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One

"Flea-bitten... jug-headed... lop-eared--" | sucked in a deeper breath,
"--thrice-cursed son of a Sahet goat!"

O sinilar sentiments. Trouble was, | was nostly incoherent, being sonmewhere on

the delicate edge of disconfort and disaster

He didn't answer. At |east, not verbally. Physically, yes, and fervently; he
hunped and hopped and squeal ed, then buried his nose in the sand. Since he

si mul t aneously el evated el oquent hindquarters with a powerful precision,

didn't stand much of a chance.

My saddl e does not, thank val hail, have nuch of a ponmel on it, being little
nmore than a humock of rigid | eather shaped to fit the stud' s back and ny runp.
I'"d bought it thinking nostly of confort for the Iong, hot hours spent crossing
the Punja on one job or another. But now | blessed nyself for picking it; a man
i n iminent danger of taking a nosedive off a horse--headfirst, belly-down,
scrapi ng over the shoul ders and neck--doesn't nmuch want to | eave the best part
of himself hung up on the front of a saddle while the rest of himsprawis in the
sand.

O course, | did have other worries. Like where nmy sword night end up. Even the
nost active sword-dancer doesn't generally entertain his opponent upside down in
the circle; this nmeant there existed the possibility ny borrowed sword m ght end
up out of its sheath and in sonething else entirely, possibly even ne.

O--(just give ne half a chance)--in the stud hinself.

Face-first, | slid over the sloping front of nmy saddle (sucking up belly and
everything else | could) and proceeded to dangle, however briefly, in the
vicinity of his head.

To which the stud took an imedi ate dislike, not being an animal who much cares
to have a large, cursing man shrouding his head like a glop of half-cooked egg.
The hindquarters cane back down. It was the head's turn to elevate itself.
Because | knew what was likely to happen if | didn't take i mmedi ate action, |

wr apped arms and | egs around what ever equine parts | could grab, and hugged.

Har d.

I"mbig. I"'mstrong. It m ght have worked.

Unfortunately, the stud had the benefit of panic.

A horse's head is harder than a man's belly. A horse is stronger than a nan. But
| discovered just how hard and how strong as he tossed ne aside |like a wad of
soil ed silk.

--airborn--

Ah, hooli es.

I landed nostly on a tucked right shoul der, but also on the side of ny face and
the business end of ny sword, sheathed and slung diagonally across ny back in
harness. Which neant that while it didn't dig too deeply into the sand, the

bl ade did provide just enough | everage, as | rolled purposefully toward ny
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shoul der bl ades, to tip me back over onto face and belly.

| sucked up enough sand to seed a new desert and proceeded to cough up my |ungs
all over the border between my land, the South, and Del's, the North.

Del . Sonme help she was. Wile | hacked and gagged and retched and di scovered
had a bitten, bloody Iip, she dismunted (in the nornal fashion) and went off to
fetch back the stud, who was wandering in a northwesterly direction for no

di scerni bl e reason.

"--flea-bitten--" | spat out sand. "--jug-headed--" Mre sand. "--|op-eared--"
Bl ood, this tinme. | touched ny lip with a tentative finger, felt the sting of
salt and sand in the wound. "--thrice-cursed son of a Sal set goat!"

| sat up. Scow ed horrifically at Del as she brought back the stud. Her
expressi on was bl and, nonconmittal; innocence personified. (She is very good at
that.) Certainly she appeared neither anused nor particularly concerned or
synpathetic. But a closer |look at guileless blue eyes told ne she only bided her
tinme.

I tongued ny lip. "Qught to | eave himstaked out for the cunfa." | had to pick
my way with words gingerly around the swelling lip, but the intent was clear
enough.

"Long ride on a single horse.” So bland. So infuriatingly casual

I glared. Del began exam ning the stud for injury.

"He's fine." | paused. "He's fine."

"Just checking. "

| glared at her sone nore, absently admiring the clean lines of her face, so
intent on the stud's condition. Couldn't see nuch nore of her, as she was
swathed in a white silk burnous that pretty well hid arnms and | egs and all of
her womanly curves, spectacular as they were. In the South, that's the point of
a burnous on a wonan: to hide the lady from masculine eyes that night otherw se
become inflamed with lust at the sight of a shapely ankle.

Troubl e was, the custom caused difficulties, rather than avoiding them a
shapel y ankl e, prom sing other related anatonical niceties, beconmes little nore
than an invitation to fantisize about the rest of the wonan.

O course with Del, it took a lot |ess than an ankle. One gl ance out of those
blue, blue eyes, and | was... well...

Ah, hoolies. Me and every other nale.

Deftly, gently, she ran hands down forelegs, briefly exam ned tendons, | ed him
forward a few steps to observe his action, then proceeded to strip off the
saddl e, pouches and bl ankets to | ook at his back. He was wet where the gear had
been, but that was to be expected.

"He does this," | told her. "You know that. You' ve seen himdo it before."
She pursed lips, raised pale brows. "Bit nore violent this tinme."
"So aml." | got up, winced, rolled nmy head fromside to side. "Del--"

"The stud's all right." She turned. "How are you, Tiger?"

Now she asks. "Fine." Flexed wists, fingers, wiggled shoul ders up and down.
Then | unsheathed the sword to nmake sure all was well with nmy weapon, as any
sword-dancer will do, and as often as necessary.

Hoolies. This thrice-cursed Northern butcher's bl ade.

It is not mine. Not really, although | use it when | have to. It is borrowed,
taken froma dead man who had no further use for it. | hated him dead as he
was; hated it, although the latter enotion was nore than a little silly. But
| ooking at the sword, touching it, wearing it, using it in ny profession,
reminded ne tinme and again that nmy own shodo-bl essed, bl ued-steel blade was dead
as the man 1'd killed in the circle beneath the noon.

Si ngl est r oke.

Wl |, no sense crying when the aqivi's been spill ed.

But | hated the thing. No sense, either, in denying it. O in denying it
frightened me in some weird, indefinable way.

The sword was Northern. Not Southron, as Singlestroke had been; as | am

Nort hern-forged, Northern-blooded; --a jivatma, what Del called a

bl oodi ng- bl ade, because the man who had made it his own had sought out a
respected enemy in order to quench the blade, to blood it, in sone unknown
Northern ritual. Here in the South, it's different.
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Sunlight ran down the blade. Alien runes worked into equally alien netal took
life in the light and withed, though it was only an illusion... or so |'ve

al ways mai ntained. For ne, there is no nmagic; | amnot Theron, who quenched the
bl ade, and | don't know its nane or the key to bring the sword to life.

But he had, in the circle before | killed him He had, and |'d seen all the
brilliant Iights of what Del called the palette of the gods: purples, violets,
magentas, all lurid |um nescence. Each sword had a soul (for lack of a better
word) as well as a nane, and that soul marked its passing in a glowing tracery
of light, a delicate lattice of visible color. Generally only when keyed, but a
little of it showed in the blade even when qui escent: Del's was sal non-silver,
Theron's pal est purple.

O had been, before he died.

It had been a magnificent dance, while it lasted; a test of skill, strength,
training and, on one side, treachery. How we danced, did Theron and I, in the
name of a Northern woman.

A sword-dancer called Delilah

Mouth grimset, | sighed, expelling the air through ny nose. The twi sted hilt
was cool in the heat of the day. Too cool; not even when we'd been riding in the
bl azi ng Sout hron sun for hours on end did the unprotected netal grow warm An

odd, eerie silver, ice-white/blue-white, like the snowstorns Del had descri bed.
But snow and snowstorms, |ike the sword, are alien to me. Born of the Southron
sun, knowi ng heat and sand and sinmoons, | couldn't begin to conprehend (or even
envision) the things she told ne existed in her cold, Northern |and.

Al I knowis the circle.

"One day," she said, "you will have to nake your peace with Theron's sword."

I shook ny head. "Once we can spare the tine for ne to seek out the shodo who
trained ne--or one of his apprentices--I'mtrading this thing in on a rea

sword, a Sout hron sword, sonething | can trust."

"Trust that one," she told ne calmy. "Never doubt it, or yourself; in your
hands, it knows no magic. Wth Theron dead, it's only a sword. You know t hat.
I"ve told you."

Tol d ne, yes, because she knew how | felt about it. About the | oss of

Si ngl estroke. To a sword-dancer, a man who nakes his living with the sword, a
good bl ade is nore than just a piece of steel. It's an extension of hinself, as
much a part of himas hand or foot, though decidedly deadlier. Your weapon
|ives, breathes, takes precedence over so nuch, because without it you are

not hi ng.

For me, it was |ess than nothing; Singlestroke had given ne freedom

Theron's sword, | knew, was not precisely dead, but neither did it live. Not as
Del's blade did. But there was sonething about it, sonething odd; when | put ny
hands upon the twisted hilt, | always felt a stranger, a usurper, little better

than a thief. And | always felt a funny little twitch in the hilt, a recoiling,
as if the sword, too, was startled by ny touch. As if it expected another's
flesh touching its own in that odd intercourse of nan and sword. Mdre than once
I'"d wanted to nention it to Del, but | never had. Sonething kept ne fromit.
Pride, maybe. O maybe just an unwillingness to admt | felt anything; | am not
a man who puts nuch stock in magic, and the last one to admt | sensed such
power in a sword. Even if it was nostly dissipated. For one, she mght tell ne |
was i magi ni ng things.

