | wanted to do wasto set her free. But | couldn't do that, not with Zivar watching me. "Fetch mea
feather from one of the birdsthat fliesoverhead,” | said.

The djinn vanished; amoment later it was back, and asingle white feather drifted dowly to the floor.

"Good enough,” Zivar said, taking the spell-chain back from me. "Go to Penelopeia, to the home of
Ligela It'sabrick house, painted with a huge green bird on the wall outside. Ligeiawill be the pompous
woman in abright green robe, white haired, a sorceress with many spdl-chains. Stay out of sight, but
follow her quietly until she'sadeep, or better yet, having sex with her husband. Then disturb her loudly
and tell her that you come from Zivar to tell her that the spell-chain is done. If she asks you what your
ingtructionswere, just tell her that you were told to find her. Then come back here." Zivar |ooped the
spell-chain around her wrist and tucked it inside her deeve. "I need adrink,” she said. "Come on.” It took
me amoment to redlize that she was speaking to me now, and not the djinn.

| followed her down to the kitchen, trailed by one deepy servant who'd been left with alamp to keep a
watch for Zivar when she was done. The servant clearly understood the routine. We sat down at atable
near the stove and the servant brought wine cups and a decanter. | could smell it even as she was pouring
and redlized that it was spirits of wine, not wineitsalf. This could make us very drunk very quickly.

And that in fact seemed to be Zivar'sintention. Sheraised her cup in abrief saute, then drained it and
poured herself afresh cup, shooing away the servant with aflick of her wrist. | took acautious sip. It
burned my throat and tasted like I'd dways imagined scorpion venom would taste, drunk straight. Zivar
didn't seem to mind it. The servant appeared again, thistime setting out bread, dready diced, along with
cheese and cold mest. | gratefully took some of the bread and cheese. Zivar ignored it.

"I watched Milafor yearsbefore | first saw the borderland,” Zivar said. "Y ou're better than | was."
"Did shetrain you, or just let you watch her?"

"l watched. She didn't tell me much of anything, but that night | saw the borderland, | knew everything |
needed to know. Good thing, too, as she died not long after that." The servant had unobtrusively filled a
platefor Zivar and dipped it in front of her; shetook apiece of cheese, absentmindedly, nibbling off a
corner before she put it down. "That's what the weaving isall about. It's supposed to make you open to
going to the borderland. That's how Penelope got there, so she thinks that's how everyone's supposed to
go there. Never redly did anything for me."

"Do you think I'll be able to bind spirits now?'

"Well, you've at least seen how it's done. Whether you'll be able to do it, who knows. Some can, some
can't. Some destroy themsalvestrying. Redly, if | could send an aeriko back with amessage to mysdlf,
ten yearsago, | would tell her not to bother. It's not worth it. What's power, when you lose yourself?

"Haveyou logt yoursdf?'

"l lose another piece every time | go to the borderland. And so will you. Sometimesit'sabig piece,
sometimesit'sasmdl piece, but the aerikaaways clam ther share.”

"What about shamans? They go to the borderland. Do your daves have ashaman?

"Shamans, ha. They're adifferent breed. The aerikalet them come and go more fredly, because they



don't seek to bind, only to touch. Still, they get Strange, too, after awhile.” She poured herself more of
the spirits of wine. "Mila, now. Once we had to wrap her in asheet to keep her from harming hersdlf, just
as she was emerging from the dark days. Another time we had to wrap her in a sheet to keep her from
killing someone € se, when the cold fever was at itswordst. Thisiswhy they say a sorceressneedsa
husband to look after her, because your daves can't be trusted, any more than your aeriko can.”

"What about your apprentices?”

That was very funny, for some reason. "Oh, yes. Thank Athenafor gpprentices. Will you bind meina
sheet if | want to throw mysdf off my tower, Xanthe? Will you? | think not. | think the task will fall to
Nurzhan over there." Sheindicated the servant stlanding in the shadows by the hearth.

"How many spell-chains do you need, anyway?"'

"You'l dways need one more than you have," Zivar said, dreamily caressing the new spell-chain with her
fingers. "The new onel made, that aeriko spends amogt dl histime guarding the karenite | have hiddenin
thewall, in case one of the other sorceresses sends an agriko to try to stedl it. | used to worry night and
day about someone stealing from me. Now | need a spell-chain so that | can send an aeriko out to look
for someone | want to find. Aerikaareterrible at finding people—at finding anything, redly, because if
someone sent you into my workroom to look for a particular bead, and you didn't wish to be helpful, you
could search for centuries and never find it. They will 1ook, though, if you tell them, and sometimesthey
find the person you sent them to look for. Of course | could send one of the aerika | aready have bound,
but then I'd haveto pull it away from itstasks. Do you see how it works? Y ou never have enough.”

Kyros made do with two, | thought. But if he'd had the ability to make more... No, he'd never have
had enough.

But | only need one.
"Do you see the darkness coming?' Zivar asked me.
"Wha?'

"The darknessis coming, like abird the sze of atemple. | can hear itswings beating in the air above us;
it's settling in the courtyard, even now, folding itswings over theroof.” Her voice was till conversationa
and eerily cam.

"Perhgpsyou hear Ligeia, returning?’ | strained my own ears.

"No." Sherose, unsteady from the drink; Nurzhan stepped swiftly to her sdeto catch her arm,
supporting her. "L et the lights be put out, et the firesgo cold,” she murmured. "Night iscoming.”

Nurzhan looked back at me. "Stay out of sight when Ligeiacomesback,” shesaid. 'l don't think she's
supposed to know you're here."

The kitchen was very quiet, with Nurzhan and Zivar gone. | took another sip of my spirits of wine, but it
burned my throat again and | hated the taste. It was a shame to waste alcohol, but | had no doubt the
servantswould put it to good use. Leaving my cup on thetable, | picked up the lamp and went to find the
guest room, Tamar, and bed.

In the morning, the whole house seemed weirdly quiet. Ligeia had apparently arrived, collected her
spdl-chain, and gone away again, leaving Zivar to her persond darkness. Zivar was till inbed. The



servants seemed to think she would probably be there for days, or possibly weeks. "It's the melancholia,”
said the girl who brought up our breakfast, with a shrug. " She's asorceress. Shelll get over itinafew
weeks."

"What'sthelongest you've ever seen amelancholialast?’

"For Zivar? Probably two months. Though my sister serves a sorceress who once spent an entire year
dark."

Kyrosswife sill had regular melancholia, but hers seemed to be mostly just tired sadness, not bleak
despair. When | tried to approach Zivar, | was gently but firmly turned away by the servant at her door.
"It will only agitate her to see you. This morning she seemed to think that you were planning to sal her
secrets to the Sisterhood. She's dropped the ideaof cutting your throat, but it's best if you don't remind
her of your existenceright now."

Cutting my throat. Well. "Thanksfor not handing her aknife and showing her the way to where| was
desping.”

A dhrug. "Don't mentioniit.”

Tamar was down in the kitchen, helping knead the bread. Apparently she'd been coming down daily for
the last couple of days. | was surprised to see her so eager to help with adave'slabor, but after pulling
up astool and gitting for awhilel could understand why. It was warm in the kitchen, and the company
was amiable. Everyone seemed to like Tamar alot; | was accepted as her hanger-on, and | realized that
the kindnesses the servants had shown to me—the extratrays of food, for instance—were because they
liked Tamar.

They had al heard that Zivar had wanted to cut my throat a some point during the night, and seemed to
view it asvery funny. "Don't worry, well keep her in her room until she's her right self again,” one of the
women said, patting me on the shoulder.

"Remember the time she thought the squirrel outside her window was a spy sent by a Persian sorceress?”
one of the other servants said. "Or the day that her fever told her that we al needed new clothes? She
rounded up every servant, including the stable hands, and herded us dl to atailor's shop on the other side
of town. We came home dressed in velvet. Very impractica .

"Where does she get the money for that sort of thing?' Tamar asked.

" She backs amerchant company; she gave them the spell-chains they need so that djinni can carry
sky-boats |oaded with fruit from Persaand bring it up to Daphnia. That sort of thing. She provided the
djinni; they take care of operations and give her acut of the money. That'swhat keepsusin silksand
velvets" Everyonelaughed again.

It was snowing outside again; | went to vist the horses for afew hours, taking the time to groom Kara
and Kesh and Krina. The stable hands were dl girls—no smelly men about the place, as Zivar had put it.
It should have been reminiscent of my dayswith the Alashi Sisterhood, but it wasn't. Things were too
strange, and Zivar wastoo crazy. | wondered if she would stay melancholic for the whole of the winter.

The next day, again, she stayed shut up in her room—and the next, and the next. My days began to fdll
into aroutine: morning with Tamar and the servantsin the kitchen, afternoon in the stable with the horses.
They desperately needed some exercise; perhaps when the snow stopped 1'd take them out of the city,
oneby one, for aproper run. Tamar made it clear that she was glad to have my company again. Aslong
as| was keeping her company, the household of arogue sorceress was not such abad place to spend



thewinter, after dl.

"Have you found anything out about Thais?" | asked Tamar one morning. "Isthere anything | can help
you with?'

"Oh." She bit her lip and looked down. "I've been meaning to tell you about that.”
"Tel mewhat?" | jumped immediately to the worst possibility | could think of. "1s she dead?’

"No—well, not sofar as| know.” Tamar sighed deeply and turned up her hands. "It turns out she was
sold to a sorceress—to a household without a harem, in fact; you were right. She did menial labor for the
sorceress, scrubbing the floors and walls to keep them clean. Asyou noted, though, she was quite
beautiful, and she caught someone's eye. He made the sorceress an excellent offer, and Thaiswas sold.
The buyer wasn't local, though, and no one knows where he was from. Once you described Thais, | was
ableto track her down remarkably fast, and | even talked to the other daves owned by that sorceress!
But they couldn't tell me the buyer's name. He was a Greek officer. That's al they know."

| closed my eyes and shook my head. Thetrail was cold. But | was dready thinking of waysto find her.
Therewere alot of Greek officers. But officerswere easy for adjinnto find. If | had aspdll-chain, |
could find her. Without aspdl-chain...

| didn't have wire, tools, or beads. But Zivar did. The servants probably wouldn't stop meif | just went
up to her workroom and started making a spell-chain. 1've wasted enough time. I've made enough
excuses. Tamar didn't want me making a spell-chain, but shed do what she could to protect me—sheld
have the servantswarn meif Zivar suddenly left her bed. And aslong as| was out of the workroom by
the time she arrived—I'd seen how she worked. Sheld never notice alittle wire missing, afew beads.

That afternoon, | headed for the staircase to Zivar's workroom instead of the stable. | was il afraid, but
| had to admit that | was afraid that | would succeed and become a sorceress, with al that meant. And
that, | knew | wasright to fear. But it'swhy | came here. It's what I'm here for. No more excuses.

The servants had cleaned. Once again, every bead had been picked up and put away; the old rugs had
been beaten clean and rolled back out on the floor. Looking around, | thought | saw the shimmer of the
djinn that Zivar had set to guard her karenite, but when | turned for acloser look | redized it was just the
winter sunshinefiltering through the glasswindow and reflecting off arow of glittering beads, laid out on
her shelf.

My hand stole to the pouch | carried under my clothes. She had set one djinn to guard her other pieces
of karenite. The purpose of the pouch around her neck suddenly dawned on me: it wasto makeiit too
dangerous to have someone elsg's djinn stedl it. | opened adrawer and borrowed a pouch. Then | pulled
out Zivar's chair and sat down. Her tools lay beside my right hand, along thread of silver wirelay to my
left. Well, then.

Thefirst step was to make abead. | took out Zivar's files to smooth down the rough edges of the stone. |
had not used afile much in the past, but at least thiswasfairly straightforward—monotonous, but not
something that required exceptional skill. | wondered if | could |leave the karenite rough—did it have to
be filed down and polished? Zivar's was much rougher than the karenite bead she'd gotten from Ligeia, |
was certain of that. Best to just copy what Zivar did. | worked for hours, until | was satisfied thet it was
as smooth as Zivar's had been.

Now it wastimeto drill. | tightened her vise around the stone, redlizing that | didn't know how much
pressure would make it crack. The drill was easy to find, but not easy to use. It kept dipping to the side,
scratching the stone without actually making aholeinit. Findly | got enough of ahole started to provide a



little groovefor the drill itsdlf, and once that held the drill in place, thingswent fairly quickly.

There. | had abead. | held it in the palm of my hand and blew gently to chase away the dust, wondering
if therewas any magic in those tiny scattered bits.

A sound from the doorway startled me; | jJumped off the stoal like | was going to pretend I'd been
polishing Zivar's worktable. Nurzhan regarded me, alittle amused, alamp in her hand.

"How isZivar?' | asked, trying to pretend that | hadn't been startled.

"The fever has ebbed,” Nurzhan said. "The dangerous part is past, we think. We will keegp watch to
make sure the darkness doesn't drive her to harming hersdlf, but she's no longer likely to harm others.”
She placed the lamp inits holder. " Should | send up atray of food for you?'

"Will Zivar be angry, when she comes back to hersdlf, and finds that | was up here, and that you were
hdping me?'

Nurzhan shrugged. "Shewon't be angry at us. If shélsangry at you..." She shrugged. It wasn't her
problem.

"I've heard that sorceresses are either the best magters, or theworst,” | said. "Were you frightened when
you were sold to her?!

Nurzhan leaned back againgt the wall and gave me along, meditative look, Sizing me up. | had asked a
rather persond question, | redized, and a strange one, inquiring about adave's persond life. Perhaps
they expected that of Tamar; it was probably obvious to the daves that Tamar had once been adave.
But thiswas a strange question, and one Nurzhan clearly wanted to consider for amoment before
answering.

"Do you know Zivar's secret?' she asked, after along silence.
| stared at her; thiswas not the answer | had expected.

"Thisiswhy we are servants, not daves," Nurzhan said. "We hold her secrets. All daves know secrets
their ownerswish they didn't, but Zivar's secret isfar more dangerous than most. Perhapsliving here, you
should know it aswell. Y ou and your companion.” From the look she gave me, | thought she was
probably more concerned about protecting Tamar than protecting me. | ill didn't know what shewas
talking about though, and she said impatiently, "Shedid tell you, | believe, in dmost so many words, that
night before the darkness took her. When you drank together, and spoke of who would bind the mistress
when shewasin afrenzy.”

"She said you would do it." Nurzhan continued to stare at melike | wasavery stupid child, and |
suddenly remembered the other thing she had said: Mila, now. Once we had to wrap her in a sheet to
keep her from harming herself... Thisis why they say a sorceress needs a husband to ook after
her, because your slaves can't be trusted.

"Yes" Nurzhan said. "Now you see. Milawas not ateacher, but amaster. Weve pried the full story out
of her, inbitsand pieces over time. Zivar was adave down in Persia, owned by one of the lesser
Weavers, Mila. She spied on Milaand learned her craft. When Miladied, she had learned enough that
shewas ableto go to Ligeiaand claim that she'd been Milas apprentice, and persuaded Ligeiato finish
teaching her. And so the mouse became the mistress.”

"What would the Sisterhood do, if they knew?"



"Wedon't know. But they could kill her easily enough; they hold severa of her spell-chains.”
"Would you ever td1?

"And risk being sold to asorceress | had no hold over? Unlikely."

"Have you ever been owned by another sorceress?”’

"Yes, | was born into the household of asorceress. Onewith afamily. It was..." Shethought it over.
"During the dark fever, in her frenzies, her husband would usualy seek to control her, up to apoint. But
he feared her—I think the husbands of sorceresses fear them almost as much astheir servants. And
sometimes he would try to placate her by giving her what she wanted, at least up to apoint. When | was
gtill achild, she became convinced that | was spying on her for ariva sorceress. She wanted me killed.
Her husband prevented that, but he did arrange to have me sold, very quickly. | had timeto say
good-bye to my father, but not to my mother, before | was whisked out of her household and into
another.”

"When Zivar bought you, were you worried?"

"Yes. | would have been worried even if she hadn't been a sorceress, though; it's dways frightening to go
somewhere new."

"Have you ever thought of spying on her and learning magic, just as she did with her own misiress?’

Nurzhan looked at the bead in my hand, and then back to my face. "l have seen Zivar's darkest days and
her wildest frenzies. When the dark fever has her, she believesthat the entire universe has united together
to torment her. Thank you, but no, | would not become a sorceressfor any price. | think Zivar must have
wanted power very, very badly to study as shedid.”

| closed my hand around the bead, then dipped it into the silk pouch and tied it around my throet, as
Zivar had. "Areyou going to clean up Zivar'stoolsif | leave them out?"

"Not unless Zivar girs hersdlf and seems better.”

| nodded, and went to the stairs. "Good night, then." | will not work through the night. That's fevered
sorceress behavior. And | am not a fevered sorceress.

Not yet, anyway.
Nurzhan snuffed the lights behind me as| |eft.

Tamar was deeping when | returned to the room, but stirred and sat up as| camein with my lamp.
"Where have you been?'

"Making aspell-chain." | took off my dippersand crawled under the quilt. "I decided to come get some
desp.”

"Good," Tamar said, and pulled the quilt back up to her ear. | lay back againgt the pillows.

| had expected to dip easily into deep, but instead | lay awake for along time, tossing and turning and
lisgtening to the faint whistle of thefire. Very late, | heard the wind suddenly pick up. It was probably
snowing outsde again. When | dlosed my eyes| could dmost see thewhirl of flakes, likeamillion faling
dars, or the glittering crystas of aspell-chain.

Lauria.



It was Tamar's voice—but | had falen adeep, | redlized, and stood in the strange borderland of whirling
colors. Lauria. Her voice caught melikeabird in anet, and | found myself standing on the summer
steppe. Her cheeks were flushed, asif shed just beenriding. | fell back a step; it had been her voice, but
it made no sensefor Tamar to try to talk to me thisway when she could simply wake me up.

"It worked!" she said, ddlighted.
"What worked?"

"I got you. | found you!" Tamar gave me ahug. "I've been trying to do this for weeks—no, months. And
it worked. It worked! | came to the borderland, | called you, and you came.”

"Do you think you'll be ableto do thisagain?"

"I know | will." Her eyeswere dight. "I'm ashaman now."

CHAPTER EIGHT

Inthe morning, | checked with the servants to make sure that Zivar was till indisposed, then went up to
her workroom. It was snowing hard outside, and the workroom's light was veiled, her window
half-covered with snow. Thefirein thelittle ove had been built up for me, and the room waswarm and
comfortable. | looked around at the shelves of jarsfull of beads, then pulled one down, choosing one a
random. The jar held beads of carved jade. | tipped them into my hand and looked a them. Some skilled
person had carved each one into the shape of atiny animal. There were dogs, cats, horses. No mice. |
wondered if Zivar, of the stone carved mouse guarding her doorway, had used up any carved mice on

past spell-chains.

Zivar had talked about the beads singing to her, and having tasted the swirling colors of the borderland |
vigtedin dreams, | had afaint inkling of what she meant. | closed my eyes, holding the beads, but heard
nothing. | popped a bird-shaped bead into my mouth, but it tasted like adightly dusty piece of rock. |
Spit it out and stared at it, perplexed. After amoment, | took the karenite bead out of the silk bag at my
throat and setitin my pam aswell.

Something about the color of the karenite seemed to match with a carved jade horse. | set the horse on
the table and tipped the rest of the beads back into the jar.

The next jar | chose held glass beads: tiny swirls of color, crimson and yellow and azure blue. | thought
about Zhanna's meditation lessons, when she wastrying to train me as a shaman: | tried to dow my
breathing and to focus, just for amoment, on the beads. My ears ill heard nothing but | decided, after
looking at them for along moment, that one of the beads went with the horse the way the horse had gone
with the karenite. It was striped yellow and blue. | set it beside the horse and poured the rest of the
beads back into their jar. | put the karenite back into the pouch around my throat.

The next jar hdld meta beads, and four of those seemed to fit, somehow. And so it went. | redlized after
awhilethat | needed some way to keep my chosen beads together. The giant shell from the seathat
Zivar used was empty, so | took it carefully down from the shelf and put my beadsinside.

Choosing perhaps twenty beads had taken me hoursand | till wasn't sure | was doing it right. | would
need at |east twice this number to make mysalf asingle loop of areasonable length. If | wanted anice
long strand that could be looped two or three times around my neck, | would need eighty beads or more.



| reached for another jar.

Asthe day wore on, the pile of beads began to grow. Even in the muted, snow-filled daylight it sparkled;
| dug my fingersinto the pile and let the beads trickle out like sand, listening to the sound they made. It
was adeepy day; | ft tired, half-adeep as| worked, but that didn't seem to make it harder to choose
the beads | wanted. By nightfal, | had enough, | thought. | looked at the pile; it would make anicelong
chain, big enough for two or three loops around my neck, or many more around my wrist. | wondered if
more links made amore secure spell; intuitively it ssemed likethey should, since | had never seena
spell-chain big enough only to be a bracelet. Kyros had looped one of his spell-chains around hiswrist,
but it had been a many-stranded bracelet. Perhaps | should add more beads. No. Thisis enough.

| wastired and hungry, but reached for the wire and tools anyway. | had watched Zivar do this, over and
over, and now | tried it myself: thread a bead, twist the end of the wire into aloop, and then cut that link
free. But when | tried to bend the wire into anest little circle, it was a gruesome, misshapen thing. | tried
to sraighten it out to try again and only made thingsworse. | tried afew more times and finaly snipped
off the end of the wire; it was bent and weakened past repair, the metd wasted. | tried again, and this
time created a fragile-looking loop. | snugged the bead against the loop, snipped the wire free, and bent
another loop. My loops were nothing like the perfectly balanced circles of Zivar's. Like sdecting beads
to go inthe chain, thiswas harder than it looked. I'll work on this tomorrow, when I'm fresh, |
thought. But what if Zivar wakes from her stupor ? | took abag and poured my beadsinto it,
tightening the drawstring and putting the shell back whereit went. If Zivar wakes, I'll wait for the next
time she goes into darkness to make the rest of the chain. | dropped the twisted end and the single
link into my bag aswell, put everything el se back whereit belonged, and went down to have dinner with
Tamar.

She was egting done, staring pensively into thefire. "Are you done?' she asked as| camein.

"No." | described my day's accomplishments. "I'll get back to it in the morning. If I'm going to teach
mysdlf how to bend wire, | think | want good light for it."

"Fair enough.” She pushed aside her half-eaten dinner.
"What'swrong?'

"The snow ismaking merestless”

"How deepisit outsde?"

"Haven't you looked?"

"l haven't set foot outsde since..." Daysago. "For awhile.”
"Well, maybe you should go look. Don't annoy Zivar, because we're stuck here until spring.”
"If shetriesto throw usout, | could threaten to expose her secret.”
"That might work for her servants. | think shed just kill you."
"What, with her bare hands? With asword?’

"Sheld think of away, if she thought she had to."

| crossed the room to the shuttered window and cracked it open, peering down in the last of the evening
twilight. The snow wasfaling outside very gently, but it looked really deep. | closed the window and



shivered alittle. "I'll be careful, then.”
"Y ou're using her tools, her beads..."

"Do you have a better ideafor getting Prax out of the mine? For freeing Sophoss harem? For finding
Thais?'

"I've been thinking about the harem,” Tamar said. "Jaran isashaman. | found you in adream, | could
probably find him. We could plan something. If the daves worked together, if we were on the outside to
help them get up to the steppe once they were out... | don't think we'd need the spell-chain. | think we
could do it ourselves. | think they could doit.”

"Y ou're assuming that no one would rat them out. Aidanisin the harem! How is everyone ese going to
plan something and keep it a secret from Aidan?”

"That would be up to Jaran.”
"And what about Prax? If there's a shaman down inthe mine, | don't know who it is."
"Y ou don't even know if Prax isdtill dive"

"Yes, 1 do," | sad. "Thedjinn showed him to me. But | don't know how I'm going to get him out without
aspdl-chan.”

"Therésaway. There has to be away. But you're not going to see it unless you turn away from what
you're doing now. Y ou're focused on the sorcery, on learning to make spell-chains; if another way isright
infront of you you're till not going to seeit.”

"Evenif you'reright, what are we going to do for the rest of the winter? Asyou pointed out, we're buried
in snow. We're stuck with Zivar until spring.”

"So we stay here. Until spring. That doesn't mean you have to accept anything other than her hospitdity.”

"I'm never going to have thischance again,” | said. "If | put away my beads, and throw away my karenite,
| could be throwing away the one chance I'd have to do what I've promised to do.”

"Y ou are the most pig-headed stubborn goat of a fool that | have ever met," Tamar said. "What if you
grab this chance, and the darkness the sorceresses walk aong eats you like an owl eats amouse?
Gauhar, one of the servants here, used to work in the home of one of the big, important Weavers, a
woman with alot of gpprentices. Do you redlize that out of ten gpprentices, five are sent avay because
the melancholiagrabs them so sirongly? And of the rest, three might end up killing themsdalvesin afit of
dark fever? And of the two remaining, one might end up so mad that her spell-chains are taken away and
she's kept somewhere quiet and safe, forever? The powerful sorceresses don't make their own
spell-chains. They have apprentices who work in exchange for karenite. Zivar is probably hoping that
you'll complete aspell-chain so that she can ed it from you.”

"Shecantry,” | sad.

"Ask Gauhar what happens to the apprentices who fail, if you don't believe me," Tamar said. "Even one
attempt at making aspell-chain can do it. Even a failed attempt. Y ou're o busy grasping at your one
precious chance that you don't redize that you could fal into the middle of araging river in spring flood.
Look where you're going."

| wastoo infuriated with Tamar to stay in the room, and too infuriated to go to bed, anyway, so | turned



around and went back up to Zivar's study to work on making necklace loops.

The workroom was dark when | reached it; | lit the lamps and bent over the desk again, bending thewire
into tiny circles, over and over and over. It was tedious work, and my mind went back over my
conversation with Tamar again and again, the way you might touch abruise. | clenched my teeth together,
steadying my hand againgt the table and squinting to focus my eyes. When | could barely keep my eyes
open, | laid my head down on the desk—just for a moment, to rest my eyes—and found mysalf
drifting, like afeether in asnowstorm.

Hereweare.

| wasin aroom full of women. My first thought was that | was seeing someone's harem, but these
women looked Greek, and many of them were old or unattractive. Still, they were dressed much like the
women in Sophoss harem, in loose white shifts of thin linen. Some of the women were dumped in
corners; one paced furioudy. Then | noticed that some of them bent over small looms, and | redized that
| was seeing some of the failed apprentices.

See.

One of thewomen could see me, | redlized. Souched in acorner, she had raised her chin dightly and
was gazing directly at me. | wanted to say something to her, but | had no ideawhat to say. "Where are
we?' | asked, findly.

"Hell," she said, her voice conversational. "'Or maybe Penelopeia. | can't remember.”

"How long have you been here?!

"Who knows?'

"Whose gpprentice are you?'

"l was gpprenticeto Ligeia"

"How many spell-chains did you make?'

"Five" shesad. "All for my mistress.” Sheturned her head and spat on the floor.

The room was fading around me. See, the djinn whispered in my ears, again. See see see see see.

| lifted my head from Zivar's worktable and began to bend wire again. Five spell-chains. | only need to
make one.

Sometime after sunup, | heard footsteps on the stairs; the servants moved dmost silently, so my first
thought wasthat it was Zivar. | legpt off the stool, stuffing my nearly complete chain under my shirt, and
then saw that it wasjust Tamar. "Good morning,” | said, trying to collect my scattered nerves.

"It'safternoon,” Tamar said with ashrug.

"Itis?" | redlized suddenly that | was ravenous. No one had brought me anything to eat. They'd fed meas
acourtesy to Tamar, so no doubt now they'd stopped bringing me food because Tamar had asked them
to. | sat back down and picked up thetools again. "Any word of Zivar?'

"She's deeping, apparently.” Tamar sat down on the rug. "Areyou dmost done?" | held out the necklace.



Tamar stared a it bleskly, then shrugged. "How many more beads?"
| did aquick count. "Ten. Plusthe karenite."

"And onceit'sdone, isthat it?"

"No, | haveto go get thedjinn. That'swhat | saw Zivar doing.”
AR

She showed no inclination to leave, so | went back to work. A few more minutesand | had along single
strand. | drew the karenite out of the silk bag and made alink for it: the circle was aimost ready to be
closed. | spread the necklace out and looked at it for amoment. All that glittering color. If | closed the
circleright now, anyonelooking at it would think it was a spell-chain. The potential seemed to huminthe
air; | could hear the singing of the beads again.

| remembered my glimpses of sorceressesin the past, draped with glittering spell-chains. | could make a
dozen necklaces out of nothing but beads, dress up in fine clothing, and almost everyone looking
at me would take me for a sorceress. Though they might wonder why | traveled by horse, rather
than palanquin, if they saw me on the road.

Wi, thiswas ared spell-chain, or would be shortly. | looked up and saw Tamar watching me sill.

"Now I'll haveto meditate,” | said. "l think I'm going to do thisin our room, if you don't mind. | don't
think it matters where | take the necklace, and up here I've been jumping every timel think | hear Zivar."

Tamar shrugged again and got up as| put away Zivar'stools, al but the one set of pincersthat | would
need for thisfina step, which | tucked into my pouch with the spdll-chain. Then shetrailed me down the
dairsand settled herself down on acushion near the fire, watching me.

During the summer, when we were apprenticed to Zhanna, she had tried several timesto teach usto
meditate. Some shamans opened their minds to the spirits through dancing or drumming; apparently the
sorceresses did it through weaving. 1'd never been able to meditate properly in my lessons with Zhanna,
but after following Zivar to the place she caled the borderland, | thought | might be able to find my way
there again. Thefire reflected againgt the glass beads like sun on water. | held up the necklace and let it
spill down from one hand to the other, back and forth, back and forth, watching the play of flames
agang theglass.

| could hear the smooth click of the beads. Then, faintly in the distance, | could hear ahum, the voices
snging the same note. Yes, | thought, and | followed the hum.

| was not surrounded by acircle of dancing flamestonight; | held it, | controlled it, and | could fling the
net out across the dark plain that surrounded me. I'mhere, | thought, | came here on purpose and |
brought the spell. | ama Weaver! Or | will be, if | can take an aeriko.

Of course, | had to find onefirdt.

| turned around and around, and then redlized | could see afaint glow in the distance. Remembering the
woman of firethat Zivar had captured, | started toward the light. As soon as | thought about movement, |
began to move, gliding over the shadowed plain like adiving eagle. Approaching, | could seethe aeriko.
A man, | thought, shining like agtar, or like white hest.

"No!"



Thevoicewasin my ear. | turned and saw nothing but the dark plain; the voice wasin my red ear. "No!"
Tamar'svoice said again. "I'm not going to let you."

The man had seen us. Hewas moving, fleeing. | started after him, my movements duggish and distracted.
Then something cold and wet dapped me across the face. The darkness shattered around melike a
dropped jar, and after amoment of intense nauseaand a blinding pain in my head, the world settled
around meand | was sitting, till, in front of thefire. Tamar stood in front of me, awet rag in her hand
and afaint smile on her face. Our eyes met for along moment.

| said nothing, just closed my fist around the necklace and walked out.

| can avoid her. Or wait her out.

But Tamar was friends with the servants, and Zivar's servants were everywhere. Had she passed dong
word to dump water on my head if it looked asif | was meditating? The sickening pain of being dragged
out of the borderland wasn't something | wanted to reliveif | could avoid it.

Maybe | could pretend to deep. Not real deep—though | sometimes went to the borderland in my
dreams, | didn't think | would be able to bring dong the spell-chain. Of course, Tamar would guessthat if
| were"deeping” somewhere other than my own comfortable bed, | might redlly be meditating. Well,
perhaps | could go back to the room and lie down. Not tonight. Tonight she would guess. But maybe
tomorrow. For now... for now, | realized, | was hungry. | didn't want to go back to the room because|
thought that if | had to face Tamar's smirk, | would dap her. | headed for the kitchen.

The kitchen was busy. It wastimefor the evening meal, and even if Zivar was uninterested in eating more
than afew sips of broth, the servants were all hungry. Food was |oaded onto trays and carried up to
Zivar, up to Tamar, out to the stable. Someone dished me out abowl of chicken stew and | sat down at
the kitchen table to eat it, mostly ignored by the busy staff. Someone ladled in more when | finished what
| had, refilling my bowl until | pushed it away. Therewas acup of wine, aswell, though | barely touched
that, and bread. When I'd finished, | dipped back out.

| should make another attempt tonight. Tamar would be expecting meto try again, and might stop me.
But once she'd stopped me twice, she might begin to relax alittle. | would have a better chance
tomorrow—or even later tonight—if | let her stop me again now. | headed for Zivar's workroom.

It was quiet and dark, but when | stepped inside to light the lamp | heard someone say, "Stop, | likeit
dark." Zivar. Trembling, | turned. Inthedim light | could just make out her shape, dumped at her
work-table.

"It's Xanthe, isnt it?" shesaid. "Or Lauria. Tamar callsyou Lauria, some of thetime.”
| shivered. "Itsme" | said. "Lauriaisa... nickname."

"Of course. Sois Zivar'; I'm sure you guessed as much. The servants have given me to understand that
you also know my secret now." Sheleaned forward. "They seem to think that you own Tamar; thet |
would kill you to protect my secret, and keep Tamar with them. They favor that idea, asthey are fond of
Tamar. But | anfond of you. Is Tamar your lover?”

"None of your business.

"We both know afew things that are none of our business, | think." | heard her let out her breathin a
faint, dry chuckle. "Have a seat.”



| sat.

"I've been well shadowed for awhile now, but that hasn't stcopped me from listening. It's amatter of
habit, | suppose. And it'sdways stood me in good stead. Who is Prax?"

| shivered. "A davethat | would liketo free.”

"What if he doesn't wish to be free?'

"l don't think helll refuse. HEsinamine

" gea

| wished sheld let melight alamp. | couldn't make out her face in the darknessat all.

"So you plan to steal him, then free him, using the spell-chain that you made. That you almost made.”

| tightened my fist around the necklace. "Y es. Are you one of the Y ounger Sisters?" | didn't redlly care
about the answer to that question, | just wanted to push back.

"No. They're ascliquish asthe High Weavers, in their own way. | had no sister-apprentices, in my
'sudies with Mila. Infact, | avoid Milas old apprentices rather assduoudy. Thereis one of them who
might recognize me."

"Only one?'

"Milahad seven apprentices, and four of them never looked twice at Milas daves. Of the threewho did,
two are now dead. The one who remains knew my name, though. If she saw me, and looked past my
robes and spdll-chains to my face, she would probably know me." Zivar began to crack her knuckles,
one by one. "Fortunately, she livesin Pendopeia.”

"What isit that you want, Zivar?"

"From you? | wanted your karenite. Are you happy with our bargain?'
"Wes"

"Asam |. Good. Y oure welcome to stay until the snow melts.”

"But what do you want? Not from me. From... magic. From the djinni."

"I wanted freedom. | wanted power. Now... Now, | suppose | would most like to see an end to my
own darkness. And perhaps..." She laughed, alittle roughly. "1 don't like the Sisterhood. | don't like the
Y ounger Sigters. | would like to see magic scattered throughout the world, not controlled like gold coins
from alocked chest. It'swhy | agreed to let you watch me. Every sorceress that the Sisterhood does not
control isone more mousein the granary.”

"Y et you till checked to make sure | wasfemae.”

"I won't have asmdly man about the place.”" She paused, and | heard her Sghin the darkness. "l like that
rule," she admitted. "Sooner or later, aman will learn magic, and the Weaverswon't find out intimeto
have him killed, and then thingswill change. But for now... men havetheir swords, their shields, their
horses, their armies. Alexander conquered the world with those things. But thisis our power, the power
of women."



| remembered thinking something along those lines, about sorceresses, along time ago. A very long time
ago.

"Lauria" Sheused my red name. "What do you want?'

"I want to free Prax, and the others I've sworn to free. And then as many more as| can.”
"Only therivers return can freethem dl," Zivar said. Her tone was sarcadtic.

"Y ou don't believe that."

"l don't believe the rivers return would matter. Ligeia has seen the spell-chain used to bind the
Jaxartes—yes, theré'sa spell-chain for that. It'sasingleloop, so long that if you unwrapped it and held it
out toitsfull length it would be taller than my house. It could be worn around someone's neck, if you
looped it enough times, but it would be heavy. The beads are mostly blue, apparently. And it has
hundreds of pieces of karenite, Since it takes many, many aerikato keep theriver bound.”

"It'sjust aspell-chain that bindsthe rivers?’

"The Jaxartes. The Oxus—waell, it took agreat dedl of aerikato build the tunnel under the mountains, but
once the channel was built, it doesn't actudly require any magic to keep it flowing. The Jaxartes, though,
isbottled up in some valey in the mountains. It's not naturd. 1t's held there by aerikawho do nothing
d"

"Haveyou ever seenit?’
"No. | haven't traveled a great dedl. Flying makes me nervous.”
"If it'sbound with a spell-chain, though. .."

"Y es, the binding stones could be broken, one by one. Y ou'd have to lay hands on the spell-chain to do
that, though, and it'snot asif the Sisterhood leavesit just lying around. | think that's what the worshippers
of Arachne are getting at with their story. Haven't you heard this one? They say that Arachne has ordered
her servants the spidersto find the secret heart of the Weavers power. When they find it, Arachne will
destroy it. Then the riverswill return and the Danibeki will be free, because the power of the Weavers
will have been broken. That'swhy the Greekskill spiders.”

"| dways thought that was just to dishonor Arachne."

"It is. And theré's no secret heart for the spidersto find, just a spell-chain that could be remade if it were
ever solen and smashed. Why doesn't Tamar want to let you finish your spell-chan?'

" She doesn't want me to endave the djinni. Tamar didn't grow up worshipping Arachne—she grew up
worshipping the djinni.”

Zivar let out adry chuckle. "If they are gods, why can the Ssterhood endave them?”
"Well, right. But Tamar doesn't seeit that way."

"What are you going to do?'

"Wait. And keep trying."

"Good luck," Zivar said, and fell slent. After afew moments, | edged out of her workroom, and went to
find somewhere e se to meditate.



| settled down, findly, in the downstairs sitting room where Zivar had first received us. | saw one of the
servants, from the corner of my eye, as she passed by; no doubt word would be passed to Tamar. Well,
there was nothing for it; | didn't really expect to succeed thistime anyway. | meditated on the beads, but
for whatever reason, | wasn't able to find my way to the borderlandsthistime. After awhile | kicked off
my dippers, pulled my feet up, wound the chain around my neck snugly enough that any meddling would
wake me, and went to deep on the cushions.

| dept peacefully, somewhat to my surprise; atray waited on the table for me when | woke the next
morning, with fresh bread and steam rising from the glass of sweset tea. | felt dightly hung over. | couldn't
remember how long it had been since thelast time I'd dept, woken, and eaten breskfast at a proper
hour.

| looked out the door and saw a servant quietly sweeping theimmaculate hal. Tamar knew | was awake,
or would know, soon enough. How to avoid the eyes of the servants? It would be an dmost impossible
task. | sat down and ate my breskfast. Thiswas alarge house; perhaps this morning | would take the
time to explore more thoroughly.

| spent the morning confirming that this was indeed a very nice house. In addition to therooms|'d
visted—the workroom, the guest room, the sitting room, and the kitchen—I found anumber of others.
There was anarrow room with along table, presumably used for forma parties, if Zivar ever held them,
which | doubted. The servants appeared to occupy alarge set of rooms on the ground floor; | poked my
head in and withdrew quickly when | was met with astony glare. They were large and comfortable, fit to
house the keepers of Zivar's secrets. The most interesting room wasthe library. It had alarge window for
light, and ashelf of books. The window was unshuttered, and the room was extremely cold; it probably
got more usein the summer. | wasintrigued enough to look through the books, but nearly dl wereina
strange foreign script—Perdan, | guessed—and | couldn't read them. Of the volumesin Greek, one was
atravel ogue from someone who had wandered quite far beyond the territory of the Alashi, and onewas
abook of ingtructions for proper sacrificesto Athena.

| tucked the travel ogue under my arm and closed the door behind me. The servant polishing the floor
never so much aslooked up. | bit my lip and went back downgtairs.

The servants undoubtedly had instructionsto tell Tamar if | took out the necklace to meditate; they might
have been warned to tell Tamar if | lay down to take amidday nap. But would she havetold them to tell
her if | sat down and started reading? | might aswdll try. | curled up by thefirein the sitting room, lit a
lamp for extralight, dipped the necklace into my Iap where it was hidden by the folds of my tunic, and
opened the travel ogue.

The author had clearly wanted to save money on paper, because the handwriting was so tiny and
cramped | had to squint to make out some of the words. In places, water or wine had been spilled,
rendering it illegible. Still, it was interesting enough that after afew pages of pretending to read, | had
dtarted reading in earnest. The traveler was a man named Photios who worked for amerchant company
with an aerika caravan. Except instead of sticking to the established trade ports, he seemed to spend a
great ded of time using the agrikato explore. The travelogue was more of along letter than anything elseg;
he was reporting back on what he'd found. Zivar backed a merchant company, the servants had said.
Perhaps she had backed the exploration mission. It seemed quite possible that this had been aletter to
her.

On the trip he described, Photios had gone to the very edge of the world, beyond the people who sold
slk and teg, to anidand. The people on theidand had little contact with magic, beyond employing
rudimentary shamansto keep the aerika from causing trouble, but they had the most excedllent metalsmiths
that Photios had ever seen. He lacked the funds to buy a sword to bring back, and noted that on a



modern battlefield, they hardly posed athreat to the Sisterhood of Weavers. Still, if magic were
somehow removed from the equation, he thought they would be aremarkable foe. He finished with the
regretful note that they were unfriendly and suspicious of foreigners, and that it would not make a
comfortable placeto retire.

So shewaslooking for aplace to run away to. | turned the page; the next place Photios described wasin
the other direction, acold land with mountains and pale barbarian warriors. Enough of this. | gripped
the necklace. It wasfascinating, but... | have work to do.

| set the book aside for amoment, stretched, took a sip of tea, nodded at the servant who was
replenishing wood in the fireplace, and bent my head over the book again. But | wasn't looking at the text
now; | looked at the sparkling crystal in my lap as my fingersran over thetiny carved horse, over and
over again. | knew the noteto listen for, and listen | did, until | could follow the sound to the borderland
like one would follow the trickle of water againgt rock to find astream. ..

And there | was, in the singing darkness. | eased the pincers out to my lap, where | could use them.

| need to work quickly, | thought. It won't take long. But as| turned, searching for aspirit to bind, |
felt asharp blow against my chest. Thistime, however, the force came from within the borderland itsdlf,
and amoment later, | could see Tamar stlanding beside me. "Y ou're going to ruin everything,” | said.

Her eyeswere bright, like stars againgt the twilight. "I'm not going to let you," she said, and pushed me
agan.

The blow coming from the borderland itself didn't force me out the way the wet rag had. | pushed her
back. "l am asorceress,” | shouted. "Y ou can't tell me what to do here!"

"Y ou may be asorceress, but | am a shaman,” Tamar said. She raised her hands, palms toward
me—and though | felt no blow, | found mysdlf aruptly back in the Sitting room. You are not permitted
here, her voice echoed in my ears.

| threw down my book and leapt to my feet. "Tamar," | shouted, no longer caring who heard. " Tamar "

Tamar waswaiting for mein our room. "Leave me donel" | shouted as| camein.
"What makes you think—"

"I'm not stupid, Tamar. | know you've been having the servants watch me, and | know you just pushed
me out of the borderlands!”

"Nurzhan hastold me that when the cold fever has Zivar, she sometimes thinks that people are conspiring
againg her. Perhgps you're beginning to catch that fever yoursdf,” Tamar said, primly.

"Leavemedone, or I'll, I'I—"

"Hurt me?' Tamar stood up. She was short, barely up to my shoulder. "Kill me?Y our blood sster?”
"Don't beridiculous." | turned away. "Who do you think you are?"

"I'mashaman,” Tamar said. "And what you want to do iswrong.”

"Arewe going to free the horses, too, whilewere at it?'



"Thedjinni are not like horses. Y ou know that perfectly well. And we will never free any djinn you bind,
you know that perfectly well, too. Just as Zivar will never have enough spell-chains, you will dways have
onemorething you need that djinn to take care of for you, always."

"No, Tamar, lisentome..." | had expected her to interrupt me, but instead she turned toward me,
waiting, listening to hear what | said. "What do you want from me?' | asked.

"l want you to give up on the idea of becoming a sorceress.”
"I'm not going to do that."

"It'snot just because you'll be endaving djinni," Tamar said. "1've had the chance to hear stories about
Zivar from her servants. Lauria, you don't want to do this! Therewill be no going back, do you
understand that? Don't go through this door."

"What if | take one week to think about your advice?' | said. "If | promiseto think about it for aweek, if
| give you the spell-chain to hold while | think about it, at the end of the week will you promise to back
off and let me do what I've decided to do?"

Tamar thought it over. | took the spell-chain out of my pocket and held it out so she could seeit.

"All winter," Tamar sad. "If you let me hold it dl winter, and you still want to do thisin the soring, I'll
agree.

"That'stoo long. How about two weeks?"

"No."

"Three weeks"

"All winter or nothing," Tamar said, and reached for it.

| snapped the necklace out of her grasp. "I'll wait you out,” | said, spun on my hedl, and waked out of
the room.

My head ached, and | felt assick as| had when Tamar had dapped me with awet rag to drag me back
from the borderland. But thistime it wasn't the shock of the sudden return that had caused it, but my
anger and frugtration with Tamar. | thought | could trust her. She's supposed to be my sister, my ally,
someone | canturnto...

We had argued amost since our escape from Sophos, but we'd never fought before, not like this. Fear
caught at the corners of my mind, aswell. After | bind the spirit, will she refuse to speak to me? All
winter? Will she turn her back on me come spring?

Downgtairs, there was a servant dusting the dustless sitting room. | started to sit down, to read the
travelogue alittle more, but | wastoo angry. | need a walk. | went to the front door and looked out. The
snow was deep, up to my hips, but there was awell-trod path out to the stable. The stable, of course!
How long had it been since I'd seen my horses? Too long. | sent a servant to get my boots so that |
didn't have to see Tamar, pulled them on, and ran across the courtyard to the stable.

The stable hands legpt to their feet as| came in; their morning chores accomplished, they appeared to
have been gossiping over adice game. "Just pretend I'm not here,” | said, but they skulked off to various
tasks, looking busy even if they weren't. | shook my head and went to groom Krina.



The horses were happy to see me. Happier than | deserve. | hadn't even provisoned mysalf with trests,
s0 | took some carrots from a sack in the corner of the barn to feed my horses, then brushed their coats.
They didn't need brushing any more than the sitting room needed dusting, but they appreciated the
attention. "Y ou're going to be fat and soft by spring,” | scolded them as | worked.

"We take them out for exercise whenever we can,” the stable girl near me said. " The weather's been bad
lady."

The stable smelled of straw, horse, and wood smoke; it was warm and dimly lit. After awhile, the
servants sat back down again and resumed their game; | worked my way to the back of the stable and
found a comfortable spot, haf hidden behind sacks of grain and polished horse tack. The servantswere
paying no atentionto meat dl. Either Tamar forgot to tell them to keep an eye on me, or they're
too busy with their game to remember that they're supposed to. Tamar was much closer friendswith
the kitchen staff; the stable hands were their own little circle, not one that was as kindly disposed to her.
Now, perhaps, is my chance. | glanced at the servants one more time, then laid out the unfinished
spell-chain and the pincersthat would let me closethecircle.

| found my way to the borderland quickly, and no unseen hands shoved me out or caught hold of me.
Catching my bregath, | looked around and saw a spirit shining in the darknesslike acandle flame. I'll
have you. You are mine.

My spedll-chain wasin my hand, and | flung it out, encircling the spirit. | heard ascream of despair. |
could seethelights, encircling the spirit like anet, like acage; insgdethecircle, | could seethe spirit. It
was male. My first impression was of ablazing bird, like an eagle on fire; then of avast cat, the kind that
could eat aman asits prey. The agriko flung itsdf againgt the imprisoning circle, jerking it like afish
againg aline. | held on, wondering what would happen to meif the spell didn't hold. But it did.

| twisted the necklace, making the circle smaller. Within, the aeriko became more frantic, more
desperate, like alanded fish fighting againgt the air that drowned it. | twisted again, and the agriko
screamed again, then began to weep, as Burkut had.

| have to do this. | twisted again, again, making the circle smaller and smdler. Finaly the aeriko faced
me, its hands bound againgt its Sides, held prisoner by the spell. | looked across the chain of fireinto my
prisoner'sface, into its eyes.

"No," it whispered, looking a me, and for amoment, | saw Alibek's eyes, as he'd begged me not to take
him back to Kyros.

Don't let it sense your weakness! | urged mysdlf, but | stood frozen.
"Not you," the djinn said.

| saw Thaiss eyes, cold and distant; Nika's eyes, proud but terrified; Burkut's eyes as he collapsed,
weeping to the sands. | saw Uljas bow his head to refuse to look at me, the day that | took him back to
Kyros.

You don't talk about freeing horses. Are horses slaves? Horses don't talk. Only people talk. People
and djinni.

The djinn raised its hands and stretched them toward my face; | felt a shiver run down my back likea
drop of melted snow asit touched me.

| can do this. | can. | can takeit, it can find Prax and get Prax out for me, and I'll let it go.



| heard the hiss of Prax’s bresth as he drew hisimprovised knife and attacked me withiit, in hislast
desperate bid for freedom. I'll die before | go back there. | had taken the knife away from him with
barely a scratch, and brought him proudly home...

All that remained wasto closethecircle.
| dropped the chain. "Not today,” | said to the djinn. "Go in peace.”

The light vanished. The chain vanished. And | fell from the darknessinto the stable. It wasdim, and |
could hear the servantslaughing over their game. Before | could change my mind, before Zivar or one of
the other sorceresses could stedl the chain and the karenite from me, | grabbed a hammer off thewall,
threw the chain onto the stone dab of the floor, and smashed the karenite on the necklace into dust.

| hear the bird, | thought as nausea suddenly overpowered me. The bird that Zivar spoke of, the dark
vulture of vast size that settled on the roof, shadowing her with itswings. | think I know now what
she might have been talking about.

CHAPTER NINE

| walked back into Zivar's house. My anger toward Tamar was gone, but exhaustion weighed me down
with every step. | did make it up to Tamar's and my room before collgpsing into bed, my boots till on.
Tamar was dtting by thefire. "I'mtired,” | said, and tossed the necklace onto the floor, lay down, and
closed my eyes.

| heard Tamar pick up the necklace; | could hear the soft click of the beads as she turned it over in her
hands. "What happened?'

"I couldn't go through with it."

"Good," shesaid. | wondered if the beads would still be singing, if | saw it in the borderland. " Good."
Another rattle as she put it away somewhere. "I'll get you some lunch.”

"Don't bother,” | was going to say, but it seemed like too much effort.

| expected to fedl better the next morning, but | didnt.
It was strange, the bone-weariness | felt. It went so much deeper than mere exhaustion.
Tamar nagged at meto edt.

There was an ache, somewhere beyond my heart. | wanted to make it go away. Carving out my heart
with asword wasthe only thing | could think of that seemed asif it might help.

"Up. Up!" Someone shook meviolently. It wasn't Tamar. | curled up, resisting, but the hands only shook
me harder. "Open your eyes, you lazy girl. Up!"

It was Zivar. | let her drag me out of bed. There was a hollow where I'd been lying, like abird's nest.



"I have discovered the secret of flight,” she whispered to me. It made no sense, but | didn't care enough
to ask for her to clarify. "And that will cure your melancholia Come on, out out out!"

My boots were gone; Tamar must have pried them off my feet. Zivar dragged me downgtairsin my
socks, then out into the snow. The sun was shining, and the air was till but very cold. Zivar was
shivering, but her cheeks were flushed asif it was midsummer. "Now run,” she said. "Run back and forth!
If only we can get up enough speed, well be ableto fly by ourselves, no aerika necessary. Come on!”

Shewasdragging on my arm, so | ssumbled after her, blinking in the dazzling sun. Back and forth across
the courtyard we ran. My hands and feet ached in the cold; we dipped and did on the packed snow and
skidded into thewall of the stable.

"Thisisntworking," Zivar said after atime. "All right, back insgde. I'll have to think of something ese.”

The servants had gathered to gape, and Tamar met me with awarm blanket to wrap around my
shoulders as she hurried me back upstairs and sat me down in front of thefire. Zivar trailed behind her,
dill taking.

"... mdancholia" shewas saying as| sat down.
"But | brokethe spdll,”" | said. "'l smashed the binding stone. Why..."

"Y ou heard the cry of the aeriko,” Zivar said. "Y ou looked into its eyes and knew its hate. | think
perhaps that'swhat doesit. That'swhy | awayswork asfast as| can.”

"Isthat redlly the reason?'

"Who knows? It'swhat | tell mysaf when | work. Anyway, well cureyou yet. Let mejust think..." And
out she wertt.

Tamar held acup tomy lips. | drank, expecting tea, but it was broth, salty and very strong. | spluttered,
then drank it anyway.

"Yourewasting away," Tamar sad.
"Therés plenty of meleft.”

"Will you eat? I'll send for food," she said, but by the time the food had arrived, | had gone back to my
nest.

But now | couldn't deep, not the way 1'd been deeping. Night came, and | ill couldn't deep, Saring into
the darkness and thinking of Prax. | failed you. | had a chance, and threw it away.

My failureslined up in front of melike soldiers on parade, and | counted them, from failing Kyrosto
failing Burkut to failing Prax, Thais, and Sophoss harem. The ache beyond my heart overwhelmed me,
and | knew | deserved to be punished. | thought of Uljass scars from his beating at Kyross hand: |
deserve no less. | deserve worse. | deserve to be sold into a mine, like Prax, to be forced to work
in darkness, not knowing whether it is morning or night.

For some reason the thought was dmost gppeding: driven to work mysdlf to death, at least | would
probably be distracted from the unending ache that swallowed my days. | wondered if | could persuade
Tamar to sdl me—we're always buying, never selling—so that in oneway, at least, | could finaly pay



for my crimes.

And if she sold meto Prax'smine? If | were face-to-face with Prax, what would | tell him then? I've
made myself one of you. I'm here with you, do as you like to me.

My thoughts were thick; I tried to imagine what Prax would say to that, and couldn't. Perhapslike Uljas,
he had sworn to kill me, which waswhat | deserved, after dl. We are both in darkness, | thought. And |
See no way out.

| did deep, findlly.

|. dreamed, some nights, when | was adeep, but | had none of what I'd cometo think of asmy "true"
dreams. Zhanna didn't come find me; neither, fortunately, did Kyros. My thoughts, during the waking
hours, were dow and muddled. Thinking about anything felt like wading through hip-deep mud. | would
get stuck with each new step and lose my way. | settled into imagining the mine, which for some reason
was easier. The heaviness of the stone; the darkness of the pit; the constant hunger, the exhaustion.

| will be unableto ride thereinthe spring if | don't get out of bed soon.

| rose, and sat by thefire. | will be the world's most useless slave, more useless than Burkut.

It wasdark and | couldn't deep, and thought again of the mine, seeing myself face-to-face with Prax as
I'd faced Uljas. | am one of you now. Do as you like to me.

And? asked the Prax of my dark imaginings, surprisng me. And? This helps me how?
| am an offering. You can kill me. Have your vengeance.
| don't want your sacrifice. | want to see the sky again.

But... | have a confederate on the outside, | thought earnestly to Prax. A friend who can help us
escape.

That'sit. My blood went cool, suddenly, as| turned the ideaover and considered it. If | have nothing
tolose, if I'mwilling to risk slavery, beating, death... why not?

Prax was not a shaman, nor were we connected through blood, so | couldn't communicate with himin
dreams. But Tamar and | could talk, by night, even over large distances. Even if | were there, how
would I get them out? The daves would outnumber the guards, but the guards had fear on their side,
and weapons. They were strong, not worn almost to death from the work in the mine. And by night, they
put dl the daves down below, so that they couldn't run.

Opening my eyeswhere| lay, | saw a shadow skitter across the wall—a spider. Venom, | thought.
Arachne's weapon makes us strong. The Alashi tipped their arrows with venom, giving themselves an
advantage in fights against the Greeks. The daves would have no weapons they hadn't managed to wrest
from the guards. Then | remembered the cook at the inn, the innkeeper who beet her when everyone
becameill. The food at the mine will be cooked by slaves. The pots are scrubbed by slaves. And the
guards and the slaves probably do not eat the same food. | could bring something... a little bit of



spoiled meat, to add to the guards' stew.

The guards are not likely to be very effective when puking their guts up.

Tamar could wait until the guards wereiill, then come to help us out of the mine...
It would be easier with help. Perhaps we should free Sophos's harem first...

| lay awake through the night, thinking.

| wastired in the morning, but | felt asthough | could see daylight again. | just needed to think of a way
to free Prax, | thought. Now that | have a plan, of course | feel better. | got up and stretched, shook
out the coversto air the bed, and helped myself to a cup of teafrom the kettle by the hearth. Tamar
camein afew minutes later and stopped in the doorway, looking asif she'd seen aghost. "Y ou're out of
bed!”

"I had anidea," | said. "Isthat food on that tray? I'm starving."

"You are garving!" Tamar set down thetray and lifted my arm, encircling my wrist with her fingers.
"You've barely eaten in weeks. Here, eat what's on thetray. I'll go get more.”

Therewasacup of broth, which | ignored in favor of the bread, cold mest, and yogurt. | wasfinishing it
off when Tamar returned. She dumped more food on the tray and sat down to eat her own. "There. Eat
up. Areyou feding better?"

"Thistastesrealy good." How had | never noticed before how good cold roast mutton could be? " Really

"Mmmm-hmmm." Tamar eyed me alittle nervoudy as she ate her own bread.
"I had an idea. About freeing Prax."
Tamar leaned forward. "Tell me."

"Well..." | finished amouthful of food and washed it down with tea. "Remember &t that inn we stayed &,
how sick everyone got? The meat must have gone bad. What if we let some mesat spoil on purpose and
used it to poison the guards food, up a the mine?’

"Hmm. | supposethat'sthe sart of aplan,” Tamar said cautioudy. "How would we get the spoiled mesat
to Prax?'

"Wed ride up there and you'd pretend to be selling me asadave. I'd have it with me."
"Areyou crazy?' Tamar dammed her bread down on to her tray. "Or maybe you're just joking?"

"We can talk to each other in dreams. | can't talk to Prax, or anyone else down in the mine. If I'm there,
and you're on the outside, we could make plans... once dl the guards are sick, you could comein and
help us get up out of the mine."

"All by mysdf?

"Well, | was thinking maybe weld free Sophoss harem first. Do you think you could convince the daves
from the harem to come help you?"



"No. | don't think they'd doit. So this plan isn't going to work." Sheturned away from me. "Think of
something dse”

The shutter rattled and | jumped. "Oh, yes, it'ssnowing again,” Tamar said with ashrug. "So we've got
some time to come up with abetter plan. Y ou spent amonth in bed—"

"A month?"

"—but there's ill months of winter |eft. We're not going anywhere soon.”

| was ready, | thought—ready to load up our horses and head north, ready to do whatever it took to get
Prax out. But it was the coldest part of the winter; an ocean of snow would have to melt before we could
travel, and there was nothing | could do just now except wait.

Fearful of dipping into another bleak melancholy, | threw mysdlf into activity. | got up every morning to
groom our horses and take them out for some exerciseif it wasn't snowing hard; the snow in the
courtyard was trampled down now and the horses could move. In the afternoons, | would put on my
boots and dl the clothing I owned and go for walks through Casseia. After snowfalls, they would have
bound djinni scoop up the snow from the streets and dump it outside, so that the residents could walk
around the city without too much trouble. It was appalingly cold, however, and even after ashort walk |
would be shivering, my toes numb and my face aching.

After my walk | would join Tamar in our room. | had told her about the travelogue and she was curious,
s0 | had begun to read it to her. "Reading redlly isn't that hard, you know,” | said, putting the book down
oneday. "I could probably teach you your |etters, and then you could read to yourself."

"Eh." Tamar sounded deeply dubious. "I might be able to puzzle words out, with practice. It'seasier to
have you read to me."

"What if it comesin useful, once were working on freeing Prax and the harem?”

"It will be more useful if you'reredly good at the dream speech. When are you going to start practicing?'
"I'd have to go to the borderland again.”

"That'sright."

| shrugged. "1'd rather not do that until | haveto."

"If it'sgoing to send you down into the darkness again, wouldn't it be better to find that out now?"

"Eh" | sad.

Tamar rolled her eyes. "Fine, then. Aslong as | can find you in the night, we should be fine. Right?"

"Il try it," | sad. "Tonight."

If I was going to try to speak to someone in my dreams, though, it seemed silly to taketherisk just to
talk to Tamar. After dl, | could talk with her in the night just by waking her up. No, if | were going to
travel to the borderland and visit another shaman in the dark hours of the night, | wanted to see Zhanna
She hadn't visited mein along time. | wanted to know why. | wanted to be certain everything was well
with her.



Thelast time she had visited me, sheéld told methat it would help meto find her if | could hold something
of hers, or something that reminded me of her. | didn't have my vest anymore, of course, though it made
me fed strangdy warm to think that Zhannahad kept mine. Zhanna aways smelled of incense; the smell

clung to her hair, especidly. If | could find some incense ... It wastoo late to go hunting for it.