For another, she mght tell ne | wasn't.

Del understands swords. Like me, she is a sword-dancer, inprobable as it sounds.
(Hoolies, it had taken ne | ong enough to admit it; even now !l still flinch a
little when she steps into the circle to spar with ne. I'mjust not used to
facing a wonan--at least, not in the circle.) Qur custons are so different, too
different here in the South, where the sun and sand hol d dom nance. Del had done
her best to alter ny perceptions (and continues to alter themon a daily basis),

but parts of me still view her as a wonman, not a sword-dancer
O course just about the last thing a man m ght want of Del is a sword-dance.
Dancing, yes, but not in the circle. Not with a steel blade... or whatever other

kind of netal the jivatna was.
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In the South, a wonan has nothing to do with weapons of any kind. She tends the
house, the hyort, the wagon; tends the children, the chickens, the goats; tends
the man who calls her his.

But Del is Northern, not Southron. Del has no house or hyort or wagon, nho
children, chickens or goats. And she does not, nost enphatically, have a man who
calls her his, because Del belongs solely to Delil ah.

O course, | know better than to try.

I know better. But | try.

I looked at Del, knowi ng better than npbst what |ay under the burnous; beneath
the sl eevel ess, thigh-length, rune-stitched | eather tunic hidden by glossy silk.
She is tall. Slender, but sinew. Narrow waisted, but w de-shoul dered. Tough
Fit. Far stronger than an ordi nary woman. There is nothing at all of fragility
about Del, though she is all female, and all the pieces are quite distinctly in
t he proper places.

Bl ue-eyed, fair-haired, fair-skinned bascha, although after a few years under
the Southron sun the hair is nearly white and the skin a tawny, creany gold.

W are so different, Delilah and I. | ama true son of the desert: skin burned
dark as a copper piece, dark brown hair bl eached on top a streaky bronze, green
eyes couched in a fan of sun-baked creases that, when spread, display the col or

I was at birth, thirty-some-odd years ago. Pal er then, though darker still than
a Northerner's creany col or.
I amtall, broad, heavy, but considerably quicker than | |ook. Sword-dancing

t eaches even the sl owest man how to nobve--or it teaches himhow to die.
I looked at Del, because Del is good to look at. But | also | ooked at the sword

hilt that rode her left shoulder. | knowit well now Better than | prefer,
because | had been forced to learn. Al the nmonths of watching Del wield it with
uncanny skill and grace, knowing it nore than sinply a sword, | had had tine to

learn to respect it, even to fear it, because it was nore than just a sword. In
her hands, it was alive, and a thing of awesone power.

Boreal : born of Northern banshee-storns, blooded in the body of one of the
finest sword-nmasters of the North. Her sword-naster--her an-kaidin--a man she
honored and respected, who had taken a determi ned fifteen-year-old girl bent on
a highly personal revenge and honed her into a weapon nearly as lethal as the
one she'd eventually sheathed in him

Boreal . Who had, in ny hands (however briefly |loaned) cone to |life at the sound
of her nane, saving me, saving Del, destroying the man who neant to kill us.

But Boreal was Del's. | had no part of her. No nore than | did of Theron's

bl ade, which now repl aced Singl estroke even if only tenporarily.

Necessity is often distasteful

| sheathed the sword and ignored it, accustoned to its weight across ny

shoul ders. Then | took the stud's reins fromDel's hand and |l ed hima few steps
awnay.

"Look, old son," | began, "you and | have to conme to an understandi ng. That sort
of blowup is acceptable when we're in a village or a town or an encanpnent and
there's noney riding on the outcone, but not when it's just you and ne and Del,
and t hat sandsick horse of hers." | patted his neck. "Understand? You coul d get
one of us hurt out here in the desert, and that's not such a good idea."

He bl ew noisily through brown nostrils and flicked a tufted ear. Then he bared
his teeth in a sideways attenpt to bite

"Affectionate as ever." | thunbed the prehensile lip and he twi sted his head
away, rolling an el oguent eye.

Del caught up the reins of her own nount--a gutless, washed-out speckl edy
gray-white gelding with a frazzled tail and the tenperanment of an agi ng wonan

who considers herself still skilled at being coy--and | ooked at me. "How | ong
bef ore we reach Harquhal ?"
"Shoul d be by nightfall." | shielded ny eyes and squinted up at the Southron sky

that seemed to shimrer in the warnth. "Of course, we're losing tine with this
i di ot horse."

"Then saddle himand let's go."

"In a hurry, are we?" | took the stud back to where his gear lay and bent to
gather up the bits and pieces. "The North will still be there, Del... has been
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for years."

She nounted, swinging free of her billow white silk burnous one long | eg and

sl ender foot with its Southron sandal cross-gartered to her knee, "And it's been
six since | was there."

"Not quite six," | corrected. "You' ve been with ne, not counting respective
captivities, for at least nine nonths." | grinned as she shot me a scow beneath
sun- bl eached bl onde brows. "Even if it took us five and a half nore years,
bascha, it'd still be there."

"You forget yourself, Sandtiger." Her tone was suddenly cool. | stopped saddling
the stud and turned to look directly at her. "Only two nonths remain before
Theron's agreed-upon year is done... and then they will be sendi ng another

swor d-dancer to collect the bl ood-debt | owe."

Not a laughing matter, with Del or with anyone el se. What she faced was serious.
If, in the specified nonths, Del refused to go North to face trial for that

bl ood-debt, the task of killing her would then belong to any man, or nultiples
thereof. Northern, Southron, sword-dancer, soldier, bandit; it sinply didn't
matter. Her killer would be rewarded for discharging the bl ood-debt owed for the
mur der of her an-kaidin,

Del was guilty. She had killed the an-kaidin. She carried blood-guilt freely,
and did not deny responsibility. It nmade the sentence just in the eyes of the
Northern an-kaidin and all their students, the ishtoya and an-ishtoya.

Hoolies, in a weird sort of way even | understood the reason for it.

But anyone who wanted her would have to go through ne.

Two

In the desert, the sunsets are glorious. |'ve never been a man for painting
pictures with words, but often, at day's end, watching, | wi shed | was. There is
sonet hing oddly tranquil and satisfying in watching the sun slide down beyond
the bright blade of the horizon, setting the ocher and unber desert ablaze with
the brilliance of richer colors: copper, canary, saffron and ci nnabar. The
desert is transfigured into a paradise of pignents, a collection of colors on
the palette of gods different fromthose Del knew, or created w th Boreal
Sunset. There is sonmething that speaks in quiet inner places about the ordering
of the world, today and tonorrow, then and now, and all of the yesterdays.

I sat my bay stud and stared westward, watching the sun go down, and knew
contentnment in the conpany | kept. Del was nute, watching as | watched; feeling,
I knew, sone of the sane feelings, sharing the quietude. There were nany things
unknown between us, nany things unspoken, because we had both been shaped by
circumstances far beyond ken or control. W were an odd amal gam the woman and
I; sword-dancers both; dangerous, deadly, dedicated, as loyal to the rituals of
the circle as to one another. And yet denying, in our own independently stubborn
ways, any loyalties to one another at all; preferring, for countless ridicul ous
reasons, to claimourselves invulnerable to the nornal course of human wants,
needs, desires.

And know ng, perfectly well, we needed one another as much as we needed the
dance.

The sunset gilded Del's face. She had pushed the hood off her head so the silk
settled on her shoul ders, baring hair and features. She was all aglow old gold,
ivory, ice-white. In profile, she was flaw ess; full-face, even better

Inwardly, | smiled, thinking of the bed we would share in Harquhal. A bed bed,
not a bl anket spread upon the sand, or the naked sand itself. W had not, yet,
ever shared a proper bed, being confined for so long to the Punja.

But now we |l eft the deadly Punja far behind, passing out of dunes and fl atl ands
into the scrubby, hilly high desert that presaged the borderlands. Already it
was cool er than the scorching days spent on blinding sands, hiding vul nerable
eyes am dst the shade of burnous hoods.

Here there were tough, fibrous red-throated grasses, warring wth other
groundcover; the tangle and tang of jade-hued creosote, haphazard in its growh;
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vast armies of thorny trees with feathery silver-gray |eaves. Even the bl oom of
fragile flowers, unexpectedly tenacious, clinmbing out of the fretwork of webby
groundcover and the tassles of taller, duller grasses to wave fluted gaudy
petal s, |ike pennons, in whatever breeze they could find.

Here there was water. Here there was gane. Here there was the prom se of a
survival less difficult than in the arid sea of sand known as the Punja.
Harquhal . It rises out of the desert |ike a blocky pile of nmud, girded by
sloping hills and taupe-gray abode walls to hide its many faces fromthe threat
of capricious sinmons bl owing northward out of the Punja. It is a characteristic
of the South that towns, villages, sem permanent habitations, as well as the
count| ess oases, are warded with nman-nade walls or hills or natural rock
formations so that the deadly sandstorns, called sinmoons, cannot sweep away what
men, wonen and children have | abored so hard to build. In the Punja, it is
necessity; the sands, never sated, swallow towns and cities whole if not
properly maintai ned, disdaining the curses of powerful tanzeers and the wretched
poor alike.

I have seen walls, left to crunble by |lazy inhabitants, swept away in a matter

of hours, and the dwellings within destroyed by abrasive, voracious wind. | have
seen cisterns and natural springs filled permanently by choki ng sand, though we
have none to spare, in the South, in the Punja. | have seen scoured skel etons

eaten clean of even a shred of flesh; by no beast but the wind, the sand, the
heat. Horse, dog, goat. Man. Wnan. Child.

There is no nmercy in the South, from humans, beasts, elements. There is only the
way things are, and will be forever; ceasel ess, unchangi ng, noved by no pl eas
for leniency or forgiveness.

If there are gods who hear those pleas, they pass the tinme with fingers planted
firmy in useless ears.

Del sighed. "I thought, when | went hone again, my brother would be with ne."
So nmuch said with so little. Del hoarded thoughts and feelings |ike a nerchant
coin, dispensing each with grave deliberation and at unpredictable nmonents. She
had said nothing of Jamail for weeks, |ocking away in tenacious silence all the
pain born of a futile search

For five years she had neticul ously prepared herself to track down and free the
younger brother stolen by raiders for profitable comrerce with Southron slavers
who knew the true val ue of blue-eyed, blond-haired Northern boys in a | and of
dark-faced people. For five years she had apprenticed herself to a shodo--in
Northern lingo, an-kaidin--to learn the requirenents of sword-dancing,
fashioning herself into a human weapon with the sol e purpose of rescuing Jamail.
Knowi ng it was not perceived a woman's task; knowi ng also there was no one el se
to do it. No one even to care; the raiders had robbed her of kin as well as

i nnocence.

Futile. No, not exactly. She had found Jamail, but there was little left to
rescue.

Tonguel ess, castrated, shaped in mnd and body by years of Southron slavery,
Jarmai| was not the ten-year-old brother she had adored. Only a boy-man who coul d
now, never, be a man, no matter how hard he wished it; no matter how hard she
did. Jamail, Delilah's beloved brother, who desired to stay in the South with
the savage tribe he had grown to | ove.

| wanted to touch her, but our horses stood too distant from one another

Instead, | nodded. And after a nonent, intending to lighten the mood, | sniled
and shrugged. "Well, you do have ne."

At length, she slanted nme an el oquent glance fromthe corners of her eyes

wi t hout even turning her head. "That is something, | suppose.”

"Sonmet hing," | agreed blandly, choosing to ignore Del's tone altogether. "I am
the Sandtiger, after all."

"After all." She twi sted her head to | ook north. "There is food in Harquhal

Real food; sonething other than dried cunfa and dates."

| nodded, brightening. "And aqgivi as well."

"W don't have the coin to spend on spirits.”

"Do you expect me to drink goat's mlk?"

She contenplated ne a nonent. "They both snell about the sane. Wat difference
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woul d it nake?"

"About as nuch difference as you swappi ng Boreal for Theron's sword." | stopped

short as | saw how shock turned her to stone. And then | realized what |'d done.
"Del --Del, I"'msorry--" Wondering: Ch, hoolies, how could | have been so stupid?
"Del--1"msorry--"

She was white-faced with anger as she reined her speckl edy gelding next to the
stud. She didn't seemto notice as the stud |aid back ears and bared teeth
stai ned yell ow by Southron grasses and grains.

But | noticed. | noticed also the rigid hand that reached out to catch nmy wist.
And cl osed. More tightly than was pl easant.

"Never," she said distinctly, "speak her nane al oud again."

No. No, of course not. | knew better. | knew better. "Del--"

"Never," she said again, and took her hand away fromny wrist.

There were marks upon it. They faded even as | watched, but the sensation
didn't. Certainly the nenory wouldn't. Ever

I flexed my hand to see if all the fingers worked. They did; Del isn't that

strong. But strong enough; | felt guilty as well as resentful that she could
command nme so easily.
"I"'msorry," | repeated, wi shing there was sonething nore | could say.

Del's mouth was a flat line. Its grimess ruined the symmetry of her features,
but al so i npressed upon ne the depth of her displeasure. "Her nane is sacred."”
It was so taut a tone as to lack definition, and yet | heard the undercurrent of
shock, fear, despair.

"Del --"
"Sacred, Tiger." Del rel eased an unsteady breath and | saw sone of the tension

| eave her body, replaced with outright anguish. "It's all a part of the power,
the magic... if you divulge her nane to others, all the rituals are undone--"
She stopped short, searching for conprehension in ny face. "All the time, all
the years, all the dedication... the sacrifice is as nothing--"

"Del, I know-I know. You've told nme. It was a slip, nothing nore." | shrugged,
keenly unconfortable, knowing | devalued her feelings even as | tried to assuage
my guilt. "I promise, | won't ever say her nanme again."

"If another heard it--another Northerner trained as | was trained, know ng how
to tap the nagic, how to destroy the jivatma--" Again she broke off, then
scrubbed a hand agai nst her face and swept fallen pale hair out of blue eyes. "I
amin troubl e enough because of the blood-debt. A man sent to fetch nme back, to
kill me, could take ny skills, my strength, ny blade--all with a single word."
"But | know her nane. You told ne."

"I told you." The tone, now, was lifeless. "I had no choice. But you are a

Sout hroner, |acking the magic, the power, the know edge; you know nothing of the
jivatma, and what it means. And yet you saw how it served you, how she served
you, answering your need."

"But not as she serves you."

"No. No, of course not." Distracted, frowning, she shook her head, and the
curtain of hair rippled. She had not braided it lately, leaving it | ocose to fal
over shoul ders and down her back. "There are ritual s--personal, private
rituals... no one else may know them Only ne, when | nake the sword ny own."
Her eyes were on the hilt poking above ny left shoulder, freed by the slit cut
so deliberately in the seamof ny russet burnous so that nothing would hinder ne
if | required it. Theron's jivatma made powerl ess by his death. "Had Theron
known her nane, he would have killed you. Killed ne--"

"--and killed the sword." | nodded. "I understand, Del."

"No," she said, "you don't. But | cannot expect it of you. Not now. Not yet. Not
until--" And abruptly she shrugged, clearly choosing not to finish what she had
begun, as if | was not prepared to hear it. "It doesn't matter. Not the
under st andi ng; not yet. Wiat does matter is that you never again say her nane,
not al oud, to anyone."

"No. "
"No, Tiger."
| nodded. "No."
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Her stare was so direct | wanted to | ook away, but | didn't. | saw her seek sone
answer in nmy face, sonme expression she could trust, assurances unspoken but as
binding, if not nore so, than the words. There had been many things between
us--death, life, survival; nore than nere affection, nore than sinple |ust--that
counted for very nuch, but |I knew, |ooking at her now, that nothing counted to
her so nmuch as a man who kept his word

After a nmoment she turned her gelding north, toward Harquhal. She said nothing
more of the sword or my commitnent to pernmanent silence, but | knew the slip was
not forgotten. Nor ever would be.

Hoolies, | hadn't neant it. But an apol ogy wasn't enough, no nmatter how sincere.
In the circle, it means nothing to a dead man to hear his killer's apol ogy.
Harquhal is representative of nost towns in the South. Adobe walls ward it

agai nst the wi nd, showi ng handprints and other geonetric patterns laid in at
construction. Cracks are plugged with fresh gobs of claylike nud, neticul ously
fingered into place, denying the wind and sand even subtle neans of entry. But
walls, like intentions, are transitory; tents and stalls and wagons cl ustered
haphazardly around the perinmeter of the walls like chicks around a hen, ignoring
the possibilities of such things as simons and snaller sister storns.

Harquhal is also representative of nobst border towns. Serving Northerners and
Sout hroners alike, it has no nationality, and fewer |oyalties. GCstensibly

Sout hron, Harquhal pays only haphazard all egiance to the land |I call ny hone.
Here, wealth hol ds domi nance.

Del and | had little. In the weeks since we had left Jamail with the Vashni in
the nmountai ns near Jul ah, we had survived on wagers won and a few odd jobs here
and there; collections for a Punja-nmte of a greedy nmerchant who then tried to
cheat us out of our conmission; effecting the rescue of the ki dnapped son of a
powerful tanzeer who enbraced the Hamidaa religion, which proseletyzed the
uncl eanl i ness of wonen, while all the tinme the kidnapped "son" was in reality a
daughter; escort duty for a caravan bound from one domain to another; other
assorted enpl oynents.

Not hi ng, certainly, requiring remarkable ability with sword or guile. Nothing
that added to the reputation of the Sandtiger, the | egendary Southron
swor d- dancer, whose skill in the circle was matched by no nan.

Unfortunately, now there was a worman. And she had di spl ayed remarkable abilities
with a sword, relieving a renegade sword-dancer of his life. As for guile, Del
had little; she was blunt-spoken, straightforward, intolerant of Southron word
courtesies that often did little nore than waste tinme. And time was her eneny.
The worst part of our journey was done. The Punja lay far behind us. Wat we
faced now, once free of Harquhal, was the North.

Hoolies. | was a Southroner--what did | want with the North?

Not hi ng. Except Del, who had nore than casual ties with the | and of snow and
banshee- st or ns.