When | thought of Zhanna, there were alot of memoriesthat came to mind: her matter-of-fact response
to my nightmares, her laughter when Tamar and | had tried to learn how to meditate, her face as she
chewed thoughtfully on her lip, trying to decide how to answer aquestion. But thinking of an object that
reminded me of Zhanna, that was hard. She'd had cropped hair and plain clothes and ablack vest, like
every other member of the Sisterhood, plus abox of feasthers and other itemsfor her shamanic rituas.
The embroidery on the back of her vest had been flowers, nothing special. No, that wasn't true; |
pictured Zhannaworking on her vest and remembered the exact picture. She/d done flowers down one
sde, and then alarger picture of ahawk. A feather, perhaps? 1 didn't know whereto find one of those,
ether, not thistime of night, in the dead of winter.

"Do you have any feathers?' | asked Tamar, who was getting ready for bed aswell.

"Yeah, of course" she said. There was asmall wood box on the table; I'd barely noticed it, but out of the
box came a soft leather bag, and abundle of feathers, large and smdll feathersfrom all sorts of birds. She
selected asmadl gray feather and handed it to me. "Will thisone bedl right?"

"I don't know why Zhannabothered trying to train me," | said, taking the feather. "Of course you have
feathers. Y ou were a shaman's gpprentice. It never occurred to me to pick up feathers over the summer.”

"Y ou'd make afine shaman. Y ou just needed a chance to learn more. Y ou didn't grow up with ashaman,
s0 you don't know therituas. Why would you think to pick up feathers?' She yawned and stretched.
"I'm going to bed. Maybe I'll talk to you in abit."

| lay down beside her, my hand curled around the feather; | closed my eyes and thought of Zhanna.

It was winter on the steppe, but the yurt was warm, even with just me and Zhannainside. "Zhanna?" |
sad, hesitantly, not certain I'd truly found my way here.

"Lauria" Her facelit up.

"Y ou haven't come..."

"| was forbidden to seek you out. But no one can forbid you to come to me."
"Who forbade you? Why?'

"Y ou troublemaker,” Zhanna said with ajoyful laugh, and gave me ahug. "They cast you out, and you
keep making trouble. Tamar was not the only Alashi who didiked the rule about not freeing daves. But
the two you've sent could have been born Alashi; this has given strength to those who want usto free
Danibeki daves more often. Uljas wants to form an army, a strong army. And we've heard the
Pendopelans are moving againgt us."

"| think they are," | said. "They want to wipe you out. They want your karenite; they're dmost out of their
own, or 0 they say. Sll, it'sthe foundation of everything they do. Without it the Sisterhood is nothing.”

"Will you be sending us more daves?'



"l hope 0. But not until spring.”

"Lauria" The dream was fading, and Zhanna grabbed my hand with al her strength, asif she could keep
mefrom leaving. "Y ou are the gate. Y ou were chosen. | believe you cannot fail at your task, so draw
your sword without fear."

| woke to daylight and Tamar shaking me. "Where were you? Where are you? We need to go. Nurzhan
brought awarning. Zivar meansto kill us both."

"Go where?" | scrambled out of bed, pulling my boots on, my coat. "It'swinter, it'ssnowing..."
"She'sgoing to hide us. Zivar will calm down soon.”

Down the gairs, into the servants quarters, through adoor, and down more stairs... therewasacdlar |
hadn't seen when I'd explored. Tamar had alamp; it flickered wildly, then settled as she put it on ashelf.
| looked around. We were under the kitchen; | could hear footsteps above our heads, and the voices of
the servants. The cellar was used for food storage. Sacks of flour, grain for the horses, carrots,
cabbages, rice... Therewere clay jarsin the corner that probably held wine or spirits of wine. Another
shelf of jars probably held honey.

"Shewon't think to look here?' | asked. "I'd look here, if | were Zivar." | looked around. "And there's no
way out."

"Yesthereis,” Tamar said. She opened acabinet againgt the wall; the sounds from the kitchen abruptly
grew much louder. "This cabinet goes up, if you pull on arope from the kitchen. It's how they get the
heavy things up and down. If Zivar comes down, we jump in and go up.”

"Shewon't notice?'

"It'swhat Nurzhan suggested, and | didn't have any better ideas.”
"The stable?'

"That'sthe first place shell look.”

"Maybe we should just leave. .."

"It'ssnowing hard, and the temperatureis dropping.”
"Maybetie her upin asheet?'

"If it comesto that, | think they will, but they'd rather just hide us. Don't argue, Lauria; they know what
they'redoing.”

"Yeah." Hearing my red name from Tamar made methink of Zivar listening from her bed, however
sheld managed that—djinni, servants, some secret Persan magic left over from her daysasadavegirl, |
had no idea. | wondered if shewaslistening to us now, and al this sneaking around and hiding was a
farce. They know what they're doing. If anyone here knew what they were doing, it was the servants. If
anyone could trust them, it was Tamar. If they wanted me dead, they'd have separated the two of us...

Tamar blew out the lamp and we sat down in the darkness, our backs to the open cabinet, listening to the
voices of the servantsin the kitchen.

Sitting in the darkness, | began to fed jittery. | found myself thinking about the day Zivar had dragged me
outsideto learn to fly. Running as hard and asfast as | could sounded strangely appedling. | stood up,



shifting from foot to foot. "Do you need to relieve yoursd f?' Tamar whispered.

"No. | need... | don't know. | need to movealittle.,” The floor was hard stone, very quiet; so long as|
didn't knock over acask of wine my steps should be soundless. | groped my way to thewall and felt my
way dongit, just to be able to pace. Three stepsin each direction. It wasn't enough. | tried jumping up
and downin place. It felt like| had akettle of boiling water insde my heart, with nowhere for the water
to splash asit bubbled out of the spout, and no one to take the kettle off thefire. | sat back down and
tried to steady mysdlf, but found my thoughts racing. Calm down, | told mysdlf, but it didn't help.

"Lauria" Tamar whispered, and closed her hand gently over my wrigt. "Come here.”

She drew me againgt her and had me lie down with my head in her lap. "Think of theriver," she said.
"The snow will begin to melt soon; think of the Arys, of the snowdrifts turning to the spring flood." She
ran her fingersthrough my hair, stroking my scap and my templeswith her fingertips. "Think of thewhite
foam on the water, the branches caught in the rush, the sound of the snow beginning to drip..."

| could seeariver in my mind'seye, but it wasn't the Arys at spring flood. It was the Jaxartes—the Syr
Darya—its bonds cut asif with asword, crashing down from the mountains and into the dry riverbed.
The sky was a cloudless blue, but the rush of water sent a cloud of water up to the sky like smoke from a
wildfire. As they flowed once.

Tamar was il whispering, her hand warm and comforting against my face. Draw your sword without
fear, Zhanna had told me. Why stop at slaves? | will free the rivers, both of them. They were hound;
they can he unbound. It was done; it can be undone. Thisis my task, thisis what | was born for, to
find the spell-chain that Zivar described and free the djinni within it. Zivar thinksit could be
remade, but she doesn't realize how scarce karenite is becoming. Besides, if the rivers returned,
people would bdieve that they were free. They would rise up against the Greeks—slaves and
Alashi together.

| felt aswell of eation, asif the task were aready completed, even though | had not the faintest idea how
| would do this, where to begin, how to even find the spell-chain that bound the Syr. It seemed perfectly
clear, however, that Zhannawas right. | was chosen, | couldn't fail, so why not set my sights on the
ultimate god? | settled back againgt Tamar, willing to wait, just for now. Spring was coming. | would free
Prax, | would find Thais. It would &l work out because | could not fall.

Tamar suddenly went rigid, her hand freezing against my hair. | could hear someone's feet above us, quite
close. "Into the cabinet,” Tamar whispered, and | scrambled in after her. We had to pull our knees up
againgt our cheststo fit in; Tamar swung the door shut, and then we were going up, up, and when the
door opened again we were in the kitchen. "Hurry," someone whispered as we scrambled out.

"Which way?' Tamar asked bresthlesdy.

"Thedable..." We darted to follow, but ashimmering light abruptly blocked our way. "Shit," the woman
muttered and fell back astep from us asif to distance herself from our doom.

Zivar good in the doorway to the kitchen, her eyes alight and an unsheethed knife in her hand. "And this
iswhy they say that a sorceress should have a family," she spat, striding toward us. " Someone she can
trust.”

The servants bowed their heads and avoided her eyes. Some of them edged away from the knife.

"Instead, | have ahouse of spiesand liars.”



Nurzhan appeared in the doorway, her face anxious. "My lady,” she said. "What's going on?"'

"Areyou hereto pretend to me that you didn't know? To speak to me soothingly, lock me somewhere
safe, tell metha it'sdl thefever taking?”

Nurzhan approached her hesitantly, keeping awary eye on the knife. "Wel, my lady, | don't know what
you're talking about, and whether it'sthe fever talking or your true heart, the fever's kept you from esting
much in days. What do you say to lunch?"' It seemed an absurd proposal, but Zivar seemed to be
consdering it. "Look, whatever you want to discuss can be discussed in the dining room—when was the
last time we even used the dining room?—and we can al have agood med. Then if you decideto
execute dl of usweéll go out with afull somach.”

"Assoon as| put down my knife youll be after me with a sheet to force meto bed.”

"Wl let'sthink about this. Maybe you can Sit at one end of the table, where no one can reach you
before you can pick your knife back up, and Xanthe and Tamar can sit at the other end.”

"Her nameisn't Xanthe, it's Lauria™

"It's agreed, then." Nurzhan nodded to some of the other servants, who hastily began to carry food and
dishesinto the dining room.

The dining room had probably not been used in years, but it wasimmaculate and well kept by Zivar's
servants. One had already spread out a cloth, and another was setting out plates and bowls and serving
meat and cheese and bread. Zivar settled into an armchair at the opposite end, her back to awall, and
maintained avigilant grip on her knife until her med was served. | wondered if the servants could wrestle
away the knifefrom her if they were truly determined to do so. If she were threatening one of them,
they'd probably be more inclined to take the risk. Tamar and | sat at the other end of the table, well
out of reach, and Nurzhan and afew other servants clustered in the doorway. "Eat your food," Nurzhan
whispered to us.

Tamar tucked into her food; | ate afew nervous bites. Zivar was also eating, awary eye on the rest of
us. No one said anything for severa minutes.

"Now then," Nurzhan said. "Did you have plansfor the afternoon, my lady? Shopping, perhaps, or
planning an improvement to the house?"

"Killingthe spies” Zivar said. "And anyone who triesto stop me."
"We're not spies," Tamar said.

"Oh, you pretend to be outcast Alashi, to be a couple of fugitives, but | have earsin alot of places. A
great number of places, and so | know al about your little arrangement with the Sisterhood. Y ou're
trying to trgp me. Y ou probably think you have trapped me."

"Wheat little arrangement? | honestly don't know what you're talking about,” | said.

"Of courseyou're going to say that. What are you going to say? 'Why yes, Zivar, we were sent here by
the Sisterhood to lure you into exposing yoursdf..." "

"Ligtento me, Zivar," | said. "If the Ssterhood wanted you dead, they wouldn't waste their time getting
you to expose yourself. They hold your spell-chains. They could arrange for someone to accidentally free
one of the djinni so that it came back through and killed you. They don't care about your secret because
you're useful to Ligela Y ou said yoursdlf she can have you make spdll-chains that she knows will be at



risk, because she doesn't care whether you live or die.”

Zivar's hand tightened on her knife; her jaw clenched. "Then what are you doing here?

"We cameto Casssiato find adave.”

"And why did you smash your own spell-chain, you foolish, stupid girl? What were you thinking?'

"I wasthinking that | never want to endave anyone, ever again, and that the djinni deserve freedom as
much asyou or meor Tamar."

"Youreassentimentd asalittlegirl.”

"Y es, you're probably right.”

Shethought it over. "No, this makes no sense.”
"What doesn't make sense?’

"I know that you are Kyross daughter,” she said. "Ligeiagpoke of alLauria, and it was clear from the
description that she meant you."

Tamar choked on her mest and | dmost spit amouthful of wine back into my cup. "Ah," Zivar said. " This
istrue, if nothing eseis. You are the daughter of Kyros."

"Bagtard daughter,” | said, setting my cup down very carefully. "The child of hismigtress, aformer
favored dave”

"Then why does Ligeiathink that you work for him?*
"Because Kyrosislying to her, | guess, or esel'velied to him better than | thought.”
"Who is Kyros?'

"Y ou know I'm his daughter but you don't know who heis?" | shook my head, considered lying, then
shrugged and said, "He's the commander of the military garrison at Elpisia, near the northern border. |
was supposed to go infiltrate the Alashi. Y ou correctly guessed that we were cast out. Now I'm dodging
hisdjinni.”

"What did you do to the first two?"
"l don't know what you're talking about."

"That'sit,” Zivar said, and she snatched up the knife and launched hersdf a me. "I'm going to cut your
lying throat."

She knocked me backward in my chair to the floor; my head knocked against the wall and my earsrang
from the impact. | brought up my knee, kicking her ashard as| could. Tamar leapt onto her like an angry
dog, biting down on her wrigt in an attempt to dow her arm.

Despite Tamar, | felt the knife score my shoulder; Zivar's breasth was hot in my face, her eyes utterly wild.

Then she was off me, in the hands of the servants, the knife clattering to the ground. " Spies—liars—"
Zivar shouted, struggling. The servants pinned Zivar against the wall. Someone had a sheet and they were
binding her init, pinning her arms, her legs. She screamed like they were hurting her, though they had a



practiced air and | doubted that they bound her tighter than was necessary. Tamar watched with horror.
Zivar writhed asthey carried her away, gill screaming.

"Wadl," Nurzhan said, as Zivar's cries faded. "That was unpleasant. Y ou're leaving in the spring, aren't
you? 1 think having strangers around makes it more likely that her fevers make her violent, rather than
making her want to dressdl her servantsin velvet or buy fifty perfectly matched white horses." She
shook her head and returned to her work.

We went back to our own room; Tamar sent for water and a soft cloth to bandage the cut Zivar had |eft
on my shoulder. We didn't expect to hear anything from Zivar for atime, but afew hours later one of the
servants knocked on the door. " Zivar wantsto speak to you," she said to me. "She will not be refused.

She's bound, so she can't harm you." She gestured, and it was clear that thiswas an order, not arequest.

| hadn't seen Zivar's bedroom before. It was chaotic, despite the best efforts of the servants, with stacks
of books and hegps of clothing. | wondered how much of the mess camejust from the last day. Zivar lay
on her sde on the bed, her face flushed, her body wrapped in the sheet like afly in aspiderweb. "Tell me
onething,” she said. "Kyros. Will he misuse my spdll-chain? Will he be the death of me?”

"Hewon't forget he can't have hisdjinni commit murder,” | said. "Ever. That's not Kyros."
"But," Zivar said. "1 hear a but intheway you say that."

"But if the Weavers order him to have one of the djinni kill someone, risking death himself to kill you and
commit the assass nation—he would probably do it."

"Ah." Shesmiled fantly. " Probably."

"The pendtiesfor misusing aspell-chain are severe. He would want some sort of assurance that they
wouldn't turn on him once heéd served astheir tool."

"Awieman."
"Were you going to try to take away my spell-chain, if I'd completed it?"

"Only if you were stupid and let me do it. No, | have two pieces of karenite right now. | was going to try
to get you to make me aspell-chain. | was planning to try to persuade you to do it, but I'd have given
you apiece for yoursdf if I'd had to. Now..." She blew out her breath. "Not likely, you silly girl."

"Weasthat dl?'

She shifted alittlein her binding, striving for amore comfortable postion. | wasn't sure whether to offer
to help her move hersdlf, or just to keep my distance. ™'Y ou have been reading Photioss | etters to me, or
0| heard."

"L etters—oh yes, the travelogue.”

"As he hastime, he explores new lands, looking for new trade goods. Alas, when he findsinteresting
things he seldom has the ready cash to buy them for me."

"| thought he was looking for a place for you to retire to."

"Wadll, that, too. But it's quite hard. If it'sfar enough from the Sisterhood that | could go and not be
found, the languages are all foreign and the people rather barbaric.” She sighed. "And no matter how far |
went, theré's dways the spell-chains | made..."



"Why can't you have one of your own djinni snatch them back before you left?"

"They're no better at finding spell-chains than finding people. Besides, if you let an aeriko touch
soul-stone, sometimes they find adoor back to where they came from, and..." She blew once, gently, as
if chasing away afeather. "Gone."

"So why do you hideit so carefully? Why thelock, the guard... ?'

"Well, you never know." She paused. "Would you like to read more of Photioss etters? | will trade.”
"Trade what?"

"Y our own gtories of landsfar away, for him to go look for."

"I don't know of any."

"Sureyou do. Y ou must. Everyone does. Y ou heard them from your mother, from soldiers, from
traders." Her voice turned coaxing. "Think it over. Y ou can take one of the letters with you now; they're
stacked by the window." Sure enough, there was apile of books on atable, dl in that cramped
handwriting. | chose one with adusky green cover. "Think about it, and come back when you have
thought of one."

| nodded and tucked the book under my arm.

"Send in Nurzhan asyou leave," she said, so when | passed Nurzhan on the sairs| told her that Zivar
wanted her.

Back with Tamar, | leafed through the book, squinting at pages. "Have you ever heard stories about
placesalong way away?' | asked. "Zivar wantsto hear them." On that journey, Photios had found aman
who spoke alittle Greek, badly, who had served as his guide. They'd seen amazing creatures. huge
striped cats so big they could eat a human, and giant gray animalswith noseslike long ropes that they
could coil and uncoil like we might grip with our hands. It had gotten unbearably hot while Photios was
there, and then rained so hard he thought they were dl going to drown.

"I've heard stories about aland with no night,” Tamar said.
"That'simpossible” | said.

"Well, maybe. | heard it years ago from one of the kitchen daves, who claimed to have heard it from a
man who'd been there. A trader-explorer, like Photios. He was there for aweek, or so he thought—it
was hard to mark time without night, but they dept and ate each day, and that's how he counted—and
the sun never s&t. It did get alittledim at times.”

| shook my head. "I think he was pulling her leg.”
"Probably. But | bet Zivar would like the story. What's that sound?”

We paused and listened. 1t was coming from outside and was not wind, or the clatter of deet hitting our
shutter. It was atap, tap, tap, quite steady.

"Thaw," Tamar bregthed. "The snow ismelting. It'sfindly amaost spring.”

CHAPTER TEN



In one of Zivar's|etters from Photios, he described a pretty land, somewhere south of us, where spring
arrived in asingle decisive burst. The snow melted away, the migratory birds returned, the flowers
bloomed. Here, there was a thaw, then afreeze when al the melted snow hardened overnight into pure
ice. There were more snowstorms, and more melts. Then there were days of rain, which finaly dacked
off, and the muddy hillsturned green. The days grew longer.

Tamar and | argued, as spring advanced, about what to do. She still thought selling meinto davery inthe
minewas ahorribleides; | fill hadn't thought of anything better. At her indgstence, we both tried to spesk
to Prax, in dreams, but couldn't find him on our own. If | were going to speak to him, it would have to be
for redl, face-to-face.

With thefirgt thaw, travelers began to pass through Cassela again—first atrickle, then aflood, like the
melting snow. Tamar and | decided to wait until the mud had dried out abit. "If we need some money,
we could sdll the packhorse,” Tamar said.

"| think we need the horse more."

"We need away to feed the other horses,” Tamar said. "And oursalves. Money for bribes might be
nice..."

"We can let the horses forage, since were not in as much of ahurry.”
"Y eah, well, what are we going to est?"

"Oh, I don't know..." | shrugged; the spring wind brought the scent of wet mud through the window, and
it made it hard to think of anything other than getting onto the road again. "Do what you think isbest."

| went out to exercise the horses. When | returned, | heard a voice coming from the open door to our
room as | approached from the hall. Some instinctive nosiness from my days as Kyross spy made me
dow and soften my step, to listen in. "—whether she'sinterested or not,”" a voice was saying. Nurzhan, |
thought it was. "If she'swith you, then excdllent. If not, we till want you."

"I don't think | understand what you want me for" Tamar said.
"For our Sisterhood,” Nurzhan said.

Another servant spoke. " Sorceresses do not run their households very well. The camest and most logical
sorceress il has days when she would throw herself down from the high tower if someonetook her up
there”

"Think how they run their Empire,” Nurzhan said.

"We have control over Zivar," the other servant said. "We take care of her, and she serves us. That'sthe
natural order of things. There should be aruler, and the Weavers should serve her, and should be taken
careof when..."

"...when they'retoo crazy to be trusted with aglass of tea, let alone an Empire," Nurzhan finished.
"That'sthe naturd order we're working to restore.”
"You." Tamar'svoice was frankly disbelieving. ™Y ou expect meto believe..."”

"It was actualy Zivar'sidea, some years ago," Nurzhan said. "We think she'sforgotten about it, though."



"Everything hasto start somewhere. The Sisterhood started with Penelope, and her apprentices..."
"Right," Tamar said.

"We have many friends," Nurzhan said. "Were not done."

"Think it over," the other servant said.

"Why approach me, and not Lauria?'

"She'soneof them, now."

"BUE—"

"You'll see" Nurzhan said. " She seems perfectly fine right now, but in afew weeks, afew
months—fever, melancholia. Y ou'll haveto take care of her.”

It won't happen, | told myself.

"Inany case, you're one of us. Y ou have been one of usdl winter. Lauria, well, she camewith you, so if
she wantsto be part, we'll accept her.”

"What do you want from me?"

"To carry theword.”

"Weretrying to free daves, not recruit them for your plot.”

"The servants we speak of don't want to join the bandits. Surely you've met afew..."

| thought of Zarina. She would be in her element in the home of a lone sorceress. Tamar may have
thought of her, too, because | heard her murmur reluctant assent amoment later.

"Think it over,” Nurzhan said. | could hear the sound of someone standing up, and | dipped swiftly back
down the gtairs, so that | could pretend that | wasjust coming up and had overheard nothing. | saw
Nurzhan and the other servant coming out as | approached; they gave me a bare glance and a courteous
smile, and | knew that if | hadn't overheard | wouldn't have suspected anything.

| waited that afternoon to see if Tamar told me anything about her conversation that afternoon. She
didn't. She told me nothing that night, either, and nothing a breakfast, though she was quiet, her face

thoughtful.

When | wasworking for Kyras, this sort of information would have been squirreled away. | never would
have told the person I'd overheard that I'd overheard her, though | would have taken careful note of
whether or not she'd come clean to me, al sothat | could report asfully as possible to Kyroswhen | was
done. Gathering information for myself was harder. | redized that | didn't care whether Tamar was going
to tell me on her own—I just wanted to know what she thought of the proposa. "Hey," | blurted out after
an implacable Nurzhan brought our breskfast and |eft again. "'l overheard you yesterday.”

Tamar quickly pasted alook of surprised innocence over her features, then shrugged and dropped the
pretense. "I thought as much. Y ou've had this expectant air ever snce."

"S0... what do you think?'

"Areyou asking whether | want to join their 'ssterhood,’ or just what | think?”



"l guess| just want to know what you think."

"Well, they're right that sorceresses are an intemperate lot. If it weren't for the magic, they never could
have created and held an Empire. Then again, if it weren't for the magic, they wouldn't be, well..." She
threw up her handsin ashrug. "'l thought about it dl night. But | guessthefactis, | fill fed Alashi, even
though we walked away. And what servesthe Alashi better? A fractious, weak council running the
Empire that threstens them? Or someone like Nurzhan?'

"Would Nurzhan have the sense not to invade Alashi territory?!
"If she needed karenite to feed her pet sorceress..."
"She could buy it from the Alashi with alot lesstrouble.”

"Perhagps. But I'm not certain of that. The Sisterhood is dependent on karenite; without it, there are no
more spell-chains, no more magic. Evenif they had aformd truce with the Alashi, you can't let your
enemy control something you need that badly. The Alashi can never trust the Sisterhood, or anyone who
relies on the Sisterhood. Not unlessawhole lot of karenite suddenly turnsup in Persia”

"l can't imaginethat they haven't looked for it there.”

"Meaeither."

"S0... no. I'mnot joining.”

| Sghed, feeling both alittle disappointed and alittle rdieved.

"But | think | may ask them for more information, because who knows, it might be useful.”

Tamar did not invite me down to the kitchen with her when she went to have onefina chat with Nurzhan,
s0 | followed afew minutes|later, planning to eavesdrop.

But as| passed the recelving room, | heard a hiss and turned to see Zivar. "Come for awalk with me,"
shesaid, so | put on my boots and we went out.

The city streets were paved with stones, but still covered with alayer of dick mud. Here and there |
could spot patches of dirty snow. "Thewallsof my house have ears” Zivar said after alittlewhile. "'l
wanted to talk privately. No, not about the conspiracy.” She glanced at me, her eyebrow tilted up; |
knew | looked surprised. "Of course | know about the Servant Sisterhood. | have ears, too, and they
don't dways know that I'm listening. They'reright, in asense. The Sisterhood makesfor astrange
empire. No, | don't care about that. | want to negotiate with the Alashi.”

"For karenite?'

"That would be part of the arrangement, of course. | want to ask for shelter with them. Asylum. | want
them to protect me from the Sisterhood, and in exchange my aerikaand | will serve them.”

"That would..." | tried to imagine making this offer to the eldress. "That would be a very strange
arrangement. Some of them worship the djinni."

"Don't most worship Prometheus and Arachne?!
"Yes, but..." My words stumbled to astop. "Wdll, they might take you up onit, | suppose. Maybe."

"Will you negotiate as my representative? | do not wish to go there unless | have promises of safety.”



"Um, that would be hard.” | found mysdlf flushing. "Y ou wereright, | was cast out. Y ou might ask
Tamar... though shethrew her lot inwith me..."

"Ah." Zivar gave me ashrewd look. "Well, then. | suppose thiswas arather useless conversation.”
"Send your man," | said. "The one who explores. They're dways happy to see merchants.”

"Ha. Photios, you mean? | suppose | could send him. | don't exactly trust him."

"Do you trust me?'

"Youand | areof akind. You have seen the borderland, and heard the singing of the aerika. Y ou aren't
Greek, and you're outcast from the Alashi. Two mice, passing through aforest full of owls."

"There are more than two micein the world, though.”
"Y es, true enough. So, green mice, then. The only two green mice in the world.”
"So far aswe know."

"Yes. Wdll, snceyou can't go to the Alashi for me, perhaps you can keep your eyes open for green
mice. Y ou never know what you'l find, until you look for it."

The day we departed, Zivar and al her servants came out to see us off. Zivar gave me asmal book of
paper bound with lesther. "Y ou can write, aswell asread, | assume? Then asafavor, it would please me
agreat ded if you would write descriptions of anywhere particularly interesting you should happen to
travel. It is possible to have packages delivered through the Sisterhood of Weavers—the Temple of
Athenain any large city can arrangeit. | would bein your debt. It can be convenient, to have a sorceress
inyour debt.” | bowed, and took the book. "I should add, packages sent through the Sisterhood are
sometimes examined.”

"l will be discreet in any messages| send,” | said.

Zivar turned to Tamar. "l really do wish you the best,” Tamar said to her, before she could say anything.
"I hope you have enough spell-chains soon."

Zivar nodded alittle hesitantly, then withdrew to her house. The stable hands brought out our horses,
they were ready, our belongings |oaded.

"Think about what | said,” Nurzhan whispered to Tamar, and opened the door.

It was strange to be on the road again, with our string of horses. We had to travel dowly just to give
ourselves a chance to get used to the saddle again. "'l could use some of Maydan'ssave," Tamar
muttered our first day.

We stopped to rest at the inn where everyone el se had gotten sick, though we didn't eat any food.
Instead, | put alittle bit of the stew into aleather pouch, thinking that | would bring it with us. No one got
sck that night, but if it was|eft to spoil... But after acouple of days, it smelled terrible and attracted
swarms of flies. | ended up throwing away the entire pouch. | till thought that poison was agood plan,
but | wasn't carrying rotting mesat the whole way up to the mine.



"Maybe we can find adiseased animal and sl it to the guards for food,” Tamar suggested once we'd | eft
the stink behind us.

"How would we know that they wouldn't feed it to the davesingtead of edting it themselves?If it were
obvioudy sck..."

"Therearewaysof hiding sckness..."

"How suspicious would that be, though, to walk up and knock on their door to sell alamb?
"Well, if we posed as merchants, with alot of different Suff..."

"Likedaves?'

"Shut up about it, Lauria, dl right?1'm not going to sdll you. We could have alot of stuff, including
livestock, and then throw in the sick lamb as a gift at the end to close the dedl, 'for anice dinner tonight.'
Then be sure not to eat any ourselves, wait until everyone goes down sick, and raid. | think poisonisa
good idea; we just need to think of the best way to doit.”

"What if we can't find asick lamb? And what if it doesn't make anyone sick?'

"Well, you know, that would be amuch worse problem if we started this by selling you to the mine. If it
doesn't make anyone sick, we go away, wait amonth, then come back with another round of thingsto
sl We can do it twice, threetimes, as many times asit takes to make everyoneill."

"They're asuspicious bunch.”

"Yeah, well, let me know if you think of a better plan—and selling you into davery isnot it,” Tamar said.
"I want to free Sophoss davesfirgt, anyway."

"That's because you don't trust this plan to work. Y ou want Sophoss daves free in case the mine guards
get suspicious and kill usboth.”

"Yeah, well, that'strue, so | hope you think up a better plan between now and when we go to the mine."
"How are you going to free Sophoss daves?'

"I'm going to talk to Jaran. Actuadly, what | would redlly liketo do ishave both of ustak to Jaran. Do
you think we can try that tonight?'

| shrugged. | hadn't tried to go to the borderland, on purpose, sncethe night I'd visited Zhanna. It hadn't
plunged me into darkness like the day 1'd tried to bind the djinn, but | couldn't shake the sensethat I'd
just gotten lucky that time. "l guesswe cantry,” | said. "Tonight, then."

We camped that night. | had expected our yurt to smell mildewed from itswinter folded up in acorner,
but it welcomed us with the scent of wool and woodsmoke. We made oursalves porridge for dinner over
our campfire, and then settled down under our mound of blankets. It might be spring during the day, but
nightswere till cold. "Thiswill be easy if we go to deep touching,” Tamar said, so we shuggled againgt
each other. "Don't worry about finding Jaran. | think | can get both of you. Just try to Stay in the
borderland when you get there.”