More than casual ties with powerful Northern magic.

GQumy, | swung down off the stud in front of a |opsided adobe cantina roofed
with a lattice of woven boughs, and tied tassled reins to a knobby post set
crookedly in the ground. | heard the sounds of |aughter and nerrinent inside,

mal e and fenal e; snelled the pungent stink of huva weed, the aroma of roasting
mutton, the tang of wine and agqivi.
Al so the sweet-sour snell of urine; the stud was relieving hinself.

Swearing, | skipped back and nearly stunbled over nmy own sandal ed feet, not
wanting ny burnous splattered. The stud rolled an eye in ny direction and
wrinkl ed a pal e-brown nmuzzle forested with whiskers. | began again ny endl ess

litany of unflattering equi ne appellations.

Del avoi ded the steam ng puddl e as she disnmounted and tied her gelding to

anot her post. Absently she hooked a |l eft hand up to the exposed hilt of her
sword, snicked it twice against the tip of the hidden sheath to check ease of
movenent, nodded once. |1'd seen her do it before, many tinmes. It is a habit,

t hough varied in execution, all sword-dancers devel op

We all have idiosyncracies. Sonme of them keep us alive.

"I take it you want to leave at first light." | waited for her to fall into step
besi de ne.
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She shrugged. "There are things we nmuch purchase first. Food, clothing--"

"Clothing!" I frowned. "I admt we could use cleaner apparel, but why spend good
coin on things we already have?"
She pull ed aside the threadbare vermilion curtain at the door. "If you wish to

go north with nothing nore to wear than a dhoti and burnous and freeze your
gehetties off, you may. But | have no intention of freezing to death." And she
ducked in, forgetting, as usual, that | require nore roomthan she does in
entrances built for shorter nen.

I jerked the curtain off nmy face and scow ed after her as | followed. Then I
coughed; huva snoke packed the exposed rafters of the cantina, drifting in slow,
eddyi ng, nal odor ous ocher-green weaths. The vice is one | abhor since a
swor d- dancer needs all his faculties in the circle. O course Del had taken ny
opi nion as sonewhat tainted by the fact | drink agivi with great abandon,
pointing out that a man with a gut full of aqivi is no less likely to die than a
man with a head full of huva dreans.

(Well, Del and | don't always agree on everything. Sonetines we don't agree on
anyt hi ng.)

She squinted and waved a hand in front of her face, peering irritatedly through
the snoke as she sought an open table. And, as is commobn when Del walks into a
cantina (or any place, for that matter), desultory conversation devolved into a
muddl e of hissed coments, nuttered questions, unsubtle specul ation

| sighed. Wshed | had Singlestroke. Bared ny teeth in a lazy, friendly grin at
the two dozen or so nen who | ooked fromDel to ne, to see if | was capabl e of
protecting the Northern bascha.

I don't consider nyself a vain nman. What | amis fact: big, strong, quick. There
is a certain dangerous edge in ny face, ny posture, ny eyes, shaped by the
demands of ny profession. And there are times | amperfectly willing to flaunt
what ever advantages this affords ne; | fight when | nust, and with gusto, but
only when there is no other way around it.

Ildly | assessed the room letting themsee what | did. Just as idly | scratched
the scars on ny face. Deep scars, old scars; four clearly defined claw stripes
curving fromright cheek to jaw, unm stakably from a beast sone nen | abel ed
mythical: the lethal Punja sandtiger fromwhich I'd taken ny nane.

My badge of honor, in a manner of speaking. For nmen who knew of sword-dancers,
it identified ne at once.

(Not everyone carries the mark of his profession and expertise on his face;
rather like it. Saves tine.)

"No trouble,"” Del nuttered under her breath. Half suggestion, half conmand.

| slapped a spread hand over ny heart. "Need you even say it?"

She grunted. Waved away nore snoke. Strode across the floor through crowded
aisles to atiny table in a corner at the very back of the cantina.

Still smling, | followed, watching everyone el se watch her, even the cantina
girls, who scow ed, chewed bottomlips, nibbled thoughtfully on thunbnails. And
who, if they were quick enough, realized they had better beguile their chosen
partners inmrediately, if they were to recapture clearly divided attention

One of the girls, perched on the thigh of a | ean young nman spraw ed casual ly at
a table, got up at once and nmade her way to nme, bl ocking nmy view of Del

Bl ack- hai red, dark-skinned, brown-eyed. A typical Southron girl: lush-figured,
bold of features; at sixteen or seventeen, in full bloom But it would fade too
qui ckly, 1 knew, the desert sucks wonen dry before they are thirty.

"Beylo." She smled, showi ng crooked teeth and a curiously attractive overbite.
"Beylo, will you share your wine with Jem na?" Her hands were on ny arns,
caressing ne through the thin fabric of ny burnous. "I can bring you huva and
many, many dreans."

"Of that | have no doubt." | glanced past her to the young nan she had deserted,
mar ki ng bl ack hair, blue eyes, the snudge of a new nustache, a ruefu
expression. He was not angry, and did not appear noved to protest her defection
He seenmed amused by the performance, which was at |east a wel cone change from
brui sed nmal e pride, which always demands reparation. (Generally in blood.) "But
you are partnered al ready, bascha, and so aml."
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Jem na shrugged a dusky naked shoul der, ignoring the | oose neckline that slid

| ower still, exposing nost of one plunp breast. "He's a boy, beylo . , . you are
a man."

Well, yes, last tinme | |ooked. "Bascha, another tine," | set her out of nmy way
and saw Del seated at the little table, clearly anused

Ah, well, too nmuch to hope she might be jeal ous.

I hooked out a stool and sat down, scowing as the uneven |egs rocked nme back
and forth, threatening to tip ne over entirely. | wedged the stool against the
wal |, settled substantial weight gingerly, |ooked up again to see the wy tw st

of Del's nobuth. And then she | ooked past me, and up, to watch the wine-girl who
eyed her so assessively.

Back again. | sighed. "Bascha--"

"W ne?" she asked. "Aqgivi?" She tossed black curls behind a shoulder. "I work
for my living, beylo. I amnot a comon whore."

Unl ess, of course, the price was right. | sighed again and fingered ny shriveled
coi n pouch. A few coppers clinked; hardly enough to buy a full nmeal and all the
aqgivi | wanted.

My eyes strayed hopefully to Del. She tapped slender fingers on the scarred,
sticky tabl etop, sighed, waved a hand at the girl. "Stew," she said, "and the
cheapest wi ne you've got."

"Wne!" Aggrievedly, | stared. "A few coppers nore will turn up a jug of aqivi."

"Wne," Del said coolly, and the girl turned away with a flounce of |ayered
skirts that clearly signaled ny reduction in her esteem

I leaned forward, resting ny weight on one planted forearm "Just how do you
propose to buy clothing if we haven't enough coin for a proper neal ?"

"I propose to buy clothing by forgoing unnecessary expenditures on unnecessary
things." She paused, sweeping back a fall of hair. "Like aqivi."

A tendril of huva snoke drifted down fromthe beanwork. | waved it away. "Agivi
is hardly unnecessary when |'ve spent the |ast three or four weeks sucking water
on our way across the Punja."

Jem na returned and plunked down two wooden bow s of nutton stew, a half-risen
| oaf of brown bread, sloshing stoneware bottle, a pair of battered wooden cups
bound by greeni sh copper

Del smled sweetly. "Suck wi ne."

I mght have answered, but | was too busy sniffing the stewin my bow. Mitton
is not one of ny favorite dishes, although |I'm accustoned to it. It's better
than dog. Certainly better than roasted sandtiger, which Del had ignobly served
ne once.

After a nonment | drew nmy knife and hacked off a chunk of hard bread, lifted the
bow and prepared to scoop watery stew into my nouth.
Prepared. | never got any farther. Not when | saw the expression on Del's face

as she stared, transfixed, across the crowded canti na.

Shock. Anger. Suspicion. And a cold, rising rage that glittered like ice in her
eyes.

By all the namel ess gods of valhail, | swear | have never seen a look |like that.
On man or wonan.

Not even on a sword-dancer.

Thr ee

She rose slowy, so slowy, until the tabletop hit her mdthigh. Shrouded in the
burnous, nost of her was hidden. But | knew her. | knew how she noved, how she
tensed, how she waited. | knew how to judge her intentions sinply by reading her
eyes.

"Del - - "

She did not even glance at ne.

I wenched my head around and stared across the cantina, trying to see what she
saw. Trying to see what had set her on edge; what had stripped her of the woman
I knew, reducing her to little nore than an animal on the stalk.
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I saw nothing. Well, not nothing. | saw nen. Just nmen. Bent over tables, hunched
on stools, trading stories, jokes, insults. And wine-girls, plying their trades.
And snoke and | anplight and shadows.

"Del--" 1 turned back, frowning, and saw the color slowy fade from her face.
There isn't nmuch to begin with, what with her Northern conpl exion, but now there
was a decided difference. Now she | ooked |i ke a woman dead three days.

Sl owl y, she sank back onto her stool. Her hands still braced her bal ance agai nst
the table, fingers spread, rigid, and trenbling. Trenbling; |'d never seen Del
shake.