The borderland was quiet tonight; | felt asif | stood on the very edge of rippling water, unable to move
away but desperate not to get wet. | wasaone: no Tamar, no Zhanna, and thankfully no Kyros. Don't
think of him; it might draw you together . | thought of Tamar instead, and after amoment that



stretched for what seemed like aweek of nights, | found myself standing in Sophoss harem, with Tamar
and Jaran. Tamar clasped my hand, and his, holding usin place with raw concentration. "Were coming,”
she said to Jaran. "If you and the others would be free, we can get you to the Alashi.”

"How will we bresk out?'

"Can you think of away?' Tamar asked.

"Kill Sophos," | suggested.

"And hisguards?"

"Y ou outnumber them.”

"They have wegpons."

"We can't free you without your help,” Tamar said.

There was a pause.

"It'sgoing to take ustimeto get to Helladia," | said.

"Weeksdtll," Tamar said.

"I can kill Sophos,” Jaran said. "But I'm not sure what to do next. What about his guards?’
"Wel, think of something,” Tamar said. Thingswere fading around us. "WEéll tak again soon..."

Tamar groused about Jaran as we rode the next morning. " So he doesn't know what to do after hekills
Sophos. And | should? How am | supposed to know what he should do next?

"Should hefreehimsdf?'

"Were meeting him halfway! We can get him to the Alashi! | think | could breek just Jaran out without
help from theinsde, but to get the rest out..."

"Wadl, it'snot like we can go in and work ontheinsdelike | did to get Burkut,” | said. "Either of us
would be recognized.”

"True enough.” Tamar sighed. "In fact, just the thought of being near Helladiamakes me queasy. I'm
afrad somehow... well."

"I know."

"Butif | haveto..." Tamar straightened up. "I want to get them out, al of them. | am going to get them
out, even Aidan, even Meruert's baby."

"Boradai?' Boradai was the elderly woman who acted as housekeeper and mistress, keeping the daves
inline

"Ugh." Tamar wrinkled her face. "Boradai... | don't know."
"She should be sold to a sorceress. Sheld like Nurzhan'sidea.”

"Ha. If only we could somehow get her on our side. She'd probably be an asset to Nurzhan's conspiracy,
they could send her to some sorceress who needed afirm hand. But she's happy with the power she has,



and clingstoit like you'd cling to your shelter in astorm.”
"Does she have aweskness? A soft Sde?’

"Boradal?"

"A child?'

"No, she's barren.”

"A lover?'

"N—yes, actually. Or maybe, once. | heard rumors.”

"A man, or awoman?"

"A man; that'swhy she knows she's barren. They were separated, oh, at least ten years ago. Well before
| cameto livethere."

"Why were they separated?”

"It was astrange story." Tamar spread out her fingers againgt her horse's withers, thinking hard. "I didn't
meet him, remember, | had it in bits and pieces from the other daves. Boradal was aharem dave hersdlf,
along time ago—not for Sophos but for some predecessor of hisin the post. When she was il fairly
young, though, there was an outbreak of smallpox, and she survived but was badly scarred.”

"So then what?'

"Aidan has dways hoped to win her freedom with her beauty. If Boradai had such hopes, they were
shattered, of course. But she gtill knew how to dance, and various other arts, if you catch my meaning.
And she had no desire to be put to work in the kitchen. So as she recovered from her illness she made
hersdf useful in the harem, teaching dance and so on. And eventualy she was put in charge of that, and
of other things."

"What about the lover?'

"Oh, yes. Wdll, she's ugly, you know, and | don't know why any man would fal in love with her
persondlity, soit's not like she would exactly have her pick. Still, there was aman who worked around
the household fixing things that broke, and somehow they fdl inlove™

Tamar'stonewas S0 disbelieving | felt | had to offer Boradai at least asmall defense. "Lovecanbea
myderiousthing.”

"Apparently sheld break stuff that held have to fix, to spend timewith him." Tamar shook her head again.
"Anyway, one night there was an escape, and it turned out that Boradal hadn't stopped it because she
wasin her lover'sarms. There was speculation that the lover had distracted her on purpose, but Sophos
must not have thought so because the lover wasjust sold. He said that Boradai was quite useful inthe
harem, that she did an excellent job, and he didn't want her distracted, so he sold the lover and bought a
new daveto fix things. This one was repulsed by Borada's scars, and in any case| think shewas il
pining for her old lover."

"Whereis he, do you know?'

"l have no idea"



"Do you think Jaran would know?"
Tamar started to shake her head, then paused. "Who knows? I'll ask him. Tonight.”

"HisnameisAlisher,” Tamar said. "And hewas sold to an inn, actudly, in Elpisa. But | don't see how
thisisgoing to help us. If wefree him and bring him along, do you think Boradai isgoing to turnon
Sophos and help us out?"

"Maybe" | said.

"What's she going to be able to do that Jaran can't?' Tamar scratched her head. "1 mean, redlly, Lauria,
why are you worried about being nice to her? Boradai is as bad as any Greek."

"She'sdill adave”
"So? Evenif shewantsto befree, | wouldn't want heron my side.”
"Would you want Nurzhan? Boradai isthe Nurzhan of Sophoss household.”

"| suppose. But it's been over ten years! Do you redly think she even gtill cares about Alisher? He
probably has another lover by now. He probably has kids."

"If he does, well haveto think of something ese.”

Tamar shook her head, bemused. "Well, at least it should be easy enough to talk to him. We can just get
aroom at theinn. But it'sElpisa Y ou know haf the city."

"Not that many people,” | said, though my stomach churned at the thought of going back there again.

"Y ou know what would make sense?' Tamar said. "Y ou stay outside the city and I'll go in and get the
room. Tak to Alisher, seeif hewants out, whether he wantsto help us, and whether he still cares at al
about Boradai."

| hated the idea. "Stay outsde?”

"Y eah, you know, like | did last fdl, remember?'Y ou had all sorts of excusesfor leaving me behind.
Wéll, now you have agood reason to stay behind yoursdf. Maybe it's not haf the city, but how many
peoplein Elpisa would recognize you? Even pretending that Kyros didn't live there. Theres your
moather, right?"

"Yes'" | sad, my voicealittlefaint.
"Everyonein Kyross household. Some of the guards from the garrison. All your old neighbors..."
"I could pull ascarf over my face."

"Y ou're going to St in the common room of the inn with ascarf on your face? Y eah, that wouldn't be
congpicuous &t all .

"| could stay in our room..."
"Faceit, Lauria, you'd be more of ahindrance than ahelp.”

"Youreenjoyingthis" | sad.



"What doesit matter? I'm right."

| fell slent.

"I'mright,” Tamar said again, and | grunted reluctant assent.
we reached Elpisaafew weekslater, spring

When was well advanced. We found a conceded spot dong the old riverbed, and it occurred to me that
it had been almost exactly ayear since | had tracked Alibek to aspot much like the one we were hiding
in. The redlization made mejumpy.

Wed spent some time on the way up working on Tamar's appearance: new clothing, careful styling for
her now-shoulder-length hair. She dug the forgotten face paints out of my pack and painted her own
face, trying to look older. When she went into Elpisia she would be posing as a part Greek, part foreign
trader. | thought the results were mixed, but she definitely didn't look like arunaway dave anymore.
Looking her over, | was startled to redize that she was getting taler.

Now, in the late-afternoon sun, Tamar dismounted to give me aquick hug good-bye. "I'll talk to Alisher
tonight and come back tomorrow morning. I'm only going to break him out if | have an excellent
opportunity. Otherwise well figure something out. Thewall probably still needsfixing.”

"Probably."
"Sittight,” Tamar said. "No on€e's going to recognize me. I'll be back in lessthan aday.”
"I know." Tamar hesitated a moment longer, so | added, "Good luck.”

| tucked mysdlf down into the rocks and sat on afolded-up blanket. The horses drank from the trickle of
water where the river had run, then began to munch on the green vegetation that had grown in the spring
rains. It was al heartbreskingly familiar, and | tried not to think about how my entire old life lay beyond a
crumbling wall lessthan an hour'swak from where | was. It's not my old life. It's someone else's old
life. Someone | don't even like very much anymore.

Night came, and | dept, and dreamed.

Perhapsit was my nearnessto Elpisia, but | dreamed of my mother. Aswith some of my early dreams of
Kyros, | was uncertain whether we faced each other through our dreams, or if | was Smply dreaming of
her.

In the dream, | stood in the doorway of her apartment and she pulled meinside. "Lauria. Darling. Where
haveyou been?'

| stepped inside. "Mother..."
"Let metake your coat."
"Thereisnttime..."

"Theresall thetime we need. Shhh, shhh, Sit." She stopped tugging on my coat, and instead pushed me
gently into her chair and poured me teathat waited hot on the stove.

"IsKyros—" | glanced around wildly. "1 know that you are Kyross mistress. | know he's my father.
He—"



"I know you had afdling out, darling. Shhh, don't worry yoursef right now. HEs not coming.” She
poured hersdlf teaas well. "He had a very bad headache this afternoon and went home early. He has a
remedy hetakesfor his headaches, and it makes him deep very soundly. Too soundly to dream. He's
not coming. So St with meawhile

Theteaburned my lips. | set it down. "Will you come with me?* | asked.
"Come with you where?'
"Away from here. From Kyros."

"Where have you been, darling?' she asked. Her anxiousfingers plucked a my clothes. "1 knew you
would be gonefor awhile, but you vanished. Kyros stopped speaking of you, and | could tell by his
eyes something waswrong..."

"Kyroswon't hesitate to use you against me," | said. "He can't take you hostage right now because he
can't speak to me. He doesn't know where | am.”

"Where are you?'
"I can't tdll you, either. Kyroswould have it out of you."

My mother'slipstightened. ™Y ou should have morefaith in me," she snapped. "Y ou aremy child. |
would never betray you to Kyros."

"I'm not saying you'd go running to him, I'm just saying that he's a hard man to keep secretsfrom.”

"Well, you'reright about that. Still, you can trust me." My mother drained her teacup and said, "I'll tell
you something he doesn't want you to know. He taught me how to bring you here."

"What?'

"Hetaught methetrick. | know it now. He's been wanting me to do thisfor awhile now, but I've been
pretending to beadow learner.” She gave me asatisfied smile. "l think he's convinced I'll never get it.
But | waited; | knew some night he would have a headache and | would have my chance. And so it
happened.” She squeezed my hand. "Now, darling, tell me where you are. | just want to know that
youre safe”

"Aslong asKyros doesn't find me, I'm quite safe” | said, though thiswas ablatant lie.
"Darling. Come back to me, well go to Kyrostogether. I'm sure we can work thingsout. .."

"No!" My hands closed over her wrigts. "l can't. Listen, | cantell you everything that happened, but
you'll haveto promiseto leave. To come with me, somewhere safe, away from Kyros..."

"Where? To the Alashi? | have no wish to spend my life on horseback with the bandits. Tell me, darling,
do you think I would fit in there?'

| imagined Janiyas likely reaction to my mother. Would they try to make her join asword sisterhood for
the summer? Teach her to ride and fight? | pictured my mother holding a sword gingerly in her soft hands,
or learning to shoot abow. "No," | said. ™Y ou wouldn'."

"Well, that was afast answer," she said. "Where do you think you're going to take me, then?"

| wasdlent.



"If you don't know where you're going to take me, I'll stay here until you think of something. I've dways
fancied atrip to Penelopeia. If you'd like to take me there, | might go."

"But Kyros..."

My mother shook her head. "Kyrosis no threat to me. No! Don't interrupt me again. I've known Kyros
for over twenty years. Y ou may think you know Kyros, but I know Kyros. He might send you a
message that hell kill meif you don't come running back with your tail between your legs, but hell never
doit. Never."

She gave me akiss on the cheek. "Darling, | missyou. Come back to me. If you're close by | cantell you
whenitssdfe...”

"I'malong way away," | sad. "A long, long way. Hafway to Penelopeia.”
My mother sat back, her eyes sad. "Well, then," she said. "I do hope I'll see you again someday.”

| wanted to leave her with something, but | knew she would take the words | love you as a poor
subdtitute for 1'm coming home. | closed my eyes for amoment, remembering how | had summoned a
tent the last time Kyros had found mein my dreams. "1 have something for you," | said, and opened my
coat. Dozens of white rosestumbled out, filling the room with their sweet scent. Their soft petalsrose up
inacloud around both of us, and then | was awake, my pulse racing, waiting for Tamar'sreturn.

| saw Tamar coming at dawn—and to my shock, she had another person with her, an older man, his
graying hair toussled and dusty. Alisher. She waved when she saw me and turned briefly to
Alisher—telling him my name, | thought—and his eyes glinted alittle as he turned back to me.

"How did you get Alisher out?' | asked Tamar when she reached me.

"They sent him out on an errand right at dawn—a friend has a broken bucket-crank over hiswell, and
they offered Alisher's servicesto fix it." Alisher had awood box tucked under one arm, | noticed—his
tools.

"Did you arrange the broken crank?'
"No. He gets sent out to fix thingsalot.”

Alisher had graying hair covered in alayer of fine dust, rounded shoulders, and atired face. | looked him
over, wondering what he could ever have seen in Boradai; I'd found her ugly and frightening. "So, um,” |
said, trying to think of away to ask.

"We found each other lateinlife," he said with dow dignity.
"Right," | said, embarrassed by my own trangparency.

We mounted up. Alisher was tiff but more competent at riding than I'd feared. We set out toward
Helladia, casting nervous glances back, but there was no sign of pursuit yet.

Our trip to Helladiawas dower than we'd become accustomed to. Alisher never voiced complaint, but
his hands would go white as he gripped the edges of his saddle. Also, the horsestired faster with an extra
rider. Findly, we were out of grain for them, and had to alow them plenty of timeto forage.

| grew agitated as we rode, and our Sow pace seemed nearly intolerable. | dismounted afew timesto



run ahead; eventually | aways had to stop to catch my breeth, and Tamar and the others would catch up
with me. Alisher'slook was alittle bemused and allittle scornful; Tamar looked worried.

Whenever | had to pause to catch my breath, | would find myself thinking about Sophos. No one will
lay a hand on you. | will not forget again, my lady. | shuddered, remembering the way the drugged
wine had made me clumsy. Sophos's swest, the grunting noise hed made. The knife, for a moment,
within my grasp. He won't escape me thistime. | tasted bile for amoment and swallowed hard.

| had threatened Sophos at the time. Kyroswill kill you. I'm going to tell him | want you castrated
first. I'd believed with al my heart that Kyroswould take bloody retribution against Sophos. He hadn'.
That had been one of the locusts that had eaten away my trust for Kyros. And | don't regret it. This
way I'll get to kill Sophos myself.

"How arewe going to do this?' Tamar asked me aswe settled down the first night. "We've got Alisher
now, so... do you want meto try to send a message to Jaran?'

"I wasthinking maybe I'd go in when we got there,” | said. "During the night, of course, and climbinto
find her." And then find Sophos...

"I'll tell Jaran,” Tamar interrupted. "He can tell her, and see what she says."

Tamar spoke with Jaran, in the borderland; Jaran spoke with Boradai. ("Tell him not to, you know, bait
her," | said, onceit was clear that Tamar was set on not sending meinto find her. "Hée'snot anidiot,
Lauria" shesaid.) We moved in toward Helladia during the day. Two hours ridefrom itswalls, we
found alovely placeto hide. In avaley in the hills between Elpisaand Hdladia, we found acave large
enough to conceal even our horsesif we wanted to bring them in with us. The brush wasthick and you'd
have to be askilled tracker even to know we were down there. Fortunately, it was warm enough now
that we wouldn't freeze to desth without afire.

Tamar shook me awake partway through the night. " ou wereright,” she said.
"About what?"'
"Boradai. Jaran saysto go outsde and wait somewhere visible; she's going to send amessage.”

My curiosity warred briefly with my distrust for Boradai, and then | started to leave the cave. Tamar
caught my arm and | shook her off. "I'll go out by mysdlf,”" | said. "Y ouwait here. | think | want to bea
little way away from you and Alisher, in caseit'satrick.”

| came out of the cave and made my way up from the brush, to an outcropping of rock. The moon was
up and nearly full. It was agood night for an escape, | thought. The air was crigp and cool thistime of
night, but | could smell the day's heat seeping out of the rocks around me.

And there: the messenger intheair. "Djinn," | said. "Who sent you?"

"The holder of the chain,” it said. | thought | was going to have to drag out a description, but it added,
"Thewoman caled Borada. Areyou Tamar?"

"No, I'm afriend of hers. Did she send us amessage”?”'

"Yes. Hereiswhat she said: 'Tell them that we are ready, and there is no one within these walls to hinder
our escape. All the guards within the walls are dead, but there are many more guards outside. Now



what? "

Now what? The djinn waited. No one to hinder our escape... | wondered if they'd killed everyone
within. No time to ask. The djinn could bring them out easilly enough, but it would be best not to attract
too much attention. "Tell Boradai this," | said, and cleared my throat, arranging my disordered thoughts
ascarefully as| could. " 'Boradal, you have a spell-chain, and adjinn at your disposal. Tell the djinnto
follow my ingtructions. | will have it construct a padanquin like a sorceresswould use, and send it to you
with the palanquin. Have the daves get into the palanquin and the djinn can carry it back out. The guards
will seethe palanquin and assumeit's a sorceress visiting Sophos. But be warned, if you try to save
yoursalf but not the rest of the daves, Tamar and | will make you regret it." | nodded, and the djinn
vanished. Now for a palanquin, | thought.

"A pdanquin?' Alisher said in frank disbdlief when | scrambled back down to the cave. "It'snot
something you just throw together!”

"Withadjinn..."
"Maybe you can haveit go stedl one," Tamar said, her voice alittle doubtful.
"I'd rather not,” | said. "The sorceress might send djinni of her own to come looking.”

It was back. "Boradal has sent meto you," it said. "She saysto do whatever you ask, other than to day
someone.”

"Hrgt, find meawagon,” | said. "Just beyond the windward wall of Elpisathereisaplace wherethe
army leavesthingsthat are broken past repair. Find me awagon, or something like it—a big box made of
wood. Big enough to hold twenty peopleif they're crammed in tight. Sturdy enough thet it won't fal apart
intheair. If you see one, pick it up and bring it to me, and et it carefully on the ground over there. If you
don't see one, come right back here."

The djinn vanished, and we waited.
"Thisisnt goingtowork," Alisher said.
Then, inthe distance, we saw it. "The guardsin Hdlladiaare going to seeit,” he added.

"It'stoo dark," Tamar said. "Besides, we're along way from there, | don't think they'd seeit evenin

day-light."
"It'sgoing to drop it on our headd™
"No, that would go againg itsingructions..."

There was agreat crash and rattle as the djinn set the wagon down into the brush. | climbed up to
examineit. The boards were loose and the Sides were partialy rotted; the whedls, of course, weretotaly
useless. For our purposes, | thought it would serve. "Now we need fabric,” | said.

"It'snot going to look like a sorceresss palanquin,” Tamar said.
"It doesn't have to passfor one up close. It just hasto fool the guards who catch glimpses of it."
Tamar nodded thoughtfully. " Send the djinn back to Boradal," she said. " Shell be able to send uscloth.”

The djinn vanished with my message and | turned to Alisher. "What do you need to make thissafeto ride
in?1f itsbeing carried by adjinn?’



He inspected it—skeyptically, but after amoment he took out histools. "It's warped out of shape but
should hold together. I'll just knock afew boards back into place..."

The djinn returned with yards and yards of fine cloth. | unrolled it and wrapped the wagon; Alisher used
afew small fastenersto pin it into place. We mounted a couple of sapling treeslike tent poles at the
corners of the wagon, and pulled the fabric over the top like aroof. When we were done, it wasa
clumsy, bright thing, but from a distance—in the dark—it would pass as a pdanquin easlly.

"Right," | saidto the djinn. "Takethisto Boradai. If it hasto make multipletrips, it can—no one'sgoing
to get in the way when they think a sorceress isinvolved. Carry it gently and set it down carefully.”

The djinn whisked off the makeshift palanquin; watching it go, my doubts were camed. It was dark
enough that it was barely visible. Even once the sun came up, it would be atiny dot of vivid color upin
the sky, just like any other palanquin.

Wewaited.

And there it was, coming back. It touched down lightly and two dozen former daves ssumbled out, none
people | knew. No harem daves. Some looked like they were dressed for stable work, otherslike they
had worked in the kitchen. All were jJumpy and confused. "Tamar!" one of the women exclaimed,
spotting her. "Where have you been? What's going on?'

"What happened?' Tamar asked her.

"Boradai woke us up afew hours ago and herded usinto Sophos's dining room to keep an eye on us.
Borada had Sophos's spell-chain and she said we all needed to just Sit tight and she'd get us out of there.
And then she made us get into the wagon—" The woman clutched at Tamar'sarm in horror. "It was
carried by abound djinn, Athenasave usdl. But it didn't drop us, and herewe are.”

"| think it's going to take two moretrips,” Tamar said to me. "Can we send it right back?"

| nodded. "Go ahead,” | said to the djinn, and it picked up the palanquin, vanishing quickly from sight.
"Now what?' one of the daves was asking. "Now what are we supposed to do?"

"It'suptoyon,” | said. "If you could reach the Alashi safely, would you liketo join them?”

There was a pause, and one of the older stable hands asked softly, "Would they take me? At my age?"
"I don't think your age will matter,” Tamar said.

"I had abrother go to the Alashi, yearsago,” he said. "At least, | like to think he madeit."

"What if we don't want to?" asked the servant who'd known Tamar.

"What if we liked things the way they were?' asked another, her voice surly.

"They're never going to be the way they were," Tamar said. "Y ou're part of adaverevolt now, likeit or
not. But if what you redlly want isto be adave again, well, well see what we can do. And if you don't
want to join the Alashi, you could head south on your own and look for work. Just be careful, because if
you'rerecognized..."

Muittering. The palanquin was back. "Boradai is getting nervous,” reported one of the men as he climbed
out. "Shethinksone moretrip will do it."



No harem davesin thisload, either. We sent it back and waited.
"l wish I'd gonewith it,” Tamar muttered. "I hate waiting."

There was nothing for it, though. | looked at the eastern sky, wondering how close we were to dawn.
The horizon till looked dark to me, but it couldn't be that much longer. And once they're all here,
morning will be very close. So then what? Hide them all here through the day, or start straight
into the desert? WeE'll he pathetically easy to spot... | started trying to ca culate whether we could
have the djinn stedl one of the huge sky-boats used by merchant companies like the one Zivar backed.
With one of those, we could take everyone to the Alashi in onetrip.

There: the palanquin was returning. Everyonefell silent asit descended; it was overloaded, | redized
when | saw the sides bulging from misplaced elbows, and when it touched the ground one of the boards
split with a crack that made everyone jump. But the harem daves spilled out, dong with some strangers.
And last of dl, Boradai.

Shewasas ugly as| remembered, but her pockmarked face held vivid triumph. One hand clutched the
glittering pell-chain. She strode forward, looped the spell-chain around her neck, and said, Y ou'd
better not have lied about Alisher.”

He had been haf hidden behind the crowd of servants, now he stepped out shyly. They didn't rush into
each other's arms; he was too reserved for that, and she was too proud. But her eyes grew very soft, and
he swallowed hard. They clasped hands and did not let go.

Meanwhile, Tamar greeted the other harem daves. | remembered afew from my timethere: Jaran, the
shaman; Meruert, who now held aplump baby in her arms; Aidan, the old "favorite," who looked
bewildered and not entirely pleased at thisturn of events.

Jaran approached Tamar, afaint smileon hisface. "I have apresent for you," he said, and held out a
leather sack.

Tamar opened it and recoiled as she looked inside, then swallowed hard. "Lauria, I'd say thisisfor you,
too," she said, and upended it. Something roundish hit the ground with a soft thud; it took mea
disconcerted, horrified moment to redlize that it was Sophos's head. Sightless eyes open, mouth agape.

| sucked in my breath; my first reaction was smple horror and disgudt. It rolled toward me asit landed
and | jumped back a step, which made Jaran chuckle drily. | realized that | was shaking—not just my
hands, but my whole body. Dead, he's dead, he's dead. And | didn't get to kill him.

| looked up to meet Jaran's eyes. It was Jaran who killed him; that was why Jaran had had the privilege
of carrying the head to Tamar. Despite his snicker amoment ago, he was regarding me with curiosity and
at least ahint of respect. | was not Sophos's only victim, | thought, and wondered if Tamar regretted
not having been the oneto kill him. She's probably just glad that he's dead. I'm glad he's dead, foul
rapist that he was.

"Thank you for the gift,”" | said, and my voice was steady.

"Yourewelcome," Jaran said, and hislook now was alittle questioning. Sophos's nose was againgt the

dirt; with histoe, Jaran rolled the head so that it faced the sky. "I waited until he was done with me, then
cut histhroat when he was, you know, in afine mood and ready for agood night's deep. It was the sort
of opportunity that only a concubine would have.”

"You had aknife" | said.



"Thanksto Boradai."
| nodded.

Meruert stepped over the head to embrace Tamar and give her akiss on the cheek. | saw Aidan onthe
fringes of the crowd of escaped daves, trying to hide her obviousfear. Her eyes narrowed with
puzzlement when she saw Alisher, then widened when she saw Tamar. When they swept over me, | saw
only vague puzzlement; | wasfairly certain she didn't recognizemeat al.

"How safe arewe here?' | asked Boradai.

"The guards from town will probably comeinto the house looking for Sophos soon,” Boradai said, her
eyesglinting. "They'll be like sheep without a shepherd, though, for awhile, running around. Most of his
officerswere at dinner last night. Wekilled them dll."

| glanced a Aidan, wondering if her officer had been among the daughtered.
"Where are you taking us?' one of the other servants asked.

"Y es, and why? None of usare worth agreet dedl..."

"My daughter lives back in Helladia. Can you go get her, too?"

| gestured for silence and after afew moments was able to get everyone's attention. "Look. You're free.
Wefreed you. Y ou can do whatever you want right now. If you'd liketo join the Alashi, well get you to
the Alashi. If you'd rather be adave, we can figure something out. If you don't want to be adave and
you'd rather not join the Alashi, well, we can probably figure something out there, too. Think about it."

There was an outbreak of chatter. | went to speak with Boradai, who still held Alisher's hand. Shewas
the keeper of the spell-chain. Whatever we ended up doing, we were going to need her help if we
wanted to usethe djinn.

"Jaran said there was another option,” she said, narrowing her eyes as shelooked at me.
"Yes" | glanced around. "Let'sgo for alittlewalk. | don't want to be overheard.”

Alisher came along, of course; so did Tamar. "Y ou've heard it said that sorceresses can be either the best
mistresses, or theworst,” | said. Boradai nodded. "There are some with no family to keep an eyeon
things, whose servants keep an eye on them instead. Tamar and | met one, down in Casseia. Her
servants confided that thereis a conspiracy of such servants. | could... put you in touch with the servant
we met. She could arrange for you to become the housekeeper, | think, of asorceress. Then it would be
up to you to manage thingsto keep her aliveand inline. It'satask | think you would be good at.”

"What do these servantswant?' Alisher asked. "I mean, eventudly.”

"They want the Empire, | think. They expect to rule it through ruling the Weavers. | don't know when." |
thought about Tamar's comment that the Alashi would not benefit from an Empire with reasonablerulers,
then shrugged it off. Tamar wasn't saying anything, so | wasn't going to worry abot it.

"Alternately, while you hold your spell-chain, you could go anywhere. Y ou could resettle in some foreign
land, you could become merchant traders. .. the spell-chain gives you many options, if you aren't afraid to
useit.”

"I'm not afraid of much," Boradai said, her hand caressing the beads.



"No," | said. "l can seethat."

We walked back to rejoin the group and | drifted from cluster to cluster, listening. Some were eager to
go to the Alashi and trying to persuade their more timid companions that they would love life among the
bandits. Others were depressed, some crying. "How could she," | heard someone saying. "He trusted
her, trusted her more than any Greek should probably ever trust adave..."

| looked at Boradai. "Y ou could have done thisyears ago,” | said.

"True" shesad. "But | didn't know whereto find Alisher. Sophos made noises, occasiondly, about
buying him back, if 1 worked hard enough. I knew he was probably lying, but there was dways that
hope. Eveniif | found him and somehow got him out, | couldn't see mysdlf among the bandits—learning to
ride horseback, at my age. | couldn't get the necklace without killing Sophos, and | wasn't the one with
the best opportunities. And | wouldn't have chosen to involve anyone else. Too messy, too complicated.”

"It worked, though.”

"Y es. Every concubine had aknifelast night, savefor Aidan.”

"Y ou were quite sure none would put it in your back, then.”

"Oh, no, | kept acareful watch on my back. But they weren't fools. They did asthey weretold.”

The eastern sky waslightening to gray. | strode back over to where the rest of the daveswaited. "Right,”
| said. "If you know for surethat you want to join the Alashi, go stand over by that tree.” | pointed.

Jaran strode over, unhesitating. Meruert tagged after him amoment later, then alarge group followed.
Then afew others, one a atime, likelost sheep looking for the comfort of their herd. The Alashi are
going to want to kill both me and Tamar for this, | thought.

There were perhaps twenty left. Onewas Aidan.
"Wherewould you liketo go?" | asked them.
"I'd liketo go back to Helladia," Aidan said.

Her officer must be alive, | thought. There was an outburst of fury from the daveswho wanted to join
the Alashi. "Youll need towait afew days," | said. Sheinclined her head. "And | can't guarantee your

sHety.”
"l don't need your guarantees,” she said.
"Right. Therest of you?"

Three of them had some idea about starting a merchant company. They were going to head south. Six
more didn't know what they were going to do, but seemed to think that they'd be able to come up with
something. At least it wasn't winter, so they wouldn't freeze to death. " Steer clear of Elpisa,” | advised
them.

There were eight daves who wanted to remain daves, and one more who smply didn't care what we did
with him: we could abandon him to the mercy of the Helladia garrison, it seemed, or sall himto the mine;
he didn't care. The first eight pleaded with usto find them akind master, someone who would take care
of them when they were old and sick. There were calls of derison from the Alashi-bound ex-daves, and
one of the eight burst into tears.



"How the hell are we going to manage this?' Tamar asked me. "Are we serioudy going to, you know,
sdll them into davery?'

"I guessweld better. | don't know how ese we're going to find them akind master.” | thought about
Solon, and histreatment of Burkut. Maybe we could send them to Solon. Actudly, that wasn't ahalf-bad
idea, except that they clearly would never makeit on their own. | couldn't very well take them there
mysdlf. Maybe Tamar could doit.

That left nearly forty people who needed to get to the Alashi. | turned to Borada. "I have afavor to ask."
"Y ou want me to use the spdll-chain, don't you," she said.

"Yes. Two moretripswith the palanquin.”

"l don't think it'sgoing to makeit. It'sfaling apart.”

"Maybe we can have the djinn steal awagon from the garrison. Or from Sophos; he had awagon. What
ever happened to Elubal, anyway?"