"Could | be wong?" she asked herself in an odd, tonel ess voice. Then again,

more forcefully, and yet still curiously toneless. "Could | be wong?"

I wenched nmy head around yet again to seek out what had affected her so
dramatically. And again, | saw nmen. | saw one of themrise fromhis stool and
turn away, noving purposefully toward the door. He ducked through the curtain,
was gone; | heard Del release a slow, noisy breath.

"What in hoolies--" An upthrust hand cut me off. | waited, still concerned to
see the nminute trenbling of her fingers, and eventually her eyes |lost their
opaque, blind expression and Del |ooked at ne. This time, | think, she saw ne.

"Private," she said only, and scooped up a cup of wine.

Del doesn't drink nuch. It isn't like her to gulp wi ne, but now | saw how she
hel d the cup agai nst her mouth as if the liquor mght restore her strength. |
wat ched her throat nove as she swall owed repeatedly, sucking wine |ike a nman
trying to chase away denons

O a wonan, with her own.

"Privacy's one thing." | caught the cup in one hand, took it away from her, set
it firmy on the table. "This is another. Maybe what you need is to tal k about
it."

"Maybe what | need is a jug of aqivi to shut you up," she said sharply. And
then, tight-jawed, she apol ogi zed for her tone.

But not for the words. | sniled. "Effective bribery. Shall | call Jem na back?"
"No." Del stared at the cooling nutton stew. "No; we need to save the coin."
"Then let's treat the wine as it should be treated." | refilled her cup. "Wth
sl ow and del i berate appreciation."

"lIt's sour."

Her color was returning along with her nettlesone nood. "Yes, it's sour," | said

bl andly. "So, at the nonent, are you."

"But you don't know-" She stopped herself.
"No," | agreed, "I don't. Unless you tell ne.
"It's private," Del repeated.

| stirred congealing stewwith a piece of bread, making islands out of the neat
and channeling the gravy. MIdly, | said: "You know nore about ne than anyone
el se alive."

Her gl ance was sharp, startled; she considered it, then w thdrew abruptly,
shaki ng her head. "I can't. Not now "

"That man--"

"Not now."

There are tinmes, with Del, when silence is the best strategy. Accordingly,
turned ny attention to sour wine and nutton stew, while Jem na nmade eyes at ne
from across the snoky cantina.

In the nmorning Del rousted nme out of bed with a fist snugged none too gently
agai nst ny short ribs. Wen, aggrievedly, | protested such bad manners, she
merely threw me nmy dhoti, harness and burnous and suggested | put themon as
soon as possible, as she had plans for us this norning.

"Plans?" | dressed, slipped into harness, tested the wei ght of the borrowed

bl ade. "What sort of plans?"

"Supplies," she said succinctly, and yanked asi de the curtain.

The notion proved too nmuch for the threadbare cloth that separated our tiny inn
roomfromthe corridor outside. Fabric parted and Del was |eft standing with a
handful of faded green cloth. Wth a tongue-click of irritation she tossed it
asi de.

"Qut of sorts this norning, are we?" | picked up saddl e pouches and preceded her
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out of the nusty, lowroofed room "Maybe if you' d spent nore of |ast night
sl eepi ng instead of thinking--"
"You snored."

Ah. My fault, then; | should have known. Accordingly, | possessed nysel f of
silence and went down into the comon roomto order breakfast.
Del was off her feed, as well; she was too well disciplined to ignore food when

it was offered, not knowi ng when we nmi ght have another neal, but clearly she did
not enjoy it. Inpatiently she chewed hard bread, spooned down spiced kheshi,
swal | owed pungent goat's nmilk. And then told ne to hurry up as | considered a
second bow of kheshi.

I cast her an exasperated scow . "Hoolies, Del, we don't need to run across the
border."

"We don't need to dawdl e here, either. Tiger, you know there is atime limt."
"Time limt, shmne [imt," | said testily. "Anman's got to eat, Del. O he
won't be any help at all, should you need it."

It shut her up, as | thought it mght. She recalled | acconpani ed her only

t hrough personal whim | could leave any time | felt like it. And by reni nding
Del intended to render her aid as best | could, | deflated all her righteous

i ndi gnati on.

It's hard to be angry with someone who's | ending you a hand. Al so bad nanners.

I looked at Del's expression. And then, quietly, | sent the girl away with the
second bowl of kheshi and stood up, gathering saddl e pouches once nore.
Silently, | indicated the door. Del turned on her heel and marched out.

It was clear Del recalled nore of Harquhal than | did though it had been nearly
a year since she had been here. She led ne directly to a small shop tucked into
the shadows along the wall, and proceeded to spend an untold anount of tine
exam ni ng what appeared to be piles of furry pelts, supple | eather, a heavy,
dyed fabric. Weary of following along |ike a bearer waiting attendance on

Sout hron | ady, | dunped the pouches by the door and began to do ny own

exam ni ng.
The shop reeked of tanned | eather and pungent fur, as well as other snells
could not begin to name. Accustoned to desert silks and gauzes, | could not

conprehend what a man would want with so nmuch wei ght and bul k. But Del
apparently did; eventually she chose the things she wanted and gave the
shopkeeper very nearly all of our coin.

"Sul haya," she said, as he rolled the pelts around soft |eather into |ong,
flexi bl e bundles and tied them

He answered back in Del's indecipherable Northern tongue; | |ooked at himnore
sharply. He was old, and therefore white-haired, and the South had baked his
flesh, but his eyes were blue as Del's. No Southroner, this; he was clearly a
Nort herner, which neant Del apparently knew what she was doi ng. Sone

consol ation, | guess, considering | didn't.

The old man's eyes were on her sword hilt, poking above Del's |eft shoul der
Boreal's hilt is fashioned in such a way as to fool the eye, to bewitch the
behol der into sonething like a trance if you stare at the hilt too |long. The
silver is everchanging, one shape nelting into another, then another, until you
forget about tinme entirely, thinking only of the noving forns within the netal.
Trying to follow, to nane at |east one, before the bl ade assunes the aspect of
the hilt and dispatches you entirely.

"An-ishtoya?" the old nan asked, and Del stopped short.

Her face was frozen, sculpted into a flaw ess display of rigid beauty. But hard
as stone, and equally inflexible.

An-ishtoya. The hi ghest rank a Northerner can know, as student, apprentice, in
the circle. The rank is bestowed by the an-kaidin, the sword-nmaster, higher than
the teachers thenselves, the kaidin; highest of the high. She had been

i sht oya--student--and then an-i shtoya--the paranount--proclained so by the
an-kai di n hi nmsel f.

But Del had turned her back on it, nam ng herself, instead, a sword-dancer, as
she was free to do, and bound by no rituals other than those determ ned by the
circle.
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The old man had clearly trespassed upon her rigidly guarded privacy. But she did
not react as she so often did with ne. Perhaps because of his age. Perhaps
because he was a Northerner. Perhaps al so because he knew better what the word
meant, and all its acconpanying wei ght.

"No," she said after a monent. "Sword-dancer."

Sonet hing noved briefly in his eyes. But his face--a webbing of |ines and
creases deeply incised in flesh lighter than ny own--did not change. He | ooked
again at Boreal, and then he nodded. Once. "Sing well," he said, in Southron,
and turned away to tend anot her custoner.

| shoul dered saddl e pouches, took on one of the rolled bundles, stepped out of
the shop just ahead of Del. As she exited | paused to fall into step beside her
"Sing well," | said, puzzled. "Didn't he nean 'dance' ?"

Del had hitched her sausage of hides under one arm Her face was expressionl ess.
"No," she said. "He didn't."

So nmuch for expecting an answer or further explanation. Knowi ng better, however,
than to hound her for it, | let the subject drop

We tacked and | oaded the horses with care, know ng Harquhal was our | ast

settl enent before the border. And once out of the dun-colored walls and headi ng
north, | would becone a stranger to ny environs; Del would be guide, while | was
left to do as she suggested in matters of conduct, not knowi ng Northern ways.
Qur roles would be reversed, and | wasn't certain | liked it.

Though Del undoubtedly woul d.

She was still locked in silence as we | ed her coy gelding and ny snuffy stud out
of the lath-built stable behind the inn. Across broad runps our nounts now
carried the sausage rolls of fur and | eather, jutting up and out. The stud
wasn't yet certain he approved of such neasures; he wal ked with his nmassive

hi ndquarters curiously elevated, as if on tiptoe. The frequent and noi sy

swi shing of his tail told nme quite el oquently he was consi dering nmaki ng conmmrent,
as only a horse can.

He snorted, banged my right shoul der--purposely--with his nose, nibbled.

"Knock it off," | suggested, fully aware of the fore-hooves tronping so closely
to ny own heels.

He did not, and so | thrust a doubled fist noseward as he reached for ny

shoul der again. Fist and nose connected. He jerked backward instantly, nodding
and bobbing his head at the end of braided, blue-dyed reins while one eye rolled
in innocent, baffled amazenment. But the eye also shrewdly judged; | smled,
wagged a warning finger, sawthe tip-tilted ears flick up. Instantly he pinned
them back again, but he'd given hinself away; he wasn't angry so much as
disgruntled that I'd caught himat his tricks, and disgruntlenent | could dea
with.

Del shook her head. "I don't know why you keep him He's nore trouble than he's
worth. "

"That depends," | said, recalling the stud had, by all accounts, killed one of
my enemes. Unfortunately, | hadn't been present to witness it. "As for why,
guess it's nostly habit. Like a man who keeps a nagging wife year after year
after year."

She cast ne a level glance, refusing to enter the debate. "One of these days
he's liable to kill you."

"Ch, | don't think so. He might dunp nme on ny head every now and again, but in
the long run | think he's rather fond of ne." | patted the firm plate-shaped

jaw. "We're a lot alike."
"Thi ckheaded, " Del agreed, and then | ooked past ne to the cantina where we had
spent nost of the forner evening.

| looked with her and saw nothing. But, |ooking back at her, | saw she did.

And knew she would have to finish it before we | eft Harquhal

| sighed. Nodded. Stopped. "Go on," | told her. "Get it over with."

She snapped her head around. "You know?" "I know you'll never let it rest," |
said calmy. "Go, bascha. See if he's there. If not, we can ride out of here
knowi ng at |east you | ooked. If heis, well..." | shrugged. "Up to you, bascha."

"But--you don't know why--" She broke it off, shook her head a little.
Si | k-bright hair, unbraided, slid across silk-clad shoulders. "You can't."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (13 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:04 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

"Thi ckheaded | may be, but | amnot entirely stupid,” | told her bluntly. "You
saw a man |l ast night, and until you see himagain and satisfy whatever craving
kept you awake last night--in a real bed, | mght add--you'll be npody as a

br eedi ng wonan.
She opened her nouth pronptly to protest the last part of nmy comments. Del
dislikes me to make fun of wonmen, or otherw se di scount them because of their
gender. Now, nostly, | do it out of a desire to bait her, hoping for verba
conbat; once | did it because, in the South, women count for little. Del had
changed much of ny attitude, but so had slavery. A nan raised a slave suffers
his own hum liation, and quickly learns not to judge others as he is judged.

But Del, after a nonent, did not rise to the bait at all. She nerely cl anped her
mout h cl osed. Her expression was grim "It is a thing | have to do."

"I know that. | just said that."

"I will be fair," Del told ne. "It will be a sword-dance." | nearly | aughed;
trimmed it to a smle when | saw that however | responded would matter greatly
to her. "If he's a sword-dancer, it'll be fair," | agreed. "If he's not, it'l

be a joke."

Pal e brows knitted. "Tiger--" But she stopped short, |ocking away whatever words
she had neant to say, and left nme looking into the face of tornent.

"Go," | said gently. "I'lIl be there, bascha."

We tied the horses and left them pulling aside the same vermlion curtain we
had pull ed aside the night before. Huva stink clung to the cantina, but the
snoke was barely visible. It was early yet for the place to fill with nmen
seeking dreans in |liquor, snoke, wonen.

But not too early for the nman Del sought.

At |ast he saw her coming. | knew himonly by that; by the surprise in his eyes,
the admration; the slow flanme of desire. He was clearly Southron, dark of hair
and skin, with deep-set, pale brown eyes. The age | could not say, save to mark
that he had spent his years in the desert, for the sun had taken its toll. H's
teeth flashed white against the swarthiness of his face.

Del ignored the others at his table. She nerely stepped to the edge, |eaned
forward a little, to nake certain he heard her words, and invited himinto the
circle.

And the man was clearly astonished. "G rcle?" he echoed blankly, in patent

di sbelief. And then he recovered hinself, and | aughed. "Bascha, | will gladly
meet you in bed, but never in acircle." He waited out the snickers and

| aughter, smling blandly, but | saw the faintest |line of puzzled consternation
mar the flesh between dark brows.

Fluidly, Del pulled Boreal free of her sheath in a brief, hissing slide, then
brought the sword down to rest crosswise in front of her breasts, hilt at waist,
wists cocked; the tip reached at |east five inches above Del's head. It was a
di agonal slash of steel that focused every eye upon bl ade and wonman. The nove
was flaw essly executed, obviously well-practiced; the posture--and its
intent--was dramatically dom nant, and el oquently underscored by Del's gender
Not a man in the cantina was blind to the inplications.

One mght say it is no great thing to draw a sword fromits sheath. But Del, as
I, went in harness, with the sheath strapped di agonally across her back. It is
far nore confortabl e when seeking an even distribution of weight, far nore

bal anced than dangling heavy steel to bang against one |l eg, but the ease of
sheat hing or unsheathing is reduced i measurably. It is a mark of pride (or
vanity-call it what you will) that a true sword-dancer, thoroughly trained in
the art of the dance, always goes in harness.

But it was a sword, and this was the South, and Del was clearly a woman.

He | aughed, the Southroner. And then stopped, as the others stopped, abruptly,
in shock, as she set the salnon-silver tip against the flesh of his throat.

Easily, in silence, she parted the fabric of his burnous. | saw sonethi ng nove
in her face, sonething alnost indefinable, except | had seen the expression once
before. When Del had first seen Janmil--and what had been done to him-five

years after his di sappearance
She nodded once, but | thought it was nostly to herself. As if it signaled a
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hardeni ng of her resolve. "Step into the circle."

I nearly mouthed themw th her, so famliar were the words. The eterna

chal  enge of a sword-dancer, to spar, to fight, to dance. For the fun or to the
deat h.

Desire was augnmented by irritation. The Southroner's nostrils pinched. "Wnman,"
he said, "go hone. Go hone and tend your man."

Del's tone was very calm "You are ny man," she told him "I will tend you in
the circle."

He had been dicing with conpani ons. Now suppl e hands scattered dice and coin and
cups, as, in anger, he swept the table clean

Boreal nicked his throat.

He cursed. Del sniled, but only a little. "Dance with nme," she invited, in the
siren song of the circle.

Four

| saw the blood at his throat. A few drops only, crinson agai nst browned flesh
Fresh bl ood, and free of ice; Del had not keyed the sword.

He spat onto the blade. "I do not fight women.”

The tip shifted. Rose. Pressed the underside of his chin, lifting, lifting, so
that to escape the promi sed cut he had to tip the back of his skull against his
shoul ders.

"No?" Del asked. "But you fought nme, nearly six years ago." Her eyes narrowed.
"Fi ght me again, Southron. Now that | know how. '"

H's friends muttered angrily, obviously uninpressed by Del's attitude. To

forestall any efforts on their parts, | noved closer to Del and deliberately
fixed themwith the stare | knew was di sconcerting, for it mmcked the fera
stare of a stalking sandtiger, green eyes and all. | nade it very plain, if

silently, that the fight was to remain between the woman and the man; ot herw se,
they personally, each of them would have ne to contend with. Now, or |ater;
their choice

It worked. It works often. | practiced it carefully, when the simlarity had
first been pointed out to ne, know ng better than to ignore an advantage, in or
out of the circle.

Del ' s opponent gl ared past her at ne, made aware that there woul d be no rescue,
none at all. That he was not a sword-dancer, | knew. W are often strangers to
one another, but there are ways a man can tell. Certainly with himit was easy;
his sword was sheathed at his side

So, it was to be a joke. Not a sword-dancer. Not Northern. But clearly an eneny.
And one she had clainmed for nearly six years, which nmeant he was undoubtedly one
of the raiders who had destroyed her famly

I blew out a slow breath of conprehensi on and conpassi on. Revenge | understand.
Pal e brown eyes flicked fromside to side, judging the intent of his companions,
the tenor of the room No one | aughed now. No one smiled. Neither did anyone

| ook away.

A Sout hroner nyself, | knew what he was feeling. And | knew avoi ding the fight
woul d do as much danage to his pride as the thing itself. Del was a woman.

Hs lips withed against his teeth. "Yes," he said, "yes."

"Qutside," Del said coolly, and turned her back on himto exit the cantina.

In any city or settlenent, it takes little time for word of a sword-dance to
pass through the popul ace. In a border town |ike Harquhal, full to bursting with
cutthroats, thieves, raiders and the like, word spills through even faster. And
so as the Southroner prepared to face the Northern wonan, the others cane to
wat ch. From shops and shade and ganbling games |i ke sandslugs from under a

st one.

Calmy, Del slipped out of her burnous. She dropped the silk to the sand,
ignoring the ribald comments. Bare-arned, bare-legged, she was naked in their
eyes.

Hardly that, to nme. But |'ve grown accustoned to the soft |eather tunic snugged

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (15 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:04 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

so firmy about her waist. Fitted so tautly at breasts and shoul ders because of
the harness straps. But seeing her through their eyes | saw nerely the wonan
again. Not Del. Not the sword-dancer. Only the Northern bascha.

And in that nmoment, for only a nonent, | forgot all the truths we had shared and
t hought only of nyself.

But very briefly. And then Del was Del again.

She unhooked her harness, set it atop the silk, slanted nme an enigmatic gl ance.
"Sandtiger, will you draw the circle?"

A nice way of letting all the observers know who | was; plainly, they recognized
the nane, nost of them Certainly those | was npbst interested in. The

Sout herner's friends | ooked at ne sharply, nmuttered anong thensel ves, observed
the sword hilt poking above ny shoul der and the scars on ny face. And did not

| ook very happy.

| smiled alittle and nade a slight gesture with ny head, acknow edging their

uni ntended tribute. But nostly, | singled themout: one, two, three, four
Per haps raiders, perhaps not: perhaps nmerely men who had fallen in with Del's
opponent for the dicing in the cantina. But it did not matter. | marked them

out. Then | turned ny attention back to Del's request.