"Coughed himsdlf to degth, last winter. Sophos's wagon would work. We don't have to worry now about
the garrison redizing that something iswrong in Sophoss house, but someone might watch to see where
it goes..." Her eyes went absent and she touched the spell-chain. The djinn appeared, hovering intheair.
"Firgt, don't hurt anyone. If you'd have to hurt anyone completing my ingtructions, then stop and come
back here. Now, back at Sophos's house, there's a squat stone building with abroken door. Insdeisa
wagon. Go get thewagon. Pull it out, then lift it into the air. Take it high in the air—above the clouds.
Onceit'sabovethe clouds, carry it to us. Don't bring anyonewith it. If there's someoneinsdeit then
leave and come back. Don't damage the wagon. Set it down as gently asyou can, on the flat spot of
ground over there." She glanced at me, asif to see whether | had anything to add, then said, "Go now,
and perform my ingructions.”

"Yourevery good at that," | said.
"I've spent years managing daves,” she said.

It took along timefor the djinn to set the wagon down, once it wasin Sght. "As gently asyou can” was
goparently "so carefully and dowly that it will take afull hour to makethefina landing.” It wasfull day by
now, but there were clouds, heavy with spring rain. | thought they'd burn off by noon, though. We'd best
hurry.

"| think we can get twenty peoplein thereif they pack intightly," Boradai said. "They're not going to like
gtting on the edge asit fliesthrough the air, though.”

"They'll manage,” | said.
"Someone's going to have to ride along to tell it whereto go," Boradal said. "That's not going to be me.”
"Il doit," | said.

Borada shrugged. "All right. And then | will have repaid you for my freedom, and Alisher's—by helping
you to freetherest." She spoke firmly, but the question lurked in her eyes.

| nodded. "The debt will berepaid.” And now let's do this, and do it fast. | rounded up twenty of the
former daves and everyone climbed into the wagon, sitting on the floor or on the lgps of their friends.
"We're going up to the steppe,” | said. "Last chanceto stay behind.”



No one moved.
"Thedjinnisgoing to carry usup. If you're going to die of fear, then climb out now."
Murmurs, but no one moved.

| had to Sit on the wagon seat, to see down and direct the djinn. | climbed on and sat down. Thisisno
good. | could fall off. I borrowed some of the cloth from the old makeshift palanquin and tied mysdif on,
wrapping the silk around my middle and testing it with atug. Tamar came over and bound it alittle more
securely, then pinned it in place with abrooch shaped like atree. | blinked at it, then remembered where
it had come from: it was the brooch given to us back in Daphniaby the crazy sorceress who wanted to
buy our karenite. "Hurry back," she whispered.

None of the former concubines were on this load; they wanted to stay with Tamar for aslong as
possible. "Right," | said. "Djinn, are you there?'

A shimmer intheair."Yes"
"Did Boradai tell you to obey me?"
"She said not to kill anyone, but that other than that | should do asyou say.”

"I think I'm ready. | want you to lift the wagon as you would a paanquin. Make sure no one falls out
whilewe go, but | want to be high enough that the clouds hide us from anyone below. Then fly us north,
up to the steppe. Head northwest from Helladia, and tell meif you see alarge gathering of people below
lﬁ"

Thedjinn picked up the wagon; | swallowed hard, asit felt asif my somach was back somewhere on
the ground, probably flopping around on the grass like a beached fish. We went straight up. One of the
daves was counting out loud as we rose, and she reached one hundred before we stopped going up. |
clutched the handles and looked down, trusting that between my degth grip and the wrapping of cloth, |
wouldn't fal. The ground was aterribly long way away, and it was arelief when we were swathed in
cloud and | couldn't see it anymore. Without redly intending to, | imagined the fabric snapping, my grip
failing... | sat back, swallowing hard. My mouth tasted very sour and the fall was much too easy to
picture.

Now we were moving. Too fast. | wanted to scream at the djinn to dow down, but instead | forced
myself to wait amoment or two. My hair was blown back by the wind, whipped into knots, even as
short asit ill was. Thewind stung my eyes. The davesin the wagon bed cried out. When | twisted
around to look at them, they had ducked their heads down and covered their faces. Good idea. Now |
knew why palanquins were always covered in sk, but it was a bit late for me. | let go with one hand.
The cloth held mefirmly in my seet, so | shielded my eyeswith my free hand and watched aswell as|
could.

There were no landmarks, and | redlized that it was going to be very hard to know where the djinn was
taking us. But the Alashi should be having their spring gathering right now—that would make it easier.
Tamar and | had left Helladialast oring, then walked roughly northwest for five days before running into
the gathering. On horseback, we probably could have doneit in aday, if we'd pushed the horses hard,
but it would have been along day. Carried by the djinn—it felt many times faster than the fastest
gdloping horse, but so high up, exposed to the wind, anything would have fdlt fast to me.

| remembered that day months ago when Zivar had dragged me out of bed to run frantically around her
courtyard. The secret of flight. Thisisn't so bad, | thought. | can trust the cloth to hold mein place



... Then, without warning, the djinn suddenly pulled us up, the height of asmal house. | heard screams
from the wagon box. "Why did you do that?" | hissed.

"Bird," thedjinn said.

We had leveled out. But afew minutes later we bumped, then dropped a bit before steadying. "Wind,"
the djinn explained that time.

Back in the wagon box, | could hear someone sobbing; others were praying out loud. A gust of wind
caught our side and made the whole box sway. | wondered why sorceresses never had this problem
whiletraveling by palanquin. Or maybethey did and | just didn't know it. | didn't remember anything like
thisthetime I'd flown with Kyraos, but maybe that waswhy Kyros didn't liketofly... | grabbed the bar
with the hand I'd been using to shade my eyes, then stretched the cramped fingers of my other hand.
"How far have we come?’

"A few hours ride."

It had been much less than afew hours. | sighed and reminded mysdlf that | was going to haveto do this
again.

Another bump and sway, and somebody in the wagon box threw up. Of course, they threw up right in
the wagon box, since they were (understandably) afraid to lean over the side. A few minutes later,
someone e se threw up. | wished | could cover my ears and hum to block out the sound. They were
going to be as ragged and pathetic a group as any others who'd reached the Alashi, even if they got a
short ride rather than ahard 9 og through the desert.

Rain began to fal. We were within the cloud itself, and the rain here was like thick fog that soaked usto
the skin. | shivered, wishing | could go huddle with the othersin the wagon box. At least there were
enough holesin it that it wasnt filling with water.

It was another hour or two before the djinn said, " There are men below.”
"Take usdown again, dowly and quietly.”

| could hear someone speaking Danibeki; what conversation | could catch assured me that we'd found
the Alashi. "Back up, and alittleways away. | don't want to land in the camp.”

Up again, over ahill, down. " Carefully,” I hissed, but our landing was till rough enough to leave me
bruised. The refugees tumbled out of the wagon, desperate to get away. | didn't want to untie myself, so|
watched asthey dl climbed out.

One of the younger women turned back. "My lady, we don't know your name. When they ask uswho
freed us, what should we say?"

| laughed. "They'll like you better if you freed yourselves."
"That would be alie. I never could have made it on my own."
"Then tell them Borada freed you. That'sthe truth, after dl.”
"I've never liked Boradai. I'd rather you get the credit.”
"Believe me, the Alashi are annoyed enough at me dready.”

She was puzzled, but shrugged and turned back to the others. "Thank you," she said. "I hope Arachne



and Prometheus guard your path.”
"l canusedl thehdp| can get.”

| didn't stay to watch them approach the Alashi camp; | didn't want to be nearby when the Alashi came
looking. "Take me back to Borada," | said. Then, hesitantly | added, "Asfast asyou can.”

| had thought that if the djinn's top speed was too fast to be comfortable, | could always shout a him to
dow back down... but thisturned out not to be so easy. The wind was screaming in my ears, and | had
to let go of the handholds and shield my face with both my arms. We plunged at some point and | thought
| heard the squawk of astartled bird somewhere behind us, or perhaps the djinn wasjust enjoying the
opportunity to torment me. "Sow down," | tried to shriek, but the djinn must have been able to avoid
hearing me because our speed did not decrease.

Finally we stopped and hovered in the air for amoment. " Soft landing!" | managed to spit out. We
plunged for an unending moment, then dowed and settled back on the ground as lightly asablown
feather.

My handswere so cold | could hardly bend my fingers, Tamar untied me and let me climb down to rest
for afew minutes. The sun was up, but the clouds hadn't burned off yet; dl that excitement in so little
time. "The wagon needsto be cleaned,” | said, and collapsed, shaking, to the ground.

"Y ou shouldn't haveto go twice," Tamar said. "l can go thistime."

"No—it'sdl right. Perhapsthistime I'll bring a bucket for people to pass around asthey vomit. Keep the
wagon ahit cleaner..."

"What do you think we should do with Sophoss head?' Tamar asked.
"What does Jaran want done with it?'
"He said to ask you what you thought.”

"Huh." | wondered if it was till lying on the ground, staring up at the sky. "If | could, I'd leaveit on
Kyross desk like a paperweight.”

"Oh, | likethat idea," Tamar said. It wasn't until | heard her talking to Boradai that | redlized shewas
actualy going to carry through oniit. Thisis probably a bad idea, | thought. At least I'd have a chance
torest whilethedjinn ranitsgridy errand, but... | stood up and saw the head rising up into the air. Too
late. Boradai could always call it back, but | didn't want to ask her for afavor, not when I'd stated just
hours ago that her debt was repaid. | sat back down to rest while | could.

All too quickly, the djinn returned. Jaran approached me as | stood up. "I'd like to ride where | can see,”
hesad. "Can| gt besdeyou?’

"l guess so. Tamar can tie both of uson.”

Everyone climbed on—including the one who'd inssted he didn't care what happened to him. Apparently
he'd changed hismind. "Last chance to get on, if you want afast trip up to the steppe,” | called. "Last
chanceto get off, if you don't like being carried by djinni.”

"Wait just amoment,” one young man pleaded, climbing out of the wagon. He ran over to where the eight
who'd chosen to remain daves were waiting. A few minuteslater, he returned with an older woman held
firmly by onearm.



"It'sher choice" | said.

"She's choosing to come with us;" the man said. She nodded reluctantly. Well, if she decides shereally
wants to be a save, the Alashi will oblige her, | thought. They settled into the bottom of the wagon
box. Tamar brought fabric over and bound both me and Jaran to our seets. | wished | had timetorig
some sort of hat or veil, but wound up wrapping a scarf around my head and pulling most of it over my
face, tuckingitinaswell as| could.

It was easier thistime, now that | had some idea of what to expect, from the lurch in my stomach asthe
djinn lifted us up to the screams of dismay from the wagon box as we started to move. | didn't haveto try
to watch over the Sde, since the djinn knew where we were going. "Try to vomit in the bucket,” |
suggested. "It'll keep things cleaner.”

Jaran was white-faced but kept quiet aswe started flying—no screams or vomiting. After awhile he
turned toward me. "So we met, last year, but | can't say | redly knew you very well," he said. He had to
shout to be heard over thewind; it wasn't exactly a private conversation. "The djinni had alittle bit of an
interest in you even then, though.”

| wasn't sure what to say to that, so | made some noncommittal noise that waslost in the rush of air.
"Have you figured out what you were meant to do, yet? Freeing daves, isthat it?"

"I'mgoing to freetherivers,” | said, thewords dipping out before | thought the better of it.

"Redly? How are you going to manage that?'

"l don't know."

There was a pause, and Jaran gave me asurprised shrug. "Well. | wasgoing to tell you that | thought you
were crazy, but the Fair One seemsto think you really will." He gtill sounded doubtful, which was
reasonable, snceif | hadn't been fevered, | would have thought it was a crazy idea, too. It took mea
moment to remember that the Fair One was the djinn who spoke with him sometimes.

"When are you going to free the rivers?* Jaran asked. Behind us, we heard someone retching. | hoped
they had the bucket handy.

"I need to free Prax first," | said. "I'm not sure how I'm going to do that, either.”

"Prax istheminedave?'

"Tamar told you? Did shetell you my idea? She doesn't likeit very much.”

"She said you had an idea, but it was crazy and she wasn't going to help you with it,” Jaran said.

"We can't talk to Prax because he's not a shaman. My ideaisto poison the food of the Greek soldiers
and help the mine daves escape while they're sick. But to gain accessto the food, to talk to Prax, we
need someone who can actually go down to the mine. | thought maybe | could have Tamar sdll meinto
davery there, and once I'm there..."

"That isastupid plan,” Jaran said.
"It'sthe best I've come up with."

"Wdl, it'snowonder Tamar didn't likeit."



"Tamar'sideawas to dress as merchants and bring lots of thingsto sdll, and then to throw inasick lamb
asagift a the end, in the hopes that would sicken them.”

"Sounds like a better idea than yours."

"Widll, except that the mine guards are suspicious of anyone coming. If we brought daves to sdll they'd
never question it, but evenif | werewilling to sal people to amine, we're short of money right now. And
| think we're running out of time."

Wefdl dlent for alittle while, listening to the sobs and retching of the davesin the back of the wagon.
My ribsfelt bruised from the binding cloth, and my hip bones hurt from bumping against the sedt. If | do
thisagain, | hopeit'sin a nice, cushy palanquin, with a real sorceress telling the djinn what to do.

"The Fair Onelikesyour plan better than Tamar's" Jaran said. "'l can't think why."

"Maybe she knowsit will work."

"Maybe"

"Or maybe shethinks | deserveit. I'm the reason Prax isthere. Did Tamar explain that part to you?"

"Huh." Jaran let out avery dry chuckle. "One of Sophos's girls was sold to amine once. It was sort of
my fault, though not entirdly.”

"l saw her," | said. "Well, maybe | saw her. She wasin Sophossmine. | saw her when we passed
through, on our way to Sophoss house. Elubai tried to scare me by hinting that I'd be sold there, too, if |
didn't behave."

"She was sort of like Aidan, but more vindictive. Aidan was afavorite, but she knew she was better off
with usthan againgt us, you know? The other girl... well, shewasjust trouble. Shewould spill al sorts of
things to Sophosjust to make the rest of uslook bad—and to make hersdlf ook good. She didn't redlize
that just because Sophoswill use your loyaty, doesn't mean that he'sloya to you." He used hisfree hand
to rub the back of hisneck. "I madeit look asif she'd stolen something from Sophos. | didn't intend for
her to be sent to the mine, just for her to learn alesson about what Sophosis capable of. But he decided
to make an example of her. | never saw her again.”

"Y ou mean you haven't seen her again. Shewas till dive ayear ago. Maybe you'll see her yet."
"l suppose. If | were abetter person I'd try to free her.”

"You'reonly indirectly responsiblefor where sheis”

"Well, you didn't sdl Prax to the mine, did you? Kyrosdid."

"I returned him to Kyros. He was smart and capable. | think held have made it to the Alashi.”
"But he wasn't so smart and capable that he wasn't caught by you.”

"Even acapable person loses some of thetime,” | said.

Welgpsed into sllence again.

"Tdl meabout killing Sophos" | said eventudly.

"What do you want to know?"'



"All of it."

"Borada gave meaknife," Jaran said. "And... Well. Sophosisaman who likesto see peoplein pain.
Or he was such aman, rather. That's why he summoned Tamar so often. It was always rape, with her,
because she never got used to it.”

"Wheat about you?'

"l was more used to it than Tamar. But..." Helaughed alittle, under hisbreath. "I'm the bastard of
Sophoss commanding officer. So heliked to use me because in some strange way it felt like hewas. ..
Well. There'sadrug that's used to make people duggish; they gave some to you before you were sent to
Sophos." | remembered that vividly—the bitter aftertaste of the wine, the clumsiness of my limbs. "Last
night Boradal dipped someinto thewine, after warning al the concubines not to drink any. So everyone
was alittle dow, though | don't think they realized it. And she gave usall knives. Sophos took me back
to hisroom early and barred the door. I'd had all sorts of ideas about stabbing him somewhere
cregtive—no one so much as twitches at the sound of a scream from Sophoss room. But when it came
right downtoit, I smply took my first and best opportunity. Therésagreat big veinin your leg, near
whereit joinstherest of your body. | took out the knife and cut him there asdeep as | could. He bled
out in amatter of moments. Boradai wanted the head, to give to Tamar, so after hewasdead | cut it off.
Then | used hiswater to wash up, and waited for Boradai to come find me and tell me it wastime.”

"Did you leave anyonethere dive?'

"Sophosswife got wind of what was happening and took the children and hid somewhere. We didn't
waste any timetrying to root them out—we were pretty certain they couldn't get to the garrison to dert
the soldiers, but they'd have fought like rats if we'd cornered them. I'm sure they've come out by now."

"There must have been guards who weren't with concubines|last night.”

"Yes, but Boradai knew precisely where they'd be. She summoned them one by oneto different spots,
and we took turns jumping them.” He shook his head. "1 never would have thought it would be possible
to suborn Boradai."

"She said she didn't know where Alisher was. Y et you knew."

"The Fair One knew. | saw no reason to tell her." Jaran shrugged. "What are you going to do now?"
"l guess Tamar and | will try to find homesfor theeight... seven... who want to remain daves.
"Good luck with that."

"I know of agood placeto sdll them, but I'll need to find someone e se to take them there.”

"l suppose.” Jaran stared at the horizon. In the east, the Sky was beginning to turn alighter violet.
"Suppose | came back with you. Told Tamar | was going to help you with the next step, then dipped
away with you some night and sold you to the mine.”

"Tamar would kill you."
"Sheld have to catch me, though. She might kill you once you were out.”
"Why areyou offering?'

"Becausethe Fair Onelikestheidea Then again, it's possible she just doesn't like you and wantsto see



you suffer. But Snce you're volunteering..."

"All right, then," | said. "Come back with me. Y ou can tel Tamar that you're going to stay with usto help
us. Shelll be so happy to see you again, she won't ask too many questions.”

The wagon stopped moving. | peered down over theside. "Let'sgo west just alittle” | said. "Right, that ,
flat spot there. Take us down, gently, and put it there.”

The landing was gentle enough not to break anyone's bones or plit thewagon in haf. The miserable
ex-daves dl scrambled out of the wagon. | saw Meruert, with her baby. "The Alashi arethat way," |
sad, pointing. "Thefirst group should have found them by now. They're not going to be overjoyed to see
you, but stand your ground.”

"Areyou coming, Jaran?' Meruert asked.
"Not right now," Jaran said. "Maybe I'll be back in amonth or two."
Meruert nodded. "Good luck," she whispered, gave us each akiss on the cheek, and followed the rest.

Back intheair, | clung to theideathat we would be home soon. "Not asfast aslast time," | said. "But
almost asfast asyou can. Get us back to Boradai.”

Thelast of the mist was vanishing when we landed. The waiting group was much diminished now. The
former daves who wanted freedom, but not with the Alashi, had struck out on their own some hours ago.
Tamar still waited, of course, and as predicted she was delighted to see Jaran. Boradai had waited for
our return, Alisher at her sde. The former daves who wanted to be resold—seven of them,
now—waited in the shade, aforlorn-looking lot. Aidan waited in the shade, too, a contemptuous smile
on her face.

"Jaran came back to help us" | said by way of explanation. Tamar didn't question hisreturn, just helped
untie us from the wagon and gave him ahug. Boradal watched with afaint smile.

She approached afew moments later. "I have an ideathat would be to our mutua benefit. Those
seven—" she gestured. "They asked to stay in davery. They will need to be sold. Let me take them; I'll
&l them. The money will assst mein making my way in the future.”

| glanced a Tamar. She didn't like the idea, but neither of us had wanted to ded with trying to sell the
daves. "A kind magter,” | said. "I had an ideaof aman just west of Daphnia...” | told her about the farm
and whereto find Solon.

Borada nodded. "I'll take care of things. But you have no objections; you're not going to try to claim
them.”

"I'd redlly just as soon stay out of the business of sdlling daves.™

"Understandable.” Sheturned toward the daves. "Right, then. Into the wagon, al of you." There was
grumbling and dismay—they had hoped to avoid another experience with the djinn—»but they obeyed.
There are some who really are happier thisway. | thought of Burkut, of his miserable degath.

Boradai and Alisher climbed up into the wagon and bound themselvesto the segt. | watched as Boradai
fingered the spell-chain. They rose up like a basket being lifted by its handle, and then flew away from us
toward therising sun. From the ground, it looked like such a pleasant way to travdl...

| turned back to our horseswith immenserdief. "Jaran, you canride Kara," | said. "I'll take Krinaagain.”



| dumped the bucket of vomit and washed it, then picked up the bag that had held Sophos's head. |
started to throw it away, then remembered an old soldier's saying, death breeds death. Rotten meat
might make the mine guards sick; would it make them even sicker if therot came from human blood? |
looked in the bag; there was blood and fragments of skin and boneinside, and it dready had a smell that
made my stomach queasy. Rotten animal meat smelled bad enough. Rotting human flesh... | swadlowed
hard, then rolled up the bag, wrapped it in another bag, and packed it.

Jaran was dill wearing the light, impractical clothes of one of Sophos's concubines. | dug through my bag.
| would need to share my clothes with him, as he was much too big to fit in anything of Tamar's. Theend
result was that we both looked like ragged vagabonds, but neither of uslooked like an escaped harem
dave. "Isit safeto set out?' Tamar asked. " Surely the soldiersin Helladia know by now what's

happened..."
"It'snot dl that close..."

"But they would recognize Jaran." He nodded agreement. "I think we should stay here, a least until
night."

| thought I would fly to pieces from impatience, as | waited through the rest of the day. We sat in the
cave, aong with our horses. Tamar and Jaran chatted quietly with each other; | paced. Aidan sat near
the back of the cave, because Tamar didn't trust her near the front.

| wondered what the soldiers would make of the situation: Sophos deed, the daves vanished. If they'd
caught aglimpse of the makeshift palanquin, they might think arogue sorceress was involved. With any
luck, the Sisterhood would blame the Y ounger Sisters and our enemieswould distract themsalves fighting
with each other.

Night fell; the moon was full tonight, so we could ride, dowly. We packed up and mounted; Aidan
stayed in the back of the cave, asif she thought we'd smply forget about her. "Aidan,” Tamar cdled, just
before we st off, and she reluctantly came out. ™Y ou can do whatever you want now. Go back to your
lover in town, run away to the Alashi, whatever." Her voice was kind, kinder than | would have
expected; Aidan had never been very niceto Tamar back in the harem. "'l hope you find what you want.
Whatever itis."

We pushed the horses, traveling through the night and into the morning, trying to put distance between
ourselves and Helladia. Then we gave the horses an afternoon to graze and rest, and made camp.

| sought the borderland that night, and tried one last time to find Prax. The djinni had taken meto find him
once; surely | could find him again. He had tried to kill me, and had drawn blood—had that created a
thread between usthat | could useto find him? | found the borderland easily enough, and touched the
spot on the back of my arm where hed managed to cut me. Prax, | thought.

| stood for along moment on the dark plain; then the world tilted, and rippled around me, and suddenly |
was watching awoman on ahorse, from above, likeabird. Or a djinn. It was day, and | recognized the
horse—it was Zhade, my old horse, from when | worked for Kyros. That was when | realized that the
woman was me: | was seeing mysdlf, two years ago. | waslooking for Prax.

| drew breath to shout at her—at mysalf—but no sound came.

Shedismounted. | saw movement, | remembered. She approached cautioudy, her hand on her sword's
hilt. For amoment, even though | knew what had happened, | thought that she wouldn't see Prax, and



would continue on her way. But no. Therewas afaint sigh of triumph, and she reached for him.

Prax uncoiled from where he/d crouched, abroken shard of ceramic jar in hishand. "Y oure going to
regret finding me," he snarled, and lunged. He moved fast, and with utter ruthlessness—he knew he
couldn't afford to hesitate. The Laurial saw below flung her arm up to shield her body, and yelled out a
curse asthe shard scored across her arm, cutting deep enough to draw blood. She drew her sword.

"I'll die beforel go back there," Prax spat.
"No," Lauriasaid, her voice perfectly assured. "Kyros wants you back dive, so I'll bring you back dive."

Prax lunged again—amad tactic, his stub of amakeshift knife against asword, but Lauria stepped to the
sde, grabbed his outstretched arm, and knocked the shard from his hand with her own sword's hilt. Then
she brought the hed of her boot down onit, crushing it into the dirt.

Prax crumpled. He didn't cry, but | could see the defeat in his bowed shoulders—I'd seen it that day,
too. I'd known that he'd give me no further trouble. | swallowed hard, and the world tilted around me,
giving mealook, just for an ingtant, into the old Laurias triumphant eyes. Shaken with ablind surge of
anger, | wanted to hurt her—xkill her, even, or a least terrify her. In the strange landscape of the
borderland, | felt my anger go out like an arrow.... and then, amoment later, as| hovered on the edge of
waking, felt it return, and strike me, like an arrow in the gut.

Oh gods. | don't know what | just did, but it wasn't good.

To my relief, someone was shaking me awake. It was Jaran. "Now would be agood time, if you're
ready. If we're close enough.”

I'll need something that reminds me of Tamar . Shaking off my dream aswell as| could, | took my
knife and sawed off the very edge of her coat, then knotted it tightly around my wrigt, like the scraps of
ggter cloth that had been given as bracelets, back among the Alashi. The Sgter cloth had hair init. | didn't
dare pluck ahair from her head, for fear of waking her, but | found astray hair on her bedding and
knotted that around my wrist aswell. Asfor my own possessions—I would have to leave my sword
here. Perhaps Tamar would find ausefor it. | 1&ft it, shesthed, by her blankets, the hilt near her hand.

We dipped away on foot, leading Kara. Dawn came when we were amile out from the entrance to the
mine; Jaran looked me over. "Take off you boots," he said. "Those are way too nice for adave who's
being sold."

"Give meyour sandds, then."

We traded shoes. My boots were too small for him, and his sandals were too big for me, but they were
close enough to serve.

"Could you ask the Fair One whether Prax istill alive?' | asked. "Could she carry amessage to him?"

Jaran pursed hislips as he worked my boots onto hisfeet. "Sheisnot my servant; | am hers. Shelikes
theidea of you going into the mine. | don't think she'd want to send you in if Prax were dready dead, but
| don't think shelll carry messages, because she wants you to do this."

IIWMI
He shrugged wordlesdy. "The djinni have their own plans.”
| sood up. "Do | look al right?"



"Y ou passed asadavein the harem... mostly. Hereyou'll beadavein trouble, so any misbehavior will
be written off as something that needs to be beaten out of you."

"I think I'll try not to get in trouble.
"Good plan." Without warning, Jaran backhanded me across the face, knocking me down.
"Yousonof a..." | scrambled back from him, rubbing my cheek.

He shrugged. "L ook, do you want to pass, or not? If you'readavein trouble, you'll have at least one
bruise”

"Y ou could have warned me!"

"Sorry. | thought thisway would be easier for you." He took arope out of the saddlebag and tied my
hands together, then tied the other end of the rope to the saddle. "I'm amerchant from acaravan. You
went missing briefly last night—when we found you, you said you werelog, but | don't believe you. I'm
making an example out of you." Hejerked his head. "L ast chance to back out.”

"Let'sgo," | said. My head was spinning. "Where are you going to go after you sdl me?"
"UptotheAlashi," Jaran said. "If | go back to Tamar after this, shell kill me.”

I'd been flying high for days now, and it had served me well. Aswe gpproached the mine, though, | felt
my good spirits beginning to fall to earth, like a spider descending from itsweb. This will work, | told
myself, trying to reassure my own doubts aswe waked. Will work will work will work. If not, well. I'll
feel really stupid. | touched the packet of rotting flesh. Arachne, let this work. Prometheus, let this
work.

"Sop!"

Therewasawall around the mine, well maintained and carefully guarded. Jaran reined in Karaand she
backed up astep; | had to skip to the side to avoid being stepped on. "What do you want?" the guard
caled down.

"I'msdlingadave” Jaran sad. "Areyou buying?'

"We're always buying. This has certainly been agood week!" There was a pause, and then the door
swung open and an officious-looking little man came out to look me over.

"Why areyou sdling?' he asked.

"I need the money," Jaran said. | waited for himto tell the rest of the story, but apparently he was angling
for abetter price. The guard didn't notice.

"What do you want for her?' he asked.

"I'll trade her to you for 150 pounds of grain for my horse," Jaran said.
"A hundred,” the guard countered, though this was an absurdly low price.
"A hundred forty-five," Jaran said.

"Done," the guard said with a shrug, and sent for sacks of grain to hand over on the spot. Jaran untied my
rope from the horse and tossed it to the guard. The Fair One thought this was a good idea, | reminded



myself, and followed the guard through the gate. He kicked the door shut behind me.

Thiswill work, | told mysdlf again, but | could hear the vulture of darkness settling around me. The
arrow of anger | had fired at mysdlf had struck my heart. Thistime, | would be facing both the red
darkness and the darknessinside.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Thiswas agemstone mine. | could see two davesturning a crank to draw something up out of anarrow
holein the earth. My firgt horrified thought was that thistiny passage led to the mine, but then they
grabbed abucket of water and dumped it into a brick-lined shalow pool in the ground. Other daves
knelt beside the pool, scrubbing the loose rocks. The washed rocks were tossed onto broad sheets of
linen, then sorted through under the sun by more daves. The larger chunks were broken into smaller
chunks by davesworking with hammers on big rock dabs, then washed again. If they were finding
anything valuable, | didn't seeit. A few glanced up to see the newcomer, but | didn't see Prax.

A hill rose up to our west, and atunnéd had been dug into the hill. I could see two daves coming out with
awhedbarrow full of rock chips, which they dumped into the pile of stonesto be washed. The soldier
led meinto the sde of the hill. "Down," he said.

The opening was larger than the well, but not by enough. A ladder led down into the darkness. You can't
be serious, | thought, but he clearly was. | began to climb down. The daylight disappeared, replaced by
the dim flicker of lamps. "Fresh muscle," the guard shouted down the hole. "On her way down."

My legstrembled as| went down into the darkness, my pamswere dippery with sweet. | don't need a
dark bird this time; I'm meeting the darkness on my own feet. | told mysdlf that | was mesting the
darkness on my own ground aswdll, but | knew that was alie. For aminute or two of climbing, | could
see nothing at dl, and hear nothing but my ragged breath and my borrowed sandals hitting each rung of
the ladder, but then | saw agrayish flicker, and | could hear the clink, clink, clink of hammersworking
againg rock.

When I'd joined Sophos's harem, I'd been given adisdainful welcome from Boradal, and then
ingtructions from her and Tamar. Here, as soon as | set foot on rock at the bottom of the mine, the guard
gave me ahammer, and put meto work.

Is Prax here?| tried to look around, only to get arough shove in the back hard enough to knock meto
my knees. "Quit galing," the guard said.