In the code of the true dance, the invitation was an honor. But this was little
nmore than a travesty.

I put nmy hand on the hilt of the Northern sword and heard an echo of eerie

| aughter. Theron's, naybe. Maybe even the soul of the nman in whom he had
guenched the bl ade so | ong ago.

The sword hissed free of the sheath and gleaned in the sunlight. A second hiss
followed on its heels: indrawn breaths from everyone gathered to watch the

sword-dance. | set tip against earth and saw t he unber-hued sand curl away as if
| divided flesh. Another hiss, and nmurrmurs of sorcery. Well, nmaybe so. The
circle was made of itself; | was only the instrunent.

Del stepped into the circle and waited.

Odinarily, there are rituals to be observed. Requirenents of the dance to
satisfy the honor of the teachings handed down. It didn't matter that she was
Nort hern-born and trai ned, and he a Southroner; the learning is nuch the sane,
with sinmlar rituals. But this was no true sword-dance. The chosen opponent knew
little, if anything, of the dance itself, knowing only that he had to fight a
worman to salve pride and to save his life.

Reason enough, | knew, to nake hi m dangerous.

He swore a vile Southron oath and stripped out of his burnous. Beneath it he
wore the thin baggy jodhpurs and sil k-sashed tunic of a desert nan, not the
brief chanois dhoti of a dancer. Raider he nmight be, but there was nothing in
clothing or appearance that proclained himone, unlike a professiona
swor d- dancer .

Del waited. He unbelted his sword, unsheathed it, threw the | eather down on top
of his burnous. He said sonmething quietly to his four conpanions; inmrediately
they | ooked at ne, giving thenselves away, and | knew he had told themto kil
the wonman--and nme--if he died. Although it was plain he did not expect to die.
He stepped into the circle--

--and | unged.

She is so quick, so very fast, is Del. Feet sluffed through the warm sand with
the soft, seductive sibilance of bare flesh against fine-grained dust. Wsps

rose, drifted; layered our bodies in dull, gritty shrouds: pale unber,
ocher-bronze, taupe-gray.

But the shrouds, | thought, were applicable; the worman could kill us all.

I watched her nove. | watched the others watch her nove. Al nmen. No wonen,

here, at this nonent, under such circunstances; never

Except for Del

| watched her nove: detached appreciation. Adniration, as always. And pride.
Two- edged pride. One: that the woman brought honor to the ritual of the dance
within the circle, and two: that she was ny right hand, my |eft hand; conpanion,
swor drmat e, bednat e.

Edged? OF course. Pride is always a two-edged blade. Wth Del, the second edge
is the sharpest of all, for me, because for the Sandtiger to speak of pride in
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Del is to speak al so of possessiveness. She'd told nme once that a man proud of a
worman is too often prouder of his possession of her, and not of the wonman for
bei ng hersel f.

| saw her point, but... wellll, Del and | don't always agree. But then if we
did, life would be truly boring.

| wat ched-Del and the nmen who watched her as a matter of course, but | also

wat ched the man she faced in the circle. | saw the untutored pattern of his
sword flashing in the sunlight: dip here, feint there, slash, |unge, cut,
thrust...and always trying to throw the flashes and glints of sunlight into her
eyes. He knew enough to know that; ordinarily, a shrewd pl oy. Another opponent
m ght have wi nced or squinted against the blinding light, giving over the
advantage; Del didn't. But then, Del was accustoned to conjuring her own |ight
with Boreal; the Southron sword the man used was hardly a match for her own.

I knew she would kill him But he didn't. He hadn't realized it yet.

Few nmen do realize it when they enter the circle with Del. They only see her,
and hardly notice the sword in her hands. Instead, they snmile. They fee

tol erant and nagnani nous because they nust face a worman, and a beautiful wonan.
But because she is beautiful, they will give her anything, if only to share a
monent of her tine, and so they give her their lives.

She danced. Long legs, long arns, bared to the Southron sun. Step. Step. Slide.
Skip. Mniscule shifting of balance fromone hip to the other. Sinews sliding
beneath the firmflesh of her arms as she parried and riposted. Al in the
wists, with Del. A delicate tracery of blade tip against the brassy afternoon
sky, blocking her opponent's weapon with a latticework of steel

Del never set out to be a killer. Even now she isn't, quite; she's a

swor d-dancer, like me. But in this Iine of work, nore often than not, the
dance--a ritualized exhibition of highly-trained sword-skill--becones serious,
and peopl e die.

| sighed a little, watching her. She didn't play with him precisely, being too
wel | -trained for such arrogance within the circle, but | could see she had

j udged and acknow edged her opponent's skill as less than her own. It wouldn't
make her smile; not Del. It wouldn't nmake her careless. But it would nmake her
examine the limts of his talent with the unlimted repertoire of her own, and
show himwhat it neant to step into the circle with someone of her caliber.
Regar dl ess of her gender

And | watched the man. The Southron fighter who had so carel essly underval ued
the Northern worman. | saw the slack wetness of sweat-soaked bl ack hair hanging
| ankl y agai nst his neck, no |onger noving as he noved. | watched the telltale
flush of frustration commngled with futile effort darken his features. And |
saw t he negligent arrogance of the man alter itself in brown eyes into bel ated
acknow edgnent; he knew. At |ast, he knew, knew al so there was nothing he could
do.

Except die.

Del stripped the blade fromhiminstantly with a subtle flick of her own,
slicing fingers before he could blink, and then, as he sucked in a breath to
bel l ow, cut open the naked palns that no | onger grasped a sword. In shock, he
gaped at her.

She bal anced lightly on both feet, clearly poised to strike again. But she did
not, at once. She watched himonly, and | saw the odd glint in her eyes. "Have
you stolen so many Northern wonen that you cannot renenber this one?" Her tone
was deceptively mld. "So many Northern baschas?"

"Afreet!" he cried. "Jinni!"

"Hurman, " she nocked, "and woman. O does that foolish masculine pride forbid you
from acknow edgi ng the truth?"

"Del," | said quietly, "that is not the issue."

| saw the subtle start of surprise, the realization in her eyes. No, it was not
the issue. Color touched her face; the line of her nouth hardened. "I want

Aj ani ," she said.

Brown eyes wi dened in patent astonishment, then narrowed as he frowned. "Ajani,"
he echoed. "Why?"
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"For much the sane reason," she told him "I intend to kill him"

He | aughed harshly. "Men have tried that, bascha. And still Ajani thrives."
"Temporarily." She flicked her sword and the bl ade sliced air, neatly nicking
the tip of his nose. "Ajani," she said softly.

He stepped out of the circle at once. But this was not a sword-dance; Del

foll owed smoothly. He halted agai nst the confines of the larger, human circle,
was pressed back against his friends, who sought to hold himup--and knew the
fight was lost. "North," he said sullenly.

"But you are here, Southron."

He spat to the side. "I no longer ride with Ajani."

"No?" Pale brows rose. "Did it begin to pall at last, this wealth earned by
stealing children?"

Nostrils flared. "And did | steal you?"

I thought she nmight kill himthen. But her control was firnmy in place. "You
tried, Southron. But luck and the gods preserved ne."

"Then why hound nme now?" He spread bl eeding hands. "You are free, bascha. What
sense is there in this?"

"None at all," she said gently. "This is merely collection of a bl ood-debt | am
owed. "

It was Del's fight, not mne. But | wi shed she would finishit.

"Bl ood-debt --"

"Ajani," she said, "and you go free."

Hope flared, was extingui shed al nrost at once. | knew what he was thinking. Hs
life was precious, but so was his pride, especially before friends; spared by a
woman, he kept the former and lost the latter. "I ama |loyal nman."

Del lifted an el oquent shoul der. "Loyal nmen die as easily as others." She

gestured with a jerk of her head. "Step back into the circle. Pick up the sword.
I will give you that nuch; nore than you and the others gave ne."

Clearly, he wanted to refuse. But he was bound by his own pride and the silence
of the others; slowy, he stepped back into the circle and retrieved the sword
with bl eeding hands. He turned to face the wonman, clearly unafraid. |f anything,
he was angry. Not that he would lose his life, but that a wonan woul d be the
instrument of it.

Del smiled. | saw her lips stretch thin, then part, and then the thread of a
sound issued forth. Only a little song, but enough to enrage the nman.

Enough. No excess. Just the Northern wonan stepping to the flaccid curtain of
steel, who parted it effortlessly to slide three feet of sal non-silver bl ade
into sweaty, heaving flesh.

They deny it, each and every one of them even as their blood flows fromtheir
bodies to stain the Southron sand. Even when they cannot speak, they nouth the
wor ds, denying her the victory as their bodies tell themdifferently. Bloodied,
bitten |ips, wet faces powdered with sand, wi dened eyes full of wonder, disnay,
despair.