There were only two guards down here at the bottom of the mine. They had twitchy hands that seldom
|eft the whips they carried, and short swords. | can look for Prax later, | thought, swalowing hard, and
climbed back to my feet to get to work.

We chipped rock away from the walls of the tunnel, piece by piece, carrying the chunksin basketsto
empty them into abarrd that was pulled up on chains. In the lamplit shadows of the mine, dl the rocks
looked gray. | hoped they didn't expect meto actudly spot gems.

In the dust and the dimness, and my own interior bleakness, the other daves dl looked dike to me, too.
Until the person next to me hissed, "What are you doing here?" | looked over. | didn't recognize him at
all, but he was cleaner than I'd have expected, wilted like a spent flower but not yet hardened. Fresh
muscle, like me. Why did he know me? Then | realized—he was one of the seven, one of the oneswho'd



chosen to return to davery. Oh, gods. Boradai sold them here? But... but...
"Itisyou,” he hissed. "Thisis not what we asked for, you lying, foul..."
"I know," | said. "Shhh, the guard islooking at us."

He lapsed into frightened silence. After alittle while he said, " Sophos was a fine master. A good man. He
trested mewell."

"Sorry," | muttered.
"Y ou should be. I never asked for your help.”
"He had two faces. Y ou saw the nicer one”

"It wasn't that hard to stay on his good side. Y ou were with Tamar, weren't you? She was uppity.
Thought she wastoo good for anyone.”

Our eyesmet inthe dim light and | knew he saw my disgust, as| saw hisanger.
"I'm going to freeyou again,” | said.

"Sureyou are. Did you bring adjinn?’

"No, but I'll free you without one."

"Sure you will." We heard aguard approaching and fell silent. The guard stood directly behind mefor a
long moment; | redoubled my efforts with the hammer, bresking chipsloose from thewall. | thought |
could hear the guard's breeth, fedl the heat of it against the back of my neck. | didn't dare look; he would
take that as an invitation to draw out the whip, and with eight fresh daves thiswould be a convenient time
to make an example of someone. Anyone. | was one of the weaker new daves, agood choice should
they decide to beat someone senseless—or worse.

Finally the guard moved on.
"l never wanted freedom,” the man said. "Never."
"Sorry," | muttered again, thinking, shut up, already.

"'Sophos fed me, he gave me aroof over my head. | waswarm in the winter and had water to drink in the
summer. Y ou took my home away from me. And now, now, thanksto you, herel am." He swung the
hammer up and againgt the wall with a particularly vicious clink. Theforce of the blow shook a basket's
worth of rock chipsloose, and he knelt to gather them up and dump hisrocksinto the barrel. When he
was back, he gave me another venomouslook and said, "Thisisal your fault."

"Y ou're here because you chose davery,” | hissed. ™Y ou were gifted an opportunity that many people die
trying to get, and you chose davery. So don't whine to me because it didn't work out the way you'd

hoped.”
"Y ou promised akind magter.”

"Did 1?Wédll, | gave Borada the name of a man who would have bought you and treated you kindly. She
sold you hereinstead. Blame her."

"Borada—"



"—isafree woman now."
llBut_ll

"When we were standing outside Helladiayou were free. Y ou didn't have to go with Boradai. Y ou put
yoursdlf in her power. Your migteke."

"l hopeyou rotin hel."
"Weredready in hdl. If yourelucky, I'll get usout.”

| wondered where Tamar was, right now—what she'd done when she woke up and found us gone.
She'll go back to the Alashi, the darkness whispered. She's stuck around out of loyalty, but after
this—this betrayal—sh€e'll shed you like the deadweight you are. You're on your own. | shook my
head. | could trust Tamar; she was out there, waiting for night, and we'd manage this together. Sheld had
plenty of opportunitiesto leave meif that's what she wanted to do.

Not since winter ended, though.

| could trust her.

You used to say the same thing about Kyros.
Tamar was my blood sgter.

Kyrosisyour father.

When the shadow had falen over mein the winter, | had taken to my bed and scarcely moved until it
lifted, finally, weeks later. Here | didn't have that luxury. | had to keep moving, keep the hammer moving,
keep my mind working on our escape. 1'd forgotten, during my months without the shadow, how hard it
wasto think in the darkness. It felt asif weights were chained to my mind, at least for any reasoned
thought. My fears—about Tamar abandoning me to my stupidity, about Kyros finding me, about Prax
killing me—continued to chase each other around and around like little yapping dogs.

Someone up above struck alarge bell; around me, everyone gathered up their stone chipsinto their
baskets and went up, one by one, to dump them into the barrdl. | followed. The barrel went up, lifted on
chains by davesturning the crank somewhere above. Then it came back down with asteaming pot and a
stack of wooden bowls. A ladle for each of us; everyone dumped against thewall to eat. I'd hoped for
stew, but what came out of the pot looked like cooked horse grain. | was still hungry enough that |
scraped the bowl clean to get the last of it.

Aswe were bringing back our bowls, | heard aquiet voice say, "I heard someone Ssay your nameis
Lauria" | turned—it was Prax. He's till alive—but his eyes burned silently, and | swalowed hard,
wondering what | could say with the guards so close.

Nothing, asit turned out. | was shoved back to my spot, Prax was shoved in another direction. Anything
| had to say to him would have to wait until later.

| picked up my hammer. My hands were beginning to blister; my arm muscleswere sore. As| swung it,
the yapping dogs started up again. Even if you can swing it now, what about tomorrow, what about
the next day? This plan was doomed; you only came up with it as a way to atone by dying. So let
them make an example of you. Prax will see, maybe he'll be satisfied. But it certainly sounds
easier than swinging that hammer one more time, doesn't it?



Prax. He hates you, and for good reason. He has every right to hate you, far more than the
whining bastard on your left has. Even if you want to help Prax, why should he listen to you?
Maybe as soon as the guards are out of sight for the night he'll pick up one of these hammers and
beat you to death.

Well, if that's what he wants to do, | guess I'd better keep swinging this hammer so that the guards
don't kill mefirst. Prax sure has a better right to kill me than the guards do.

And then Tamar will try to find you tonight, and... what? If you're dead, you won't be able to talk
to her. She'll think shejust didn't find you, so she'll stay close, and try again... and again... How
long before she gives up? How long before one of the detachments from the Greek Army stumbles
across her and kills her out of suspicion that she's Alashi?

| tried to clear my mind, as| would when | was meditating, but the fears crowded in anyway, swarming
through my thoughts, nipping at me. Tamar, | thought, swinging the hammer with aclink againgt the rock
wadl. Tamar. Tamar. Tamar. Tamar . | focused my mind on her name like abead on achain, willing that
to banish the other thoughts and worries. | could do nothing more until evening, nothing more until 1'd
spoken with Prax and—I hoped—Tamar. Wait until evening.

We heard another bell. Up went the rocks, and down came dinner—more gruel. Our hammers went into
the barrel with our empty bowlsto go up. | guess Prax will have to kill me with his bare hands.
Down the ladder came the daves who'd worked that day washing rock chips. Down came abarrel of
blankets—one each—plus a pot to pissin. Up went al the lamps save one, leaving us nearly in darkness
asthe barrel was pulled back to the top. Finaly the guards went up the ladder, and last of dl, the ladder
itself was pulled up.

It was aremarkably secure prison.

Asthe guards were leaving, the daves from up top were looking for placesto lie down and deep for the
night. The daves from below were waiting, though, and | thought | knew why.

Prax approached me from the back of the mine as | stood, gaping up at the hole where the ladder had
been. "You arethe Laurial remember,” he said.

"Y$,"

"This makes no sense. Y ou weren't owned by Kyros. And half adozen from the line swear they saw you
last week, afree woman. What are you doing here?"

"Looking for you," | sad.

"Why?"

"Because | want to give back what | took from you."

"Areyou drunk?What the hell do you think you can give me here?'

The daves from above had gotten back up to listen, and there was aripple of hard amusement at Prax's
question.

"I mean, really. Do you see away out of here? Do you see aladder? Every daveis put down here at
night."



"I have afriend onthe outside,” | said. "A shaman, and my blood sister. Once we know what were going
to do, we can have her come and let usout.”

"Thereisawadl. There are guards. They are congtantly watching for bandits, and you think your friend
has a chance?"

"| think shelll have achance if we can poison the guards.” | pulled the packet from my pocket. "Who
cooks for the guards?'

A long pause. Then... "Hedoes," Prax said, and pointed.

| held out the packet to the man. He was cleaner than the rest. "Would you use this?' | asked.
"What will it do?'

"Makethemsick.” | hope.

"If I make them sick, they'll take away my job and send me back to the bottom of the mine."

"No they won't. Because while they're throwing up, my blood sister will come throw down the ladder,
and well come up and kill them dl, and escape to the Alashi. And then welll all befree"

The cook looked at Prax. Prax looked at me.

"I sworelast fal that | would free the people | sent back to davery,” | said. "I found Nika, and took her
to the Alashi. | took Uljasto the steppes. And... and Burkut aswell."

"What happened to Burkut? Y oure trying to hide something,” Prax said.

"Burkut died. He wasfree, but he died." | waited for Prax to say something. When hedidn't | went on. "l
don't know where Thaisis. But | spent dl winter trying to think of away to freeyou. | thought that if |
waswilling to risk everything by going inside, I might be able to help you get out. And dl the other mine
daves”

IIWMI
"Do you really need to know the answer to that?"

Prax stepped close to me and for amoment | thought he was going to try to kill me with hisbare hands. |
could smdll him, fetid and swesaty with afaint odor of rot and death. His breath wasterrible. "I dreamed
of you, some months ago,” he said. "We faced each other, and you promised to free me." | nodded. "So
tell me. Why? And why now, and not two years ago when you took me back to Kyros?'

"l was Kyross servant then.” | swallowed hard. "Now... now | am Alashi." And always will be. No
matter what they say.

Prax's eyes swept over me and he nodded, finally.

"There are two guards down here during theday,” | said. "Why not kill them and break out, even without
poisoning their food?"

"The ladder is pulled up unless someone needs to go up or down,” Prax said. "Also, thereisair to
breathe here at the bottom only because a djinn blows fresh air down a shaft. If they sent the djinnto do
something dse, wed dl suffocate.”



"What about the daves above?"

"There are far more than two guards on top,” Prax said. "They protect the mine from bandits. They could
certanly fight off daves"

"Well." | turned back to the cook. "Will you put thisin their food? It's possible that it won't do anything at
al”

Hetook it, crumpling itin hishand and hiding it, findly, indde his shirt.

Prax took his blanket and lay down in the tunnel. ™Y ou probably need to deep now," he said. " Speak
with your blood sgter. Thentdl usif sheswilling to help us”

| wrapped my blanket around me, then lay down and closed my eyes. Around me, | could hear the
shuffle of other daves sttling down. The tunne floor was cold, even through the blanket, and uneven.
And despite my exhaugtion, | couldn't fal adeep.

| rose, findly, and sat up, leaning againgt the wdl and trying to meditate. Around me, inthedim light, |
could see silent humps, the deeping daves. Then Prax sat up and cameto Sit next to me.

"I couldn't degp my firdt night here either,” he said. | thought he was going to go onto give me
grief—after dl, it was my fault he/d wound up here—but he just scratched hisknee, hiseyesalittle
digant. "Thefloor isawfully hard.”

"l need to talk to Tamar," | whispered.

"Maybe tomorrow night.”

"| gave the cook the packet..."

"W, and tomorrow night well know if it'sworked."

My eyesfdt like they were crusted with sand; | was so tired, | couldn't understand why | hadn't been
abletojust deep. "Why are you being kind to me?" | blurted, resting my forehead against my knees.

Prax shrugged. "Why not?" When | didn't answer, he went and lay back down. After afew minutes| lay
down again aswell.

| dipped into agray twilight sometime very latein the night, but | couldn't find Tamar, or she couldn't find
me; | thought | heard the echo of her voice, but | couldn't make out her words over the clatter of abell.
Then theringing of the bell woke me, and | was back in the mine.

We ate breakfast below; more cooked horse feed. Then adifferent group of daveswent up to work on
the surface for the day. We rotated, apparently. | wondered when it would be my turn to go up, and
hoped that | wouldn't have the opportunity to find out. Prax was down with me, ill. He worked beside
metoday, his eyes on the rock as he chipped away.

"How much of what we're breaking hereis gems?' | asked as we worked.

"In agood week we find a handful. Up above, they get abonusif they find any. Extrafood. Down here,
they don't expect usto be able to spot anything. There was one time, though, that someone found abig
swath of something in the rock—they had us chip away the rock around it to pry it al out, and then
everyone got therest of the day off.”

"When was that? Recently?"



"No. | don't know when it was. Maybe last spring? Or last summer. It's hard to keep track of time.”

| wondered what had kept Prax alive, al thistime. How he'd survived the work, the hunger, the abuse.
Hewasrail-thin now, hard and spare; anything extra he had had been burned away, eaten by the
darkness. He saw me looking at him and returned ameasuring look before going back to histask.

The hammer was rubbing blisters onto my hands; | tried to change my grip, but thet helped very little. |
thought about tearing loose some strips of cloth from my shirt to pad my hands, then discarded the idea.
Just endureit, | thought. Either we'll escape and I'll have time to heal, or I'll die anyway. Attracting
attention from the guards now isn't worth it. By the time we stopped to eat lunch, my hands were
dick with blood.

| watched carefully to see what the guards were eating. They had a separate med, which they ate, leaning
againg the barrel and chatting with each other. | wondered if the cook had dipped the packet in. The
guards didn't seem to find anything wrong with the food. One glanced toward me as the meal was ending
and | quickly looked away.

Not quickly enough. "Hey, girl," the guard said, ambling toward me. | looked down—then, afraid the
guard would be angry a me for not answering when he was clearly talking to me, | looked up again. |
stood up and ingtinctively tried to square my shoulders and straighten up before thinking, no, he wants
me to cower, just give himwhat he wants. It didn't matter. | could smell my own fear, and I'm sure he
could, too.

"What did you do to piss off your old master, anyway?' The guard wasn't fat, but he was fleshy, and soft,
for asoldier. Stark contrast to the hungry daves. His clotheswere dirty, but pressed and mended. No
doubt some privileged dave had laundry duty.

"I don't know," | said, my voice ragged.

The guard poked me in the chest with the handle of hiswhip, hard enough to knock me back down.
Then he uncoiled hiswhip and |ashed me once on the legs. The tearing pain caught me by surpriseand |
yelped like apuppy. "Sure you know," the guard said. "They al know. Areyou going to tell me now?"
The whip snapped out again and | cringed, trying to pull away with nowhere to go, biting back my own
sobs. He wasn't hitting me hard; | knew that. From his perspective, this wasn't punishment, but teasing.

"I'll tell you," | said, my back pressed againg the tunnd wall. "I can tell you my guess.”

The whip snaked out one moretime as| was saying that and | dmost broke down into sobs before | got
some sort of shaky control over my voice. "'l went for water and got lost. He must have thought | was
trying to run away, Snce we were so near bandit territory. He said he would make an example of me, so
he sold me here, not even for avery good price, to berid of me. To make sure everyone knew."

"Got lost. Sureyou did." The guard nodded, and for amoment | thought he might presstheissue, but
he'd tired of his sport. "What are you al gawking a?' he roared, and everyone picked up hammers and
went back to work.

My hands were shaking, and my legs, but the tears dissipated as | |et the darkness swallow me again.
Nothing matters, nothing matters, wait it out, wait it out.

Before | had left with Sophos, he had promised that | would be treated respectfully—that he wouldn't
forget that | was afree woman. Then he'd raped me. But that had happened just before | |eft Sophos's
house for the Alashi. For most of my time with him, 1'd thought mysalf untouchable; my fear had been
feigned. Here, | wastruly adave. Reflecting on that even briefly made the panic riseup in melikethe



urgeto vomit. There's only one way out now. Only one way out. So keep going.

The guardsdid not look ill. Not even dightly. Maybe the evening med would be different? Dinnertime
came, we ate again, and the guards and the ladder went up. All eyesturned to the cook.

"l put it in the noon meal," he said. "That stuff you gave me. It smelled terrible, | thought they'd dl notice,
but no one complained. But they're not sick, ether. It didn't work."

It didn't work. | felt dizzy with dismay.

"We need astronger poison,” Prax said. "WEeIl mix together the stuff in the night pot tonight. Scoop out a
little, let it 9t in apacket for aday, then try giving them that." He squeezed my shoulder. "Thiswill work."

"Why areyou so certain?’ | asked him aswe lay down for the night.
"Thedjinni promised me | would befree" he said softly.
"Areyou sure it wasthe djinni?" | asked.

"Areyou thinking of the dream where you came to me? I'm not thinking of that. Thiswas different. Not
long after | first came here, | decided that I'd rather diethan remain adave. | didn't want to be beaten to
death—too painful—so | didn't dare just stop working. Instead, | stopped esting. For two days, no one
noticed. Then that night, adjinn came to me and told me that | needed to eat, and survive, and trust them,
because | would be free. | asked when, and the djinn wouldn't tell me, but it did say that an Alashi
woman would come and lead me to freedom. | thought that was strange. | didn't know a great ded about
the Alashi, but | did know that they never free daves. Y ou're supposed to free yoursdf, and then if you
reach them, they figure you're worthy. The Greeks say the Alashi sacrifice newcomersto their gods, but
they don't, really—the desert doesit for them.”

"But I'm not Alashi. They cast me out. Alibek..." | trailed off, not wanting to tell the story. "They took my
ves," | finished, lamdy. "I'm not one of them."

"Y ou said yesterday that you were Alashi.”

"It was the easiest way to explain. And—I am more Alashi than | am anything else, even if they don't
want me anymore.”

Prax dmogt smiled. "The djinn meant you."

|. could see Tamar, but she was aterribly long way away, across the steppe, riding her horse. | shouted
her name, and she turned toward me, but though she urged her horse forward she grew no closer.

"We're going to poison the guards,” | shouted. "Once they're sick, welll need you... well be trapped,
below the ground, well need you to lower the ladder..."

Shewas il distant, but | could see her face, tight with fear. "Can you hear me?' | shouted. "Do you
understand? Please..."

She was ydling something back, but | couldn't hear her; the wind whipped her words away. They
reached me, finaly, echoing in my earsas| woke up. I'm going to kill you for doing thisto me. You
and Jaran both, 1'm going to spit you on sticks and leave you for the vultures...

| lay awakein the dim light of the onelamp. Tamar wants to help. She must be willing to help,



because | have to survive thisin order to give her the satisfaction of killing me. But that's not
what she'd have said if she heard me. If she'd heard what | said, she'd have given me more of an
answer .

Maybe she heard me just as | woke, the way | heard her.
The message got through.
Qurely it did.

Therewas nothing | could do about it, not lying awake. Even after dozing off into fitful light deep, |
wasn't ableto find Tamar again. | thought | heard Kyrossvoice, in the distance, but | couldn't be sure.

| woke for real sometime before the guards came down to wake us. Prax had taken astick, stirred
together the contents of the night pot, then scraped the revolting result out onto a scrap of cloth, and set
that asdein acorner.

"The guards are going to smell that," someone murmured. "What are you going to say when they find it?'

"Lauriacan say that she was sick during the night and soiled her clothes” Prax said camly. " She'sfeding
well enough to work this morning, though.”

The cook came over to stare dubioudy at the shit-smeared folded cloth. "Do you redly think they're not
goingto notice if | put that in their food?"

"Put in only what you think you can get away with," Prax said.

"And you think itll work thistime. Wheat if they catch me?’

"Take carethat they don't. But | think it will work."

Prax caught the man's eyes and touched hisarm. "The djinni have said that well be free.”

The cook nodded, trembling alittle. We were going to let it it for aday; hopefully he wouldn't drop
dead from sheer nervousnessin the next day and a half.

"Did thedjinni really promise that everyone here would be free?" | whispered as we took our spotsand
picked up our tools. "Or just you?'

"l see noway that | could be freed done," Prax said. "It's everyone or no one, don't you think?*
"Somecould die” | said.
"It will do him no good to think about that."

It would do me no good to think on it either, but that'swhat | did for much of the day. | found it hard to
imagine thisworking well enough that no one would die in this escape attempt, and | saw no particular
reason to believe that | would be one of the survivors. The meancholiamade me dow. My thoughts had
no clarity and my wit no quickness, surely | wouldn't be any better a avoiding a swinging sword.

Even after amere two days underground, the sunlit world had begun to seem strangely far away. The
rock wasred, the task wasred, the pain in my handswas surely rea, but the open air, the steppe,
freedom... they seemed much farther away than ahundred rungs of ladder.



The day passed, somewhere above us. With no sun to follow across the sky, my only hint was my
increasingly hollow stomach. But our lunch arrived, findly, and then our dinner, and then people were
descending the ladder and blankets were passed ouit.

I'd hoped, desperately, that 1'd be able to speak with Tamar again tonight, but instead | found myself
aching and degpless, my mind lurching in dow circleslikeadying animd. | sat up, findly, and leaned
againgt thewall. The pebbles on the floor had begun to poke into my sore muscles, and my entire body
felt bruised.

Something lifted my hair—astray breeze? No. A glimmer in front of me, paein the shadows, adjinn as
miserable astherest of the mine daves.

"You'rethe djinn that bringsusour air," 1 whispered. "'l can't free you. We'd die before morning.”

"Y ou can't free me now," it whispered back. "But | will befree, like you. Y ou will set me free before you
go. It was promised.”

"What was promised?’

"Y ou were promised. I've seen you in the places that only we can go; I've seen your face, I've heard your
name." Another feathery brush against my hair. "We aren't supposed to share our secretswith you, but
they've left me here, abandoned me in the darkness, and | don't care anymore what they say. You are
ours. You are the one who will free me. Promise me, promiseme..."

"Can you fetch me something that will redlly make the guards sick? Redl poison?"
"No. | am bound tighter than you are.”

"Y ou'retaking to me, though.”

"I can wander the mine fregly, but 1 am bound bel ow the surface.”

"| think you're as crazy as| am.”

"The daversthink that my land isdark, they think that darknessiswhat we need, what we like. They are
wrong. They see nothing, nothing. They don't know what our land islike. We are not creatures of
darkness. We are not creatures of stone, of caves."

"Neitheram "

"No." Another touch.

"I will freeyou assoon as| can.”

"They won't want you to. The others here. Keep the spell-chain. Useit."
"I know. I'll free you anyway."

"Promise"

"l promise.” 1t was afoolish thing to promise, but | could no more turn away from the djinn's pleathan |
could turn away from Prax, now. "Oncel can, | will freeyou."

My hair whipped briefly around my face, and then the djinn was gone. | wondered how close we wereto
morning, and after awhile | lay back down. | did deep, and | even dreamed, but | didn't remember the



dreamsin the morning.

The cook took the new packet, dipping it under his clothing and giving Prax one more terrified ook
before he headed up the ladder. "Lunch pot,” Prax whispered to him. He glanced at me, and | nodded,
thinking, | can't bear any more waiting. Let thiswork. Please, please |et this work.

I'd been staying asfar away from the guards as| could, but after lunch, | found a spot to work on that
was near enough that | could listen to their conversation. | was hoping desperately for indigestion, at
least; alack of appetite, the cold swegt and headache of looming illness. They weren't much for talking,
though; they paced up and down the line for much of the afternoon.

Finaly, though, they took atea bregk, lounging againgt the wal for alittle while as we kept working.
"Anything new on therider?' one of them asked the other.

| felt the sweat on my armsturn cold. Tamar. Isthis Tamar ?

"W, from what Therapon could tell, it'sonly the one. If she'sa scout for abandit raid she'salong way
ahead of therest.”

"Maybe she's planning to break in and rob usin our deep?’ They both chuckled at that.

"Word s, she'sto be brought in if you can catch her. She'sgot afast horse. Probably tomorrow the
word will be, go catch her. Theré's no way she'sout riding for her health. She's up to no good.”

They put their cups down, with that, and amoment later the whip snapped out against my leg. "Teatime's
over," theguard said, and | redlized I'd dowed my pace, trying to listen to their conversation. "Back to
work."

So. Thereit was. She's here, but we're almost out of time. | wondered if she knew they'd seen her,
knew they were after her. | have to dream tonight. Have to. Have to warn her .

The cook was shaking and pae when he came down. "I'm not doing thisagain,” he said when the guards
were gone. "They tasted it, you fools. They knew something was different.”

"Didthey edt it anyway?"
"Y es, but that was lunch, and are they on their knees vomiting? Some poison!”

Everyonelooked at me. Including Prax. just admit defeat. You've lost. You are lost. What are you
going to say now?

If I don't give them hope, right now, they will truly be lost.
"l have another idea,” | said. "But it needsto be day. For now—seep.”
It was enough. Barely.

Prax cameto speak with me, once al was quiet. "1 don't have aplan,” | whispered before he could ask.
"l don't haveanidea. | lied."

"l know."



"The djinn that brings our air stopped to speak with melast night,” | whispered. "Last summer, therewas
another djinn that helped me." The djinn bound in the bandits spell-chain had promised methat if | would
freeit by breaking the chain, it would move the bandits somewhere far away from us before returning to
itshome. "Wemadeaded," | said after amoment. "I freed it by smashing the binding stone of its
spdl-chain. It helped me. | could free the djinn that brings our air. Maybe it could do something..."

"Do you know where the spell-chainis?'
"No. But | could freeit another way. It's... hard to explain.”

| saw Prax's hair move, ruffled dightly in astray breeze that touched nothing else. "'If | freed you, could
you help us, if you chose?' | asked the djinn.

"No." The hisswastinged with regret. "1 would be home, and not here. And you would suffocate herein
the darkness, and | would be an outcast forever, for sacrificing your lifefor my freedom.”

"If we freed you during the day, what would they do then? Would they bring us up, or let usdie here?’

" think they'd bring us up,” Prax said. "It would cost them alot of money to replace dl of us, and it
would shut the mine down for weeks. They're dways buying. But they'd keep aclose eye on us.”

"For how long? It would take timeto get anew spdl-chain. Perhapsthey'd get careless.”

"Tomorrow," the djinn hissed, and was gone. | felt my resolve harden. Tomorrow. One way or another .

Tamar waswith me; shewasin my arms, likealover. "You haveto leave" | whispered, and her arms
tightened around me. "They know you're out there, they're going to capture you if you stay. Pull back, at
least. You can gtill help usonceweredl out.”

"Y ou're going to need my help to get out.”

"No, | have anew plan. But you need to be sure they don't catch you—if they do, it'll al be over.”
"Y ou don't think | could talk my way out?"

| thought that over. "No."

“I'll bear thet in mind."

"Tel meyou're going to takemy advice," | said. "No more hints. Tell me what you're going to do.”
"Don't worry about me."

"They haven't caught you aready!"” | said, horrified, but the dream wasfading.

| woke fedling grimly certain that Tamar was in the hands of our enemies. | watched the faces of the
guardsfor clues. They're smiling. They have her, and that's why they're smiling. | tried to position
myself near them again, to listen. They seemed alittle groggy, though, asif they had been sick the night
before, if not as incapacitated as 1'd hoped. They paced and watched us, conversation was minima.



"Hey, girl," one of them said. | thought from my hunger that it was late morning, but | wasn't sure. | kept
my eyes on the rock, hoping they meant someone else.

"Yeah, | meanyou," hesaid, and | turned. He nodded. "Come here."
| dragged my feet. "Weve got aspecid task for you," he said.
"A gpecid privilege" the other said.

"Do thisright, and we might let you spend tomorrow upstairsin the fresh air. Would you like that? Y ou
know, you get apiece of cheeseif you find agem. Or adice of gpple. Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you."

| swallowed hard and nodded, keeping my eyes on the ground.

"Wall, then. Let's show her what we've got. No, wait—first, have your hammer ready.” They snickered. |
shrugged and raised my hammer.

One of them had histea glass upended over something; helifted it, and | saw atiny spider, no bigger than
my thumb. | remembered, last summer, Zosmostelling us about this, after Tamar freed him from the
mine. It was agood amusement to force the davesto kill spiders, knowing that many worshipped
Arachne. No doubt they weren't sure whether | worshipped Arachne or not—or else they'd caught
Tamar and weretrying to usethisto know if | was Alashi. Surdly any Alashi would hesitateto kill a
Spider.

| ama child of the djinni.

The spider was scuttling for the shadows fast enough that | didn't think | could actualy get it with my
hammer, so | ssomped on it with my foot.

"That's one dead spider," said the guard who'd first taunted me. He bent over it, and | saw the back of
his neck, exposed: pale skin, the bony spine jutting out.

My chance, | thought, and not trusting my duggish mind to consider the consequences fast enough, |
samply swung my hammer, ashard as| could.

The hammer sank into bone and flesh with acrunch. He was far more yielding than the rock wall, and my
stomach twisted. He was aman, but he was my enemy, and | knew that | couldn't afford second
thoughts.

Prax—had he seen this coming? How could he, when | hadn't known until just now that | would do this?
Prax had his own hammer in his hand, and he legpt forward, swinging it into the face of the other guard.
Another crack and a crunch, a second swing—his cry was cut off even as he voiced it, and amoment
later both lay ill.

"Arethey dead?' someone whispered.

| flinched from touching their bodies, and Prax did it, fegling for bresth and a heartbest. "This one's dead.
Thisoneisn't, but | wouldn't expect him to wake again in thisworld.”

"They'll leave usto die," said one of the men who'd gonewith Boradai. "Even if there were aladder,
they'd see uscoming up and kill usdl..."

"They're not going to leave usto die." | swalowed hard. Just keep lying. "Thiswasadl part of my plan.



The spider, that was asurprise, but it worked out well, didn't it?" Nervous murmurs of agreement. |
looked at the body and the unconscious guard. "1 know how to use asword,” | said, and took one.

"I've swung one. Once." Prax took the other. | remembered the cut he'd given me when | took him back
to Kyrosand didn't argue.

We need to get to the top. That's the next step. How? The barrel of rocks that will go up at
lunchtime.

"Right," | said. "Prax and | can hidein the barrel. Well pull asheet over usand pile rocks on top. When
it getsto the top, well come out, kill the guards, and kick the ladder back down."

"Kill the guards?’ Prax said.

"Wecandoit," | said.

"Then what?'

"How many guardsaretherein al?"

" About twenty."

"Eighteen, now," | said. "There are alot more of usthan there are of them. We're going to do this."

Above, we heard agong. "That'sthe sgnd for lunch,” Prax said. "Normally everyonewould dump in
their sonesnow.”

"Let'sgetin." We both fit, barely, our limbs twined together like loversinstead of old enemies. | wedged
my sword in, point down, so that it wouldn't cut me or Prax, and Prax did the same thing with his.
Someone stripped a shirt off the dead guard and we pulled it over uslike ataut roof; athin layer of rocks
was carefully piled on top.

"The daveswill know something's going on. Were going to be much lighter than the rocks."
The daves clustered around us. "If the unconscious one gtirs, hit him on the head again,” Prax said.

"Wecandothis" | said. "Trust us." | could smell their fear, but there wasn't anything | could do about it
now. "If we don't succeed in this, what will happen?* | whispered to Prax, in the dark.

"Something like this? At best, they'll pull out the djinn and let everyone below suffocate. At word, it'll be
an uglier death. No mercy, not for something likethis. And for us..."

"l don't want to know. Shut up.” | closed my eyes. "Djinn, are you near?"

Thetouch, like afeather. Thistime | reached back. "Return to the silent lands, lost one of your kind, and
trouble usno more,” | whispered.

A moment of exhilaration. In the darkness, | thought for amoment that | could see aglimpse of the place
the djinn came from, through the gate in my heart. And the djinn—I saw the djinn, like awild-eyed
woman of ragged flame. It hesitated for amoment in the doorway, turned back, grabbed my face, and
kissed mefull onthelips. It waslike being kissed by awhirlwind, or by the sun. | felt amoment of intense
hesat, and all the breath went out of me. Then it was gone, and | wasin the dark again, in Prax'slap, his
arms wrapped around me.

"Areyou surethat was agood idea?' Prax asked.



"No. But thisway we guarantee ourselves no stragglers. And the Greeks can't pull the djinn out of the
tunne to useit againg us.”

A shrug. And then another gong, and the barrel began to move.

It was acurious fedling, being lifted up like that. On one hand it reminded me of the trip in the makeshift
palanquin, carried by the djinn; on the other hand, it was much dower, with many jerks, each of which
threatened to leave the contents of my stomach on my Iap. How are we even going to know that we're
at the top? But we dowed, and then stopped. "Be ready," Prax whispered, asif | needed areminder.
Then, "Now!"

| legpt to my feet; Prax followed as soon as | was off of him, stolen swordsin our hands. Whirling, | saw
aguard, and lunged, trying to run him through before he even knew what was happening. Djinni guide
my sword... Hisstunned cry choked off in agush of blood from the dash to his neck. Well, or guide
Prax's sword. Really, either isfine.

Therewas only the one guard. Only the one! The ladder was rolled up on aspoal; | unbuckled the belt
that held it in place and let it unroll to the bottom of the tunndl. "Start up,” | called down.

Prax leaned past me and cdled down the shaft, "The djinn isgone. Come up if you want to live."
"Isthere usudly only one guard?’

The two daves shook their heads. "There's usudly three. They pulled two out to go out looking for
bandits, | think."

Had Tamar not been caught, then? Or maybe she had, and had sent them out looking for a nonexistent
bandit tribe to better the odds against me.

The ladder and barrd wereinsde acavein the hill. Thiswas probably to keep rain out of the mine, but
for the moment they also gave usahiding place. We waited while the daves climbed up from below.
When | redlized that no one was bringing up their hammer, we lowered the barrel again, shouting down
to put the hammersin there if they weren't going to carry them up. | wanted more targets than just me
and Prax, whether the other davesliked theideaor not.

The daves climbed up steadily, but it was going to take along time—and once up, everyone had to let
their eyes adjust to the daylight just insde the cave. How are we going to even fight out there? When
about haf the daves had climbed out, another guard camein looking to see why the rock wasn't being
delivered, and we struck him down, too. Four down. Sixteen—or so—to go.

"How many more do you think will come looking before they start to wonder what's going on?" | asked
Prax.

"Onemore, if we'relucky."
"Let'swait alittle longer. Give our eyes moretimeto adjust.”

The last of the daves were coming out when the next guard approached. He hesitated well short of the
door and called, "Methodios? What the hell are you doing?' Pause. "Methodios?"

| turned to the daves. "There are sixteen guards left. Each of you has aweapon. Kill dl the guards, and
we will have astable of horsesto take usto join the Alashi. Go." | turned to the door and ran toward the
guard with drawn sword.



Thiswasthe first guard who was actually prepared to be attacked. His sword was out by thetimel
reached him, and it was clear very quickly that he was amuch better swordsman than | was even when |
was not hungry, bleeding, and haf blind from the bright sunlight. But Prax was on my hedls, and three
more daves armed with hammers, and he fell benesth our blowslike afelled tree.

"Comeon," | shouted. "Y ou know who your enemies are. Take them down!"

The rest of the guards knew now that something was horribly wrong, and were running toward us from
their pogtions dong the wall. One was pulling out aspell-chain, and | felt amaicious sense of triumph
that 1'd denied them that weapon, at least. The daves who were sorting rocks began to pick up large
chunks of stone astheir own wegpons. From the corner of my eye, | saw the cook running out of the tent
with alarge butcher knife. There were daves who were falling back and doing their best to hide, but most
werefighting likeratsinatunnd.

We can do this. We're going to do this.

In battle with the Alashi, I'd dways felt amixture of terror and exhilaration. Exhilaration that | wasfighting
my enemies, sword in hand, free to defend myself in any way | could. Terror because | wasusudly facing
abetter fighter than | was. Now, the heat of battle was in my blood, burning away the shadow, at least
for now. | caught aguard across the wrist with my sword; he fell back astep, then wasforced to the
ground by my alieswith hammers. Another guard had along spear, but someone threw ahammer a him
hard enough to knock him off hisstride, and then hewaslog, fdlen.

Then we heard ahorn, blasted long and loud. Summoning back the ones who rode out |ooking for
bandits. Shit.

Therewas no timeto think about it. There was only timeto raise my stolen sword to defend mysdlf
againg the next guard, to hope that the daves with hammers would be able to overwhelm him before he
killed me. There could be no retrest here. There was nowhere to run. Wewould kill or die until only
they, or only we, wereleft slanding.

Then suddenly there was no onein front of me. | looked around wildly, just intimeto seearrows. The
remaining guards had scrambled up on to the wall, lined up beside each other, and were shooting down
at us. "Spread out,” | shouted. " Scatter!"

We needed something to hide under, or behind. | found myself with Prax and one of the daveswho'd
gone with Boradal, behind abuilding I thought was probably the kitchen. "We could hideinsde," the
dave panted. | noticed that he till clutched his hammer, and that it was red with someone's blood.

"They'll trap usthere,” | said. "Burnit down around us."

"But out here—they'll circle around to the other part of the wall. Shoot us down. How are we going to
get out of here? How can we fight against bows?'

"We should move now," Prax said. "Charge them before they get a chance to spread out.”

In the shelter of the building, my blood was sill racing, but my mind had dowed again. | had no ideawhat
to do. On the other side of the building, | could still hear cries of pain; not everyone had found shelter.
We need to get out of here. We need to kill those guards before we can get out of here. We need to
protect ourselves fromthe arrows... "Isthere anything we can hold like ashield?’ | asked.

"The pansfor sorting the rocks," Prax said, pointing. The pool of water for washing and sorting was a
short sprint from where we sheltered, across open ground.



"Thisisal your fault,” Borada'sdave sad, turning on me.

| closed my eyes. " Shelter in the kitchen if you want. I'm running for ashield, and then toward the guards
with the bows. | don't see aswe redlly have much of achoice.”

Weran for it—Borada's dave following aong with me. | snatched up atray, unscathed, and held it up
like ashield, then whirled around, trying to see where the bowmen were now, where | needed to hold the
shield to protect mysdlf. Come on. Come on. Djinni help me, have they spread out already?

But no more arrows came.
"Laurial Help me close these doors," afamiliar voice shouted.
"Isthat your aly on the outsde?" Prax asked.

| ran toward the gate. It was Tamar, ill clutching her bow. "What," | gasped, helping her to pull the gate
shut. "How...?"

"There are more out there, hunting the bandits they thought | might be scouting for. But we can closethe
doors and shoot down at them. Who knows how to use abow?" she shouted down at the daveswho
were ssumbling out from their makeshift hiding spots. "Come on, surely some of you must have seen one
used. Get up here!”

"Therest of theguards... ?'

"Therésnotime..." Tamar glanced over the wall, then shrugged. Y esterday evening | rode up to the
gate and told them | represented the Y ounger Sisters, and was here to make them avery lucrative offer
for whatever karenite they werefinding."

"Karenite? They mined gems herel”
"| figured that surely they found karenite occasiondly.”
"Did they redly believe that you were a sorceress? Y ou're not old enough.”

"l had that spell-chain you made back in Casseia—I linked the two ends together and kept it asa
necklace. They didn't get agood enough look at it to see what was missing. If they'd asked for meto
summon my djinn, I'd have given them astern look and said that my aeriko was already on an errand
that was far more important than any silly gamesfor their benefit. Anyway, when | realized you'd made
your move, | wasin aprivate conference with the officer in charge. | stabbed him in the heart before he
knew what was going on, and then got my bow and found a spot where | could be useful. And | think |
was pretty useful, taking out the five men on thewall likethat." She looked over the wal again, then eyed
me. "And you didn't think | could talk my way out if they caught me."

| knew what she wanted and was more than happy to provideit. "I waswrong. Oh, was| wrong!"
"You're lucky, did you know that?"
"l amfar luckier than | deserve.”

"And don't you forget it. Now go get the bows and see what you can do about teaching a bunch of
davesto defend afortress.”

Prax was dready pulling bowsloose from the twitching fingers of the fallen guards, and digging out the
quiversof arrows. "I've never used abow before,” he said.



"You'll begreet a it. It'snot that hard." We found three more daveswho were willing to giveit a
try—the nervous cook was one, to my surprise, and one of the others was one of Boradai's.

Thewall was built to defend the mine against bandit raids, and provided shelter for usto crouch behind
while occasiondly leaning out to shoot arrows. "'Put your bows down,” Tamar said. "Wait until | give
word to pick them up. Therésno point in shooting at them until they're within range.”

We could see them coming, now, five men on horses riding together down the road. Tamar's own bow
wasin her hand, the arrow ready. "Right," she said as the men dowed to awalk. "Pick up your bows..."

Another pause. | heard one of the horses snort.
"Arrowsready..."
The men cameto adead stop, staring at the closed doors.

"Now," Tamar whispered. Her arrow hit the lead horseman square in the chest; the rest of the arrows
went wild. I'd expected them to charge forward to come to the aid of their fellow guards, but instead the
four survivors whedled their horses around and ran, asfast asthey could, in the other direction.

"Wed better get out of here,” Tamar said.

"Firg—" | grabbed her am. "Prax, thisis Tamar. Tamar, thisis Prax.”
"It'sapleasureto meet you," Tamar said.

Prax gave her adightly hestant nod.

"Wheresthe stable?' Tamar asked. "WEeIl make better time getting out of here if welve got horses.
Unlessyou're hiding adjinn up your deeve..."

"| freed the djinn.”
"Y ou did? Well—good."

We climbed down from thewall, and for the first time, | had amoment to survey the damage. My dation
began to fade. Of the mine daves, fully half had been killed or were dying; of the survivors, most nursed
aninjury, minor or severe. Some of the daves kndlt over the bodies of friends, trying to stop the bleeding,
or whigpering to them to open their eyes. Others stood stunned, blood-dicked hammers drooping from
their hands, waiting for me or Prax to tell them whereto go next.

"Have you had enough of davery?' | asked. There was no response. | looked around, wondering about
the daves Boradai had brought here. | could see at least one dead on the ground; another was standing,
shocked and empty-handed, in the courtyard. The one who'd whined to me my first day held a
blood-soaked hammer and |ooked like he was actudly ready to climb on ahorse and find the Alashi.
"Listen up," | shouted. "We're leaving as soon as we can get the horses ready. We, asin me, Prax, and
al of you." Therewas till no response.

| turned to Tamar. " Get the horsesready. I'll send someoneto help you if | can figure out who's taken
care of the horses." And then | went to the cook. "It'stimeto go,” | said. "Do you know anything about
horses?’

"No." His voice was shaky.

"Riding isn't that hard, honestly. Do you want to go wait by the stable?' | moved on to one of the daves



who stood with abloody hammer, staring in horror at the blood on his hands. ™Y ou can go wash off, if
you want, and then get ready to go. Freedom iswithin reach.” He seemed ashdf-adeep as| fet, and |
shook hisarm gently. "We need to hurry. But we're going to make it; the desperate part isover.” | went
next to one of the oneswho knelt beside abody on the ground. "We have to leave the dead. Even the
dying. Freedom iswithin reach, but we need to hurry..."

A ragged line was forming beside the stable; others were following my lead, gathering their friends,
washing their hands, getting ready to go. "Find water-skins," | told one of the men who looked a bit less
lost than the others. "We're going to need water."

"Have you had enough of davery?' | asked one of the daveswho'd gone with Boradal.

It took more time than it should have, precious minutes when the four surviving guards had gone to get
reinforcements, but then we were picking up the waterskins and the sacks of food, loading up horses
from the stable, and then setting out, over the hillsand away.

CHAPTER TWELVE

There was no real hope of biding that night, just hope that it would take the surviving guardstime to
stumble back, convince someone to take them serioudly, bring reinforcements. 1f they come after us,
we're dead. Following the lead of Prometheus—rob your enemies—we'd taken bows and swords from
thefort, but | wasthe closest thing in the group to a competent swordsman. And Tamar wasthe only one
who was good with abow. The djinn promised that Prax would reach freedom, so clearly we're
going to survive, because he'll die with the rest of us if we're attacked. Then again, it's possible
that this counts as freedom.

Well, there's nothing | can do about it, so | might as well stop worrying about it. Somewhat to my
aurprise, | was ableto thrust the fear aside and think about other things, like finding water and reaching
the Alashi.

"Arethey Hill a Spring Gathering?' | asked Tamar.
"Probably. It hasn't been that long since we freed the harem. | know it fedslike months.™ It did, in fact.
"Someone will ill bethere. There might be groupsthat have left for the summer...."

Groups. The sword brotherhoods and sword ssterhoods. Janiya, Zhanna, Ruan... Don't think about
what you can't have. | swalowed hard. "Maybe someone closer?’

"Maybe. I'm going to try to ask adjinn.”

| lowered my voice. "If the Alashi were annoyed with usfor sending them freed davesbefore...” |
looked around the camp.

Tamar followed my gaze with asmirk. "You didn't free them and | didn't free them, though we provided
some important support at times. They freed themselves. If they hadn't picked up those hammers and
gone after their masters, we'd be dead and they'd ill be daves.™

"I kind of forced their hand. If you'retold to fight or die, and you fight, isthat taking your freedom?"

"Hell, yes. Besides, they didn't have to fight. If they'd come up and then hidden in a corner and waited



for the fight to be over—it'sawfully expensive and troublesome, killing al your daves. You kill the
leaders, you make examples of anyone who might have blood on their hands, you beat the rest and you
send them back to work."

"Y ou're probably right."

"Probably?Y ou should just learn to trust me on somethings, Lauria" Shewas till gloating over her
ability to fool the guards.

"How did you know they wouldn't just say, 'Oh yeah, we've heard of the Y ounger Sisters, and we're
turning you over to the Sisterhood, who wereloya to?"

"Well, | didn't know for sure. It was a calculated risk. But the Y ounger Sisters are clearly causing all

sorts of trouble for the Sisterhood; held have been afool to just discard my offer out of hand. | thought
the spell-chain would boost my case, and dso | told them Mélissa had sent me, since we know
Lycurgussfriend isinvolved with the rogue Weavers. | sirred in alittleflattery. 1'd figured out by then
that they werefinding at least alittle karenite—not agreat deal, but some—and | told him that they were
finding more than any other mine, and if the Sisterhood of Weavers said otherwise, they werelying to
him. | thought it was possible that the Sisterhood had hinted to him that they thought maybe he was
pocketing some of it and reselling on the black market. And sure enough. The Sisterhood should be more
careful about alienating their servants. Just look at you; you were loyal to them once and they screwed it

up.”

| laughed alittle at that.

"So what did Prax think of you? Are you friends now?'
"Hedidn't try tokill me, like Uljas said he was going to."
"Well, clearly Prax issmarter than Uljas.”

"Either that or he saw that | was hismost likely way out.”
"Have you talked to him since we made it out?"

"No, | havent."

"Maybeyou should."

"I think it'shisright to approach me. Or not."

"Coward."

| shrugged.

When | dept that night, | had avivid dream. All my djinn-sent dreams were strikingly vivid, but thisone
|eft the others behind. The light was bright enough to make me wince, the soundsloud, regler than red. |
felt someone gripping my handstightly enough to cause pain, and when my eyesfindly adjusted to the
light, like they had when I'd come out of the mine, | saw the djinn I'd recently freed. It looked like a
woman, facing me, gripping my wrigts. "'l have amessagefor you," it said, very smply. "l was sent to tell
you this. The dave you seek, Thais, isin Elpisa; she'sowned by Zopyros."

Then it vanished, and the dream vanished, too, and | was awake in my blanket, cold with sweat.
Elpisia? We went down to Casseia to look for her and she'd been bought by someone back in



Elpisa? It fit with what little we knew about what had happened: she'd been bought by a Greek officer
who'd taken her somewhere far away. Zopyros was one of the officers from Kyross garrison. If hed
wanted Thais, it was strange that he wouldn't have bought her in the first place, but thinking back to her
escape, | was pretty sure Zopyros had been away at the time.

Evenif shewasin Elpisa, why would the djinni suddenly decide to hand meinformation on aplate? This
isatrick, they're up to something, | thought, but as the melancholiafaded, I'd learned to distrust my
own distrust. Tamar didn't leave me and wasn't betraying me. I'll go to Elpisia, carefully, and take
alook to see if Thaisisthere. Maybe sheis, maybe sheisn't. It'sworth a look. | certainly don't
know where else to find her.

Thejourney across the steppe was going to take some time. Tamar knew where to find water; that was
our salvation. | vividly remembered our desperate search for water after we escaped together from
Sophos. The memory made me thirsty enough to want to drain my waterskin just thinking about it.

| was beginning to itch, though, wanting to go find Thais. After ahalf-day of travel | asked Tamar what
shethought. "Y ou're needed here, asaguide. I'm not. Alone, | could makeit back to Elpisainjust a
couple of days. If Thaisisthere, if she wantsto comewith me..."

"I don't want you going without me," Tamar said.

"Just because | needed you at the mine, asit turned out, that doesn't mean | need you holding my hand in
Elpisa”

"Y ou'll need mefor something. Y oull need meto find you water, if nothing else.”
"I'll carry water. It doesn't take that long—if | have two horses, one for me and onefor Thais..."
"No. Jugt no."

| brooded about it through the afternoon. Aswe were cooking up apot of lentilsto feed everyone, she
turned to me and said, "Promise you won' just take off.”

"What?'

"Promise you're not going to do something stupid like leavein the middie of the night. Do | need to
recruit future blossomsto set aguard on you? Because I'll do it.”

"Areyou trying to humiliate me to death? What did | do to deserve this?'

"Y ou snuck off inthe middle of the night last time, that's what you did to deserve it. Now promise.”
"l promise not to snesk off inthe middle of the night,” | said.

"Or during the day,” Tamar said doggedly. "Promise that you will not snesk off."

"| promise not to sneak off, day, night, or twilight,” | said.

"Good, because I'll come with you to Elpisia. It's not going to teke al that long to get the new blossoms
up tothe Alashi."

"New blossoms?"

"Well, what ese are you going to call them?1 refuseto call them escaped daves. They're not any kind of
daves any more. They're Alashi recruits. Blossoms.”



"I don't know if I'd call Prax ablossom to hisface. But it'sup to you, | guess.”

Within aday, though, | heard everyone using the term, with adelight that surprised me. | remembered
hearing blossom mostly as an insult, mostly from Ruan, but the former mine daves were gpparently
pleased to have aterm for themselves that didn't include the word slave. The spring flowers hadn't faded
in the summer heat quite yet, and some picked flowers as they walked, making wreaths to crown one
another aswe lay down in the grass each evening.

| barely saw Prax for severd days; 1'd begun to think that he must be deliberately avoiding me. But on
the fifth evening, he approached me with awreeth of hisownin hishand. "Lauria" he said in greeting, his
tone abit offhand.

"Prax," | sad, and nodded. "I haven't seen you much.”

"No," he said, and stood awkwardly for amoment. "Let'sgo for awak," he said. "It'simpossible to have
aprivate conversation with dozens of eavesdropping blossoms an arm's reach away.”

Well, if hetriesto kill me, Tamar will make him sorry. | followed Prax out of the camp.

"After you brought back Uljas, he said he was going to kill you," Prax said when we were out of camp.
"Did hetry?'

"No. Not exactly. He said he'sgoing to kill meif he ever sees me again. That'swhat the Alashi are going
to do, too, s0..." | shrugged. "Hopefully it won't come up. Did you ever swear you were going to kil
me?'

"Well, | gaveit atry, don't you remember?’
"It healed without a scar. But yes."

"l was angry after you brought me back. But after the djinn spokewith me... | knew it was meant to be.
Especiadly when | saw you again. Look a what we accomplished.”

"Half thedavesdied."

"But all of uswould have died, in davery, eventudly." He shook hishead. "How the Greekswill rage
over thid"

"Even the Alashi would call thisasuccessful raid,” | said. Aside from losing half our people.

Prax nodded, hiseyesglinting alittlein thelight. "Anyway. Weve taked abit about the Alashi, these last
few days, and what'swaiting for usthere. Tamar told us alittle, and | knew alittle more. We know we're
going to haveto passtests; they'll split us up as much asthey can. But once we've dl been initiated, we
want to form our own subclan. The Gulzhan, soul-of-a-flower clan.”

"That'slovely," | sad.

"And whether the Alashi likeit or not," he said, "you're amember." And he set the wreath of flowers
gently on my head. "The other Alashi can cast you out; they can threaten to kill you. But someday we will
have our own camp, and our own elders. And you will aways be welcome among us.”

| was speechless; | tried to swallow my tears, and redlized that if | said anything at all, | would break
down completely. So | was Slent. After along moment, Prax gave me anod, brushed one of theloose
flowers back into place against my hair, then rose and walked back to the camp.



The next day wasthefirst really hot day—hot enough to make everyone miss the coolness of the deep
mine, if not themineitself. A whisper of haze burned off within minutes of sunrise, and my head ached by
noon from heat and brightness. When | saw someone gpproaching, | thought &t first it was amirage, my
sun-dazzled eyes creating a person out of windblown grass and shadows. Then | heard the exclamations
of others, and | realized it was a person approaching on horseback. Then she grew closer, and | redlized
it was an Alashi woman, her sword tied into its sheath and her bow unstrung.

And then | saw her face, and redlized that it was someone | knew: Zhanna. My heart legpt, seeing her
agan.

A hush fdl over the group. Zhanna gave the blossoms afriendly smile; they returned looks of stark terror.
With ashrug, she dowed her horse to awak and came up to me and Tamar.

"I'm just ahead of the rest of the Sisterhood,” she said, speaking very softly. "We know you're coming,
and with whom. The eldresswould like to speak with Tamar. Sheld probably like to speak with Lauria,
too, but since you'reto bekilled if we get our hands on you... Janiya sent me ahead to warn you. Tamar
needsto stay here or welll have to ride after both of you. Laurianeedsto go.”

Qurely I'll have a moment...

Zhannamet my eyes and shook her head regretfully. ™Y ou need to go now," she said.

| mounted Krina. Tamar gave me alook of chagrin. All these promises not to sneak off, and now...
"I have enough water to get back, if I'm traveling done, and quickly," | said.

"Elpisga” shesad. "Wait for methere.”

And I left, my heart pounding.

The ride back to Elpisawas quiet; 1'd thought that Tamar might catch up with me, but shedid not. |
thought that she was probably being taken back to speak to the eldress of al the Alashi, probably to
discuss our current project. | wished | could seeit, because | didn't think Tamar would be the least bit
gpologetic. I'd hoped that Tamar might visit mein dreams, but even when | went to deep clutching my
talisman of rag and hair, | couldn't find her.

Perhapsthiswasin part because I'd begun to have trouble deeping. If Krinahad been willing, | fdt likel
could havetraveled dl night aswell asal day. Thelingering fogginessin my head from the melancholia
was completely gone. | felt perfectly aert, clearer than | had ever felt before.

Reaching the dried-out riverbed near Elpisafet oddly like coming home. I'd been back here so many
times now, with Tamar; | holed up in the same spot we'd used last time, so that Tamar could find me
eadly. Therewas dill alittle water in the bottom of the riverbed, but it would be gonein another week.
Stll, Krinacould drink, and | could drink, and we could wait for Tamar. | could go into Elpisiaand free
Thais, and we would take her up to the steppe, and...

And then what?

And then free the rivers, my mind whispered. Just as you decided. Someone hasto do it, so why not
you? Free the Syr Darya, free the Amu Darya, and with the rivers return the power of the
Weavers will be ended. That's what everyone says, and their belief will make it true. We'll return
to our ancestral lands, no longer scraping out a living on the steppe, we'll overthrow the
Ssterhood and the Younger Ssters and the servants and all of them. The riverswill make us
free...



Tamar was going to think thisideawas completdly crazy.
Well, and she'll probably be right.
But freeing an entire mine of daves, that was crazy, too, and we did it.

Night fell, and the moon rose. | went down to drink more water; | felt asenergetic asif I'd just risen, so |
groomed Krinaagain. She was amenableto this, though she snuffled me gently asif to say, go to bed,
silly human. | lay down on my blankets for awhile, then got back up and sat outside, listening to the
wind riffling through the grass. What if Tamar isn't coming?

Don't beridiculous. Of course she's coming.
What if the Alashi make her stay with them?

| wanted to scoff at that idea. | could guess why they'd wanted to speak with her—probably to tell her to
quit freeing people that they then had to dedl with. And | could guessthat she would tell them to get
stuffed. But | wasn't sure what they'd do then. Let her go with ashrug? That didn't seem likely. Keep her
prisoner forever? That dso didn't seem likely. Kill her? We only kill bandits, rapists, spies, and
traitors. "Troublesome former blossoms' wasn't on thelist. But if they were frustrated enough, would
they try again to pretend that she had been in league with me? Over Janiya's dead body. But what
would they do with her, and how long would it take?

By morning, | had decided that | couldn't wait here.

Someone might aready have noticed Krina; someone could come at any timeto investigate. I'll crossthe
wall tonight and find Thais. Once we're out, we'll move somewhere farther away. 1'm not sure we
can safely cross the steppe without Tamar to find me water, but at least we can get clear of
Elpisia. Thisisn't a safe place for me.

Asl did every time| visited Elpisa, | thought about going to my mother. My thoughtstraveled the
well-worn paths of worry. | have nowhere to take her, no safety to offer her. Her best defenseis
innocence. | have to stay away. And if | visited her, we'd only fight anyway ...

Night fell. | headed to thewall; it was as easy to climb as| remembered. Over | went, through the
streets, to the house of Zopyros.

Thais had been aharem dave, like Alibek. Remarkably beautiful, she had apparently seen her chance
one day and dipped out. | suspected that sheld had a confederate planning to bring her supplies. Shed
holed up like Alibek, but with more water and an icy confidence that hadn't entirely broken even when |
pulled her out and took her back to Kyros. At my suggestion, held asked if she had a confederate; she
denied it, and he decided not to pursueit. I'd been alittle frustrated by that, at the time, but had moved
on to my next assgnment.

Zopyross house was anarrow city house, several stories high. The upper windows stood open to the
cool night air. | could seelights burning in severa of them, and after an hour or two of patient watching, |
actualy glimpsed Thaisin one of the upper windows. My breath quickened. The building across the
way... if | could get up on that roof, maybe | could seein...

It took some climbing, but | found away up and crawled carefully across, trying not to make too much
noise. | lay down at the edge of the roof.

Oh, perfect view. | could seeright in the open window. Thaiswas brushing her hair and talking with
someone—I| couldn't tell if it was Zopyros, but she certainly had amore comfortable job than amine



dave. Then again, Kyros dways had a soft spot for beautiful women.
So close, and I'm so close to done.

| waited for atime, wondering if | would have the opportunity to spesk to Thais. My thoughts began to
race again. Waiting patiently grew increasingly difficult, but | forced mysdf to lie fill. Then awave of
dizziness washed over me. | closed my eyesfor amoment and wasjolted suddenly into avison. Am1 in
the borderland? | wondered. And then, Am | dreaming? Isthis a dream from the djinn?

| saw the eastern mountains and heard a distant roar. Then, crashing down like the end of theworld, |
saw the water. The Syr Darya. Theriver returns. Thewall of water was like amoving mountain itsdlf.
I'd heard stories of snowdides in the mountainsin winter, and this made me think of the storiesI'd heard,
only larger. Theriver.

And then | was back on the roof, and Thaiswas alone. Thisis my chance. "Thas," | cdled softly, trying
to shake off the vision and focus on the world around me. " Come to the window."

Could she hear me? But she came over, peering out into the darkness.
"Y ou ran away once. Would you till liketo be free?!

"Who asks?' shesaid.

""Someone who can help you."

Her face was suspicious.

"Listentome,” | said. "Can you dip out? | may be ableto help you climb down, if you need to. And |
can help you reach the Alashi. If you would ill liketo go there.”

"Wait for me on the street below," she said, and drew back inside the window.

| climbed down onewall, dithered down another, and dropped, findly, to the street. And waited, inthe
shadows, across the street.

After afew minutes, the door opened, and Thais stepped out into the Street. She looked straight at me. |
stepped out of the shadows and looked back, expecting her to say, | remember you or what are you
doing here? Instead, she said, "Come closer."

| tepped forward into the light spilling from the doorway. Thais reached out and traced the line of my
jaw with onefinger. Her hands were clean, and soft. She remembered me. | was quite certain of that.

"Will you comewith me?" | asked.

Thaistilted her head and gave me adow, triumphant smile. She took a deep breath. And then her hands
locked on my wrists and she shouted, " Zopyros! Come here, there's a bandit—Zopyros! Hurry!"

| tried to tear away from her, but she clung to melike aburr. "Why are you doing this?' | hissed.

"I'd rather see you dead than have anything elsein theworld,” Thais hissed back. Zopyross men were
pouring out into the street, surrounding me, dragging meinto the house. " She offered to take meto the
bandits, if I'd run with her," Thaissad. "Bandit—thief!" Sheloosed me, findly, and fell back a step,
amirking.

"Do you know who sheis?" It was Zopyraos, shouldering hisway to the front.



"Her nameisLauria" Thaissaid. "She used to serve Kyros. | don't know who she serves now.”

Zopyros looked me up and down. "Lauria,”" he murmured, and nodded recognition. "Kyros will want to
hear about this, | think."

"He'sup with thearmy..." someone said.

"No, not anymore. He came back just yesterday." Zopyros jerked hishead at his servants. "Bring her,
and let'sgo.”

Even late at night, there were lights burning within Kyrosswalls, and a dave opened the door promptly
when Zopyros knocked. | recognized the doorkeeper, and | could tell by the way his eyes widened
slently that he recognized me, too. His eyesflicked over me, Zopyros, the guards that flanked me, and
my bound hands. Then he stepped back slently to dlow usingde.

Within thewalls of the courtyard, it was tempting to imagine, just for amoment, that nothing had

changed. | could smdll the roses grown by Kyrosswifein the garden, and hear the splash of the fountain,
and achorus of crickets. | couldn't resist a glance up toward the room I'd once thought of as mine; it was
dark and shuttered. Kyros's office stood open to the cool night air, and | could see alamp burning. The
dave hurried insde to announce us. "Kyroswould like to see you right away," he said, stepping ouit.

"I'll bet,” Zopyros muttered. Leaving his burly guardsmen in the courtyard, he put afirm hand on my arm
and steered me into Kyross office.

Kyroslooked older than | remembered, and smdler. Hishair wasthinner. Still, he summoned hisold
smile when he saw me pushed through the door. "Ah, Lauria," he said, asif held been expecting me. "We
have agreat ded to tak about. Sit down, please.” He turned his attention briefly to Zopyros. "I greetly
appreciate this. Come back tomorrow."

Zopyros bowed and accepted the dismissal. | sat down awkwardly, my hands still bound in front of me.
"Well," Kyrossaid. "Thisisnot how | expected to see you again.”

| said nothing. Thefirgt rule of gathering information wasto let the other person talk. Unfortunately,
Kyros knew the same rule, because he fdl slent, and looked at me expectantly. Findly hesaid, "I think
you're supposed to give me your report. Aren't you?"

| decided to go with the story 1'd worked out in my head al those months ago, and tick toiit. | cleared
my throat. "Alibek got avay, from whoever you sold him to. Heran to the Alashi, over the summer, and
joined them. In thefdl, when my sword sisterhood rejoined the rest of the Alashi, he recognized me. |
was cast out; | was lucky to escape with my life.”

"Why didn't you come back here?"

"I thought there was still hope for my misson.” My voice sounded alittle stronger to me. | can do this. |
can convince him. "Because of Alibek, they knew that | worked for you, and that | took people back to
davery. So | decided to track those people down, break them out, and take them to the Alashi. | had
thisideathat they'd be snging my praises, and that the Alashi would take me back."

"Ah." Kyrosspped sometea "Do go on," hesaid, when | didn'.

"Given theimportance of my misson, the cost of afew daves seemed... wdll, pretty inggnificant.”



"Quite”

"I had to take sometime off during the winter, but | got them dl out of davery. Thaiswasthelas.” Was
going to be the last. Why didn't she want freedom? Even Uljas chose freedom over vengeance.

"Ah." Kyros smiled faintly. "Perhaps | should have mentioned, back when you worked for me... You
were correct when you suggested that Thais may have had someone helping her on the outside. It was
Zopyros. Hed tried to buy Thais, | hadn't wanted to sdll, so he encouraged her to run. He was going to
st her up in some other city, and vist occasondly.”

"And now heowns her."

"Yes, | sold her al theway down to Cassaia, to punish both of them, redlly. But he found her! Quite a
determined man. And then you found her aswell, but I've aways known that you were determined.” He
nodded, till with that faint smile. "l wasabit chagrined when | saw that she was back in Elpisia, but
Zopyrosis quite useful to me, so I'll hold my peace for now." Hewould hold agrudge, aswell, | knew;
Kyros could hold agrudge for decades, even if the object of the grudge never knew it. "Now, then."
Kyrosriffled lightly through the papers on hisdesk. "I had areport of you, some months back—where
wasit? Yes. Solon. He said you'd made yourself rather useful.”

"I did my best," | said.

"Y ou were aone with him on multiple occas ons—no companion keegping an eye on you. Y ou could
have taken the opportunity to send me a message.”

"l didn't know whose side Solon was on.”

"Y ou dso saw Myron. Again, no message.”

"l had reason to believe | was being watched.”

"My aerika," he said. "What did you do with my aerika?'

| shook my head, giving him abewildered stare. | haven't seen either of your aerikasince| Ieft the
Alashi. That didn't redlly surprise me, though—after dl, you didn't know where| was. | assumed you
would want me to complete my mission, if therewas till hope. | thought therewas. | till think thereis...
eventudly.”

Kyros had leaned back with his cup of tea. "Y et you don't expect meto trust you." He nodded at my
bound hands.

| looked down asif | wasjust noticing that | was bound, and let my shoulderstwitch alittle. "I have been
living on the wrong side of the law for agood long while" | admitted. "Do you mind?"

For amoment | thought he was going to. But then he met my eye and shook his head with afaint smile.
"Lauria, | had you watched."

Watched. "By... whom?'

"By my new aeriko. | had ahunch you might have gone to Casseia, and come spring, it found you on the
road. Y ou left Sophos's head on my desk. Perhaps you freed his davesto win your way back into the
graces of the Alashi—it pleased your companion, after dl. But | know from my watcher that leaving my
friend's head on my desk was your idea."



"Heraped me" | said, my throat thickening againgt my will. "Y ou sent meto him, and he raped me." |
struggled to get control of my voice, and thought frantically for what to say next. "1 thought I'd make sure
you knew I'd taken care of it."

"Y es. But then you had yoursdf sold to amine. Surely, my dear, if you thought you could turn to me, you
wouldn't have chosen such arisky way to free one dave.”

"You didnt think I'd be able to get out?' | narrowed my eyes. Another thought occurred to me. "If you
knew | wasthere, what | was planning, why didn't you intervene?”’

"The mine was tapped out. The men who worked there... unrdiable. Besides, we lost track of you for a
time"

"I've been Sitting outside the city for two days. Why didn't you just come find meif you wanted to talk to
me?'

"l waswaiting to seeif you would cometo me. Which you didn't."

"No. My companion isashaman. Djinni do favorsfor her sometimes. | dways have to assume I'm being
watched."

"Eveninyour dreams.”

"Especially inmy dreams.”

Kyrossighed. "Lauria, | wish | could believe you. But I've been in contact with the Sisterhood. The high
magia bdievesthat you're no longer loyd to us. She ordered that if | could lay hands on you again, | was
to have you executed for banditry."

| caught my breeth. He can't kill me. Not Kyros. He met my eyes; he could see my fear. | wet my lips.
"You aways said | was your most trusted servant. What will the others think? Myron, your other
servants? If you have mekilled—if you refuse to trust me—"

Kyroshad afaint smile on hisface. | knotted my icy handsinto figts. "Perhgps you'reright,” he said. "I tell
you what. I'll take you to Pendlopeia, and let you speak with the high magiayoursdlf.”

He's not going to kill me. Relief flooded in; my bound hands trembled. But—"Penel opeia?’

"I'll send the high magiaamessage, and | expect shelll send apaanquin. Asmuch as| hateflying, it'sthe
only reasonably efficient way to get to Penelopeia” He clasped his spell-chain, whispering under his
bresth. The chain looked familiar, but | definitely recognized the djinn. It wasindeed the chain Zivar had
made. | wondered if he knew this probably meant that the Sisterhood considered him unreliable. |
couldn't hear the message, though clearly the djinn could. "It will take some hoursfor the paanquin to
arive” Herang abell that rested on his desk. "'In the meantime, why don't you go get somerest.”

A guard appeared at his door—a stranger to me, to my relief. | stood up, awkwardly, and just before the
guard escorted me out, Kyros gestured for him to wait. He drew a sharp knife, and cut the rope that
bound my hands. "I'm sure you're not going anywhere tonight,” Kyros said.

| was escorted to—of al places—my own room. It had been aired out, and the bed made up with fresh
sheets and awarm quilt. Lamp in hand, | took amoment to look around. Everything was where | had |eft
it, even my leather-bound book of paper, which rested on ashelf besde my bed. A cup of warmed wine
waited on my desk, but | 1€ft it untouched; the last thing | wanted right now waswine.



| peered out the window. | saw no one out there, and for a brief moment considered climbing out my
window and trying to escape. But surdly Kyros wasn't that stupid. There would be adozen guards, my
attempted escape would be fina proof that 1'd changed sides. Though since Kyroswas not at all stupid,
infact, surely he knew that in any case. | wondered why he hadn't executed me, as the high magia had
ordered. Did I haveinformation he wanted? That the high magiawanted? Or wasit fatherly sentiment
that had caused him to spare me?

| lay down on the bed and closed my eyes. Could he seeinto my dreams? It didn't matter; | till had to
try to talk to Tamar. | touched my taisman as| tried to deep, and after alittle while, actualy succeeded
inarifting off.

| had cometo think of the borderland as a shadowed, misty place, but tonight, like the night | had met the
djinn, it was dazzlingly bright. I'm seeing it like the djinni seeit. But wherewas Tamar? Then |
glimpsed her, like amirage of water on the endless plain. | opened my mouth, but al that emerged wasa
whisper.

Tamar was speaking, but | couldn't hear her. | tried to picture her by my side, whispering in my ear, and
for amoment the borderland rippled, but then | felt ajolt and we were far away again. She cupped her
hands around her mouth to shout, and amoment later the words reached me: "Come back to the Alashi.
They will take you back!"

"Kyroshasme," | said, but knew she couldn't hear me. "It'stoo late."

Tamar garted to shout something again, but the dream was coming apart like crumbling clay. Thelight
was scattering around me, dazzling my eyes; | could hear aroaring in my earslike rushing water. |
clenched my fids, trying to draw the world together again by pure strength of will. Instead, it began to
spin around me. | focused on my most important goa—reaching Tamar. | needed to speak with her, and
something told me that this might be my last chance.

Then dl wasdill. | stood in Sophoss courtyard, holding my torn shift around me, the wind freezing my
feet. Tamar faced me, the strong-willed but terrified dave child sheld been that night. Our eyes met, and |
knew that | had one heartbeat more to say whatever | wanted to say.

"l loveyou," | sad.

A sarvant cameto wake mewhileit was il night; | was dready awake, sitting quietly in the chair by my
old desk. Kyroswaited for me below, in the courtyard. "Did you deep well?' he asked.

"Well enough.” Remembering my own lies, | said, "It's nice to be home."
Kyros raised an eyebrow at that. "Indeed. Well, perhaps we'll be back here soon.”

| forced asmile. Kyros had given me ahome, once; I'd believed myself bereft of it when I'd turned
againg him. Now—Tamar was my home, wherever she was.

Paying the Soic, tolerant father rather than the boss or the prison guard, Kyros shepherded meto an
elaborate palanquin of violet silk. The palanquin I'd ridden in with Kyros before had been atiny, spare
device by comparison, with its cushioned seats and curtained windows. This paanquin waslike an
enclosed flying room. Thefloor was carpeted, the walls hung with silk, and we would recline on cushions
aswetraveled. "You'll get to see Penelopeiafrom the sky," Kyros said, nodding toward the curtain on
the side, tied back with aribbon. "I expect you'l enjoy that."



Penelopeia. The home from where the Weavers had sprung forth. Casseia might be a city built by the
Weavers, but Penelopeiawas the city of the Weavers.

Qrely, whispered the mad flooding river part of my mind... Surely, thisis where they will keep the
spell-chain that binds the Syr Darya.

Because the rivers are meant to return.
And you are the one who is meant to free them.

Thisisthe madness talking, | thought, stepping into the palanquin and sitting down on the silk cushion
across from Kyros. Thisisthe cold fever, which | know is racing through my blood just asit takes
Kyrosswife, and Zivar, and all the failed apprentices of the Weavers as well as the sorceresses
themselves.

Perhapsit is madness.

But I'm going to free them anyway.
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When | rode into the camp of the Alashi spring gathering, | tried to Sit tall and hide my fear. You're as
good asthey are, | imagined Lauriawhispering to me. Look them in the eye. You have nothing to be
ashamed of . And | wasn't ashamed. | was proud of what Lauriaand | had accomplished. Wed freed
well over ahundred daves. | took adeep breath and raised my head.

The Eldress had summoned me. But what is she going to do with me?
Firgt, apparently, she was going to make me wait.

Janiya, the leader of the sword-sisterhood that Lauriaand | had ridden with last summer, had escorted
me back, leaving the rest of her ssterhood as escorts for the mine daves. We dismounted, let agirl lead
our horses off to get water and sat down in the shade near the Eldressstent. | glanced around covertly.
Lauriaand | had arrived at the end of the big spring gethering and left just before the big fall gathering.
The noise and activity around me was both achingly familiar and deeply foreign.
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Janiyalooked me over. She hadn't spoken much on the ride back. Now she cleared her throat and said,
awkwardly, "Y ou look well."

| looked down at my muddy trousers, and my worn, dusty boots. Lauriaand | had bought ourselves new
clothes when weld come into some money; they were worn amost to rags now. My hands werefilthy,
my nailsragged, and | imagined that my face and hair were smilarly disreputable.

"Y ou could use abath, but that's not what | was talking about,” Janiyasaid, and | looked up, surprised
that my thoughts had been so trangparent. Her lips quirked. ™Y ou look very confident. Y ou look like a
woman who can stland on her own and defend hersdf. When | first met you... well, you looked like you
would bewilling to fight until thelast drop of blood had |eft your body, if you had to, but you didn't look
likeyou believed your effortswould matter .

| let out my breath in abrief, voicelesslaugh. "It's good to see you again,” | said. Janiyalooked pretty
much as | remembered—maybe alittle more gray in her hair.

"It's good to see you, too." Janiya clasped my hand briefly. "I wish..." Shelet the words fade, unspoken.
| wish | could see Lauria again, too.

"Why doesthe Eldress want to see me?

Janiya shrugged, though surely she knew what this was about. My guess was that this was about the
davesthat Lauriaand | had freed. The Alashi do not free slaves. We wel come those who free
themselves. Maybe the Alashi didn't free daves, but | did.

Janiyaglanced over at the Eldressstent. "It'stime.”

Theinterior of the tent was dim, and surprisingly cool in the afternoon hest. It took amoment for my eyes
to adjust. When | had arrived with Lauriaayear earlier, we had been brought to the Eldress, who had
listened to our story and accepted us as "blossoms," provisional members. Now, though, there were eight
old ladies stting in the dim interior, and five old men. One of them sat directly opposite the door, on a
raised, cushioned platform; her white hair was braided and wound in acircle around the crown of her
head. She wore along dress, avest so richly embroidered you could barely make out the black cloth
underneath, and a necklace that looked like a spell-chain, though when | looked for apiece of karenite
that would imprison adjinn, | didn't see one. From the way the otherslooked at her, and looked at us, |
thought that they were probably the clan elders. | bowed respectfully; the Eldress gestured to a pot near
the door, and Janiya sat down so | sat beside her.

"Good afternoon, child," the Eldress said, her voice much kinder than | had expected. "Y ou've come a
long way since | met you ayear ago.”

| didn't know what to say to that, so | gave her atiff nod.

"| apologizefor bringing you back againgt your will. Zhanna has brought me the information that you and
your blood-sister have passed to her, but | wished to speak with you in person.” She fingered her
necklace. "1 have been told that when your blood-sister was trying to bind djinni, you were able to stop
her. Isthistrue?'

Thiswas not the question | had expected. "For atime,” | said. "First, | doused her with cold water to
distract her, so she hid from me. So then | went to the borderland, and waited for her there. And | was
ableto force her back out."

Murmurs, around the circle.



"| was a Shaman's gpprentice. Zhannas, and before that, Jaran's.”

"Yes. Jaran." The Eldress raised an eyebrow, and now camethe chalenge | had expected. "The Alashi
do not free daves."

"l am not Alashi. | left when you exiled my blood-sster.”

Janiya, who was the one who actually had exiled Lauria, bit her lip and looked down.
"You chose to leave," the Eldress said. ™Y ou could choose to come back."

"Why?

"Toteach.” That was one of the clan elders, aman | didn't know. His voice was a soft growl. "To teach
the Shamans how to guard the borderland and the djinni, so that we can lay siege to the source of the
Sisterhood's power."

"I'm still not convinced that'sagood idea.” That was aclan eldress with only one eye, and a scar that
stretched from forehead to chin. "That will just prove to them that we are aterrible threat to them, that
they must move againg us”

"They're coming, whether we act or not."
"You don't know that."
"They're moving the army up! What e could it..."

"All right," the Eldress said. "I've had enough of this. Back to your clans, dl of you. | want to talk to
Tamar done. No, Janiya, you can stay. Sit down. Therest of you..." She gestured, and after amoment
or two, they rose and went out, till arguing. The tent was very quiet with them gone.

"It'sbeen likethisfor days,” the Eldress said. "I'm sure you can imagine. Now. Tell me. Do you think you
can teach other Shamansto do what you did?!

"l don't know. | could try. But—" | raised my chin. "I don't want to stay here. | want to bewith Lauria
Areyou going to keep me here by force? Or..." Or are you going to let her come back?

"Y ou have agreat amount of faithin your sger.”

"Lauriacan free bound djinni by touching them. If they come close to her, she can send them back to the
borderland. That's really what you should have your Shamans|earnto do.”

"Redly? Wdll, the djinni must want her where sheis, then, because they said nothing about trying to bring
her here. But they told meto bring you. They said that you would know something that would help us.”

"I know something that will help you?' | shook my head. "Wéll, | can try to teach the Shamansthetrick
of guarding the borderland. But | have to admit, | agree with the elders. | don't see how it would help us.”

"What isit you want?' | asked. "What isit you want meto do?'

"Teach the other Shamans how to guard the borderland, if the skill can be taught,” the Eldress said.
"Then... we can give you karenite, enough to endave an entire army of djinni. Useit to sow discord
among our enemies.”

"Alone?I'll be robbed by bandits."



"Of course not done. Janiyacan go with you."
Janiya's head snapped up; she had not expected this. "But my Sisterhood..."

"I will arrange for another to lead it in your absence. Y ou walked among the Penelopelans once, Janiya.
Youcandoitagan."

"Well need athird," Janiyasaid. " Someone who could pass as Greek."
"Perhaps Alibek," the Eldress said. "'l will consider it."
"Y oureforgetting something,” | said. | raised my chin. "Lauria”

"I did not forget your sister,” the Eldress said. She rose from her seat and opened awood chest that sat
nearby; from inside, she drew out something black. She shook it out, and | redlized that she'd taken out
two black, embroidered vests. Mine, and Laurias. "l had Zhanna give these to me, some weeks ago."
She handed them to me and sat back down. "Y oursisyoursagain, if you want it. Laurias can be hers
again, too, if you giveit to her. Her fate isyoursto decide.”

"She can come back?' | asked, just to be sure.

"Y es. She can come back. As Eldress of dl the clans, | grant amnesty to Lauria. She came among us as
an enemy, but | believe that she had sincerely turned against her old master, and was ready to become
one of usin truth and not just asatool.” She leaned back and looked a me; her eyes were unnaturally
pae, | redized, apaebluelikethe sky. "You will beinitiated as one of the Alashi, before you go. If you
choose, Lauriacan beinitiated in absentia, just as Burkut was."

That night, | held Lauria's vest and tried to find her. 1'd tried to find her at night while | wastraveling with
Janiya, aswell, but | hadn't been ableto. Tonight, | saw her, but far away. It waslike seeing aLauria
made from smoke and fog, and | kept thinking she would disappear dtogether.

"Come back," | said. She didn't seem to hear me, so | shouted. "Come back! Come back to the Alashi,
they will take you back!"

Lauriashook her head; | couldn't hear her words, but | thought | saw her lips moveto say, too late.

"I'll help you free Thais, but come up to the steppe first,” | shouted. ™Y ou can come back, the Eldress has
granted you amnesty.”

The wind whipped across the steppe; | saw Lauriastop shouting, and close her eyesin concentration.
For asingle heartbest, thewind died, and | found myself standing in Sophos's courtyard. Lauriastood
before me as | had seen her the night that Sophos had raped her—shaking with cold, her torn clothes
bloody. Shelooked into my face and her lips parted. "I love you," she said, and vanished from the
borderland like the flame of ablown-out candle.

Lauria

"Tamar," | whispered, though | had found mysdf in mist and shadow, and searched for Tamar invain.
Someone was nudging my ankle. Kyros.

"Weredmost there,” he said. "I thought you might like to see Penelopeiafrom the sky."



| blinked and looked around. I'd nodded off againgt the cushions of the palanquin, sometime during the
afternoon. I'd started out feigning drowsinessto avoid talking to Kyros, and | must have fallen adeep for
redl. | sat up and stretched. The cushions under me were damp from sweet. All the curtains were drawn;
Kyrosfeared flying, and hated looking out of the paanquin. Well, he doesn't have to. | drew the corner
of the curtain aside and peered oui.

Wewere still high up. Looking down, | could see golden fields. Further away, something vast and dark
caught the afternoon sunlight in rippling sparkles. | caught my breath and squinted, wondering what it
could be. Blowing sand? Some sort of shiny rocks?

"It'sthe seq," Kyos said, though he hadn't looked out, only a my face. "Penelopelais on the shoresof a
%ll

"That'sdl water 7' | stared at the glittering expanse.
"Sdt water,” Kyrossaid. Hisvoice wasalittle amused. "Y ou can't drink it."

That was even more difficult to grasp. Sat was aprecious, scarce resource. "Theres sdt init? Can they
get thesdt out?’

"Eadly enough, but the Empire gets more of its sdt from the st flats east of here.”

| looked out again. All that water .

"How much further to Pendopeia?’

"Well bethere soon,” Kyros said. "Before sunset.”

It was difficult to believe that in lessthan aday, we had traveled a distance that should have taken weeks.

Kyros had his feet kicked up on abolster. | glanced at him again, wondering if he was going to ask me
questions, but he appeared to be deep in thought. | looked out the window again.

| thought | could see farms now, below us. There were houses, surrounded by fields. The dark ribbon
that ran alongside the farmswas not, | redlized, ariver, but awide, well-kept road; there were people
traveling dong it, with horses, wagons, camd trains. | had been studying the ground for so long, trying to
pick out details, that | was Startled to see movement out of the corner of my eye, intheair. | looked,
expecting abird, and saw something that looked like aflying barn, or avery large flying box. An agriko
caravan, | redized, shipping apples one direction and grapes the other. It was painted bright yellow with
abluedesign.

"Y our mother would be shocked by your hair,” Kyros said.

| touched the cropped ends. "It'sgrown out alot." | scratched anitch. "I think if my mother saw me now
sheld want me scrubbed raw and picked free of lice before shelet mekissher.” I'll certainly look the
part of a bandit, if | get taken before the High Magia like this.

Kyros chuckled alittle and fell silent again. | sat back against the cushions and tried to practice, in my
mind, what | would say to the High Magia, but my thoughts kept skipping ahead to when she didn't

believe me. Would she have me executed? Or tortured like a captured spy? Like the captured spy | am
?

What did | know? Thelocations of the Alashi camps, last year. But even adjinn could find that out; they
didn't need mefor that. How to infiltrate the Alashi, the tests I'd had to pass. The beads. | grimaced



inwardly at the memory, but | was dmost certain that the precise tests varied depending on what the
leader of the Sisterhood or Brotherhood thought you needed to learn. Or the Clan Elder or Eldress, if
you joined the Alashi in the winter, or were too young or too old to go fight.

| knew that the Alashi had karenite, but the Sisterhood knew that aready. | knew something about the
karenite trade in Daphnia—the names of the two sorceresses who bought, or tried to buy, my karenite. |
could turn them over, | suppose. | knew about the Servant Sisterhood and the Y ounger Sisters, but
little beyond the bare fact of their existence. Therewas Zivar, of course. Zivar, who'd been born adave
and then managed to pass hersdlf off asaWeaver's apprentice. The green mouse. The only other
green mouse in the world. They could potentidly wring information about Zivar out of me, but |
doubted that the Weavers cared particularly where Zivar came from. She made spell-chainson
command, and handed them back over, at least for now. Shewas useful. Her origins were unimportant.

| could tell them about Lycurgus. Lycurgus, Kyross cousin, was supposedly the steward of afarm
owned by the Sisterhood. Tamar and | had taken Uljas there, looking for Burkut. Lycurgus had been
drunk mogt of thetime, and I'd redlized while there that he'd been skimming farm profitsto help the
Younger Sgters. That's the sort of information | could give Kyros to convince himthat | really was
on hisside all along. | didn't really care whether | condemned Lycurgus or not; | had no fondnessfor
the man. Solon had been kind, and far more competent. And loyal to the Sisterhood.

If | weretalkative enough, could | convincethem | redly had stayed loya to Kyros?

They'll believe me. Of course they'll believe me. | knew it was the cold fever whispering in my ear, but
| embraced it because the alternative was dispair. They'll believe me because | am the one meant to
freethe Rivers. | can only do that if I'malive.

"Can you seethe towersyet?' Kyros asked.
"Towers?'

"WEell, you've been to Casseia, you know the sort of thing I'm talking about. Casseia has one tower, built
very tall by aerika. Penelopeia has over twenty towers like that. Y ou should be able to see them soon.”

| leaned alittle further out the window and squinted my eyes. | could see something up ahead, barely
visible againgt the blue sky. Aswe got closer, | could see the towers more clearly—first two, then six,
then more. They spiked up towards the sky like glittering needles, and aswe grew closer | redlized that
some were partially clad in polished copper and brass. They must have aerika who do nothing but
polish the metal . It was an appalling display of power. Zivar had told me once that she never felt that
she had enough aerika, though she lost abit more of herself every time she did abinding. | was certain
that the meta-polishing aerika had not been bound by women like the High Magia, but by their
apprentices and lesser sigters, acting on orders.

The sun waslow in the sky. We were arcing down, now, and | thought | could see the Fortress of
Penelope, the palace where the High Magiaand some of the other most highly placed of the Sisterhood
lived. White marblewadlls, partly clad, like the towers, in polished metd. A lower tower had aglowing
light inside like abeacon, and | wondered if the fire was tended by ahuman or adjinn. An aeriko. | need
to remember to use the Greek words.

The aeriko set the palanquin down gently in the courtyard. Slaves were dready waiting to help each of us
out. | felt alittle light-headed and accepted the arm offered to me. We werein an inner courtyard of the
palace, large enough to accommodate severa more palanquins. A fountain splashed lightly in the center,
and the walls were decorated with mosaic images of Athena.



Kyroswas having aquiet conversation nearby; then he stepped over and said, "I've arranged for you to
have abath before you're presented to the High Magia.”

Presented to. Likeagift. | fdt alittleill, but followed the dave who led me to aroom of warm water and
herb-scented steam. If | had any hope of an opportunity to run later, | needed to restrain theimpulse to
run now. There is nowhereto run to anyway. | amin Penelopeia, in the Fortress of Penelope. |
wondered what Tamar was doing now. The redlization of how far away she was made me dightly dizzy.
Weeks . . . months of travel . | tried to tell myself that | would see her again, but for the moment, dl |
could do was submit to the ministrations of the davesas| wasimmersed in water, scrubbed clean, and
picked free of lice.

Once | was clean and dressed, | was escorted to one of the many interior gardens and left to wait... and
wait... and wait. The night sky was dark; the courtyard was lit with torches. They'd dressed mein linen,
with alight wool shawl for warmth, and sandals. | realized that my |last materid link to Tamar had been
severed. Thelittle taisman I'd made for myself, threads from her clothing knotted around my wrist, had
disappeared in the bath. We are blood-sisters. They can't ever truly separate us. Evenif | can't find
Tamar, when | go to the borderland, she is a Shaman; she will be able to find me.

My new clothesfelt dl wrong. Foreign. Everything wasforeign. The night was warmer here than it had
been back on the steppe; the breeze had a strange misty softness, rather than the brisk edge | expected.
Therewasasdty smell in theair, dong with the perfume of the orange tree that hung low over the
courtyard foundation, and awarm, spicy smell that wafted from the doorway. Tesa, | redized a moment
later. The guard there was drinking tea.

| couldn't Sit. | paced, instead, back and forth in the courtyard. In addition to the orange tree, there were
copiousflowers, even thisearly in the year, including some blood-red blooms shaped like a candl€'s
flame. | forced mysdf to dow my step and study the flowers, asaway to cdm my mind, but it did little
good.

The guard in the doorway was female, | noticed. Last summer, Janiya had confided in me that she had
once been free and a guard employed by the Sisterhood of Weaversin Penelopeia; they had their own
elite cadre of women guards. | wondered how many of the people in the Fortress of Penelope were
women. Therewas &t least one man, Kyros, but 1'd seen no others. The sorceressI'd studied with during
the winter, Zivar, had permitted no men in her house, not even daves. Surely some of the sorceresses
here were married, though. ..

The guard cleared her throat. | looked up, and she beckoned; it wastime to go. She stood back to allow
meto go firg; shefollowed behind, asif shethought | might flee. Maybe that means that thereis
somewhere to go? Or perhaps she always doesthis ... Despite her boots, her step was quiet on the
marble floors. The corridor waslit with oil lamps. | wondered if they were tended by human servants, or
aerika

At the end of the corridor, we reached a closed door made from heavy wood. The guard rapped on the
door, and someone insde svung it open. The room waswarm, and moist with the smell of breeth and
swedt, asif it hadn't been opened for days, evento let in the cool evening air. Therewasalong table,
with chairs clustered at the other end. Kyros sat in one, and athin older woman sat in the other. Her
hands were folded over each other on the table; her fingernails had been alowed to grow extremely long,
and had been painted. They made me think of bloodstained claws. Her face was degply lined. She was
dressed in red silk that matched her claws, and had agold bracelet that |ooked like a serpent coiled
around her upper arm.



Looking at her, | could seethe cold fever lurking, but it did not master her—not today. " So," she said.
"You arethespy." | swallowed hard. "Kyros sent me..."

... to sy, yes, of course, yet you didn't just say yes, | amthe spy. That'svery interesting. Why didn't
you?"

"Because... because... Kyroshaslost hisfaithinme.”

"Redly?He seemsto have agreet ded of faithinyou.” She glanced at him dismissvely. "Morethan |
think iswarranted. He brought you here, had you bathed and given fresh clothes, asif you weretruly his
oy, returning from the field, ready to report. Strange. We sent him ordersto have you executed.”

"But I_ll

"Do you have anything useful to report? Anything that Kyros doesn't already know? Y ou were out of
contact for awhile, but then he sent an aeriko to watch you, so | can't imagine you have dl that much.”

"Lycurgus,” | sgeaked ouit.

"We dready know about Lycurgus. I'm done with you." She gestured, and the guard stepped forward,
laying her hand on my shoulder.

"Wait—" Thiswas happening so fadt. " tried—it'snot my fault—" | wondered if they would use a
sword, or arope, or some more gruesome degth. Let it be over with quickly, if they're going to kill

The sorceress had started to turn away; now she turned back, and looked me straight in the eye. "Kyros
clearly wants you spared, so well leave your neck intact for now. Take her to the pit." She turned away

again.

"Kyros" | said. "KYROS!" | caught aglimpse of hisface, his eyes wide and worried, and then other
guards came, and | was swept away with them likeatwig in thetide.