And al ways t he deni al

She turned away fromthe spraw ed body and | ooked at nme. The Northern sword,

bl ood- pai nted, hung | oosely in her hand. Alien blade, with equally alien runes,
dripped a string of wet rubies into unber sand, drop by drop by drop, until the
delicate, deadly necklet lost its shape and becane nothing nore than a puddl e of
bl ood sucked quickly down into the dust.

Del hunched one shoul der al nost inperceptibly--a comment; an answer to ny
unspoken question--and then she nodded, only once; an equally private exchange.
She turned back. Bent over the body. | saw a hand go to his throat, catch
sonmething, snap it free. And then carefully, thoroughly, with grave

del i beration, she stepped outside the circle and cl eaned her bl ade on his

bur nous.

She wat ched hi s conpani ons as she did so, appraising the nen who had so rudely
done the sane to her. Assessing expressions and intentions. She was not a m nd
reader but clained an uncanny understandi ng of men. This understandi ng nmakes
even nme unconfortable nuch of the tinme; | find nyself carrying on conversations
within my skull, answering questions and suppositions to test their validity
before | give Del the chance to bestow one of her stinging rebukes.
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Del straightened. "Ajani," she said quietly, into the waiting silence,
ostensibly to all, but paying subtle attention to the four nen now bereft of a
fifth. "I want him | wll pay."

I looked at Del's face. She hoped soneone woul d give her the information she
wanted but didn't really expect it. Certainly not so openly, after what she had
done. If anyone really knew Aj ani's whereabouts, he was likely to keep it quiet
until he could talk to Del in private. Away fromthe four Southerners who stared
at her so malignantly.

She had silenced themall with sword-dance and invitation. But the silence

| asted briefly, so briefly; before long, nen were tal king anong thensel ves and
trading their versions of the fight so recently witnessed. |1'd seen it and heard
it countless tines after dances | nyself had been in. But this was Del. This was
a wonan, a Northerner, who had so easily dispatched one of their own; who now
strode calmy through the crowd into the cantina, to wait.

So nmuch for our early start.

The crowd di spersed qui ckly enough. Most men went into the cantina to buy
liquor, to discuss the sword-dance, to sneak gl ances at the Northern bascha. Al
of those nen | did not detain, but as the dead man's conpani ons bent to renove
the body, | stopped them

"His coinis hers," | told them "The customof the circle: winner takes all."
It did not sit well with them One of them-black-eyed, pock-nmarked, with
gray-flecked dark hair--spat at ny feet. The other three were pleased by it,

t hough none of themsaid a word. They didn't need to; | could see it in their
eyes.

When | did nothing, the pock-marked man called nme an unconplinentary
nane--sonething to do with having an unnatural affinity for male goats--while
merely nodded affably and bent to cut the dead man's coi n-pouch free with ny
knife. And then | straightened and invited each and every one of theminto a
circle.

A circle; four against one.

But they knew better. (It isn't sinple arrogance; | amthat good, because | was
taught by a nmaster, and | have worked very hard at my profession for a very |ong
time.) They knew better, and went away as | waited for their answer.

I went in to look for Del and found her at a snmall table in a corner of the
cantina. And not alone; it had taken less tine than | had i magi ned to scare up
the informati on she wanted. Al so from an unexpected province: Jem na's young nman
of the evening before, with the stain of a newborn nustache upon his upper I|ip.
He wore a silken tunic, bright blue and sashed in jade-green, baggy jodhpurs of
brilliant crinson, tucked into high black boots, and a plain saffron burnous
hangi ng | oosely open. He cane to the table, clearly waiting, and in his hands
was a clay jug. As | arrived the boy smled, turned to set the jug down with a
flourish, then swung back.

And | saw beneath the thin fabric of the burnous, tucked into the belt at the
smal | of his back, the outline of bladed, hafted weapons | could not begin to
nane.

Worth watching, then, this boy.

"Agivi," he said warmy, gesturing to the jug. "Mich better than the house
wi ne. "
"Why?" Del asked flatly. "If you have information, don't waste ny tinme with

unnecessary courtesies."

It took himconpletely off-stride. No doubt he was accustomed to his pretty

| ooks wi nning al nost slavish attention fromcantina girls and the like; Del's
bl unt ness, so unexpected, was shocki ng. Wien coupled with her appearance, it is
enough to strip nost nmen of all pride entirely, reducing themto awkward sil ence
or stammrered apol ogi es.

The boy did not stamrer, nor did he apol ogize. He nade a fluid gesture of

aqui escence and sat down. On ny stool. | | ooned over himpointedly; finally he
gl anced up at ne, affecting surprised innocence. And stood up again.

He was altogether shorter and slighter than | am and certainly considerably
younger. Around Del's age, | thought, which put himat twenty or so. H's face
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was at war w th manhood, still show ng the undefined bl andness of youth while
nmovi ng i nexorably toward adul thood. He was quick, lithe, supple. Possibly a
thief. Certainly an opportunist; he was conplinmenting Del on her sword skill

She | eaned forward, resting forearns on the table. She had not put on the
burnous as yet and so the arnms were bare. Against the pal e-gold skin, sinews

twi sted. The minute tensing of defined nmuscles was obvi ous, to sonmeone who knew
how to read her.

"I am a sword-dancer," she said coolly. "What | did to that man is part of ny
profession; | had better be good." Cearly, the raider's death had put her out
of tenper. Cenerally she gives the boys a bit nore rope before she snugs the
noose taut.

Bl ue eyes flickered beneath bl ack-1ashed Iids. The boy smled, nodded, noistened
lips, wiped palns on scarlet jodhpurs. Then he hooked thunbs into his belt and
gl anced at ne. | had not yet seated nyself. My bulk, so close, served to
intimdate hima little. Not enough, however. | judged himone of those foolish
youths too full of life to be much intimdated by anything--or anyone--for very
| ong.

"l heard what you said outside," he told us, "about Ajani. | mght be able to
hel p. "

"M ght you?" Del's tone was icy. "Were is he?"

The boy unhooked his thunbs and spread ninble hands. "I ama stranger to this

I and and know little of place names. But | could take you there."

"Coul d you?" Del's question was rhetorical. "For a price, of course."

"You did offer one." | sat down and snmiled blandly, helping nyself to the aqivi
the boy had so thoughtfully provided.

"A snmall one," he answered. "I want only to acconpany you on your travels."

| set the cup down, aqgivi untasted. "She has a partner," | said distinctly.
"Both of you!" the boy anended hastily. "Wth the Sandtiger and his |ady."

The Sandtiger and his |ady. Sure enough, Del was scowing at him But before she

could say anything, | notioned the boy to sit down on the sole renmining stool
Hi s awareness of ny identity put me in a magnani nous frame of mnd; as soon as
could get the wine-girl to deliver a third cup, | intended the boy to share sone
of the agivi.

"You'l | take us to Ajani so long as we allow you to ride with us?" | nodded

thoughtfully. "Since the only way you can | ead us anywhere is to ride with us,
it seems a sinple bargain.”

He settled the saffron burnous as he pulled up the stool. "I nean after," he
sai d.

"Why?" Del asked.

He shrugged, showed us both a crooked, innocent grin. "I'ma stranger here in
the South... to the North, too, if we go there. If I'"'mto gain any fane at all,
I need to know ny way around. Riding with you two--"

"Fame?" | undercut his glib explanation. "You want to be a panjandrun"

That earned nme blank stares from both of them

"Panjandrum " | repeated. "A man of repute."

The boy thought it over. A slow snile spread. "Panjandrum" he echoed. "I Iike
it." He nodded, trying it on for size. "A man of repute.”

"That's the polite definition." | scratched the scars on ny cheek. "I won't

bot her to give you the others since you' re so taken with the word."

"Panj andrum " he nurnured thoughtfully.

| sighed and sucked aqgivi. Del scow ed.

"Yes," he said. "Bellin the Cat, a panjandrum™"

"Bellin the Cat?" | was startled, wondering if his foolish quest for glory and
fame had led himto adopt a nanme simlar to ny omn. O, nore precisely, to ny
ani mal nanesake.

"Bellin." He smled and waved a hand vaguely in a southerly direction. "l've
been at sea for nost of ny life, sailing here and there. | thought it was tine |
di scovered what it meant to be a | andl ubber."

"And you picked the South?" | could think of nore hospitable places.

He shrugged. "Seemed |ikely enough.”

Whi ch meant he'd had little choice in the matter. | nodded and drank nore agivi.
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"Bellin the Cat," Del said quietly. "Way do you wi sh to becone a--" she paused,

fitting the strange Southron word to her Northern tongue "--panjandrun®"

"Al ways have." H's grin and good spirits were infectious. "A nan should nmake his
mark sone way... insure his place anpong ot her nen--and wonen." He shrugged
again, rippling saffron silk. "I figure if 1'"'mgoing to be here anyway, | nay as

well do what | can to nmake sure |I'm a sonebody."

Her tone was infinitely bland. "A hunble man m ght prefer differently."

"A hunbl e man woul d," Bellin agreed equably. "But no one of ny acquai ntance
woul d ever lunber nme with that description.”

At | east he was an honest bl owhard. "Then why not go out and earn your fane?" |
asked. "Wy attach yourselves to us?"

He spread supple hands. "What's the sense in struggling and scraping and
suffering if there's no need for it? Riding with the Sandtiger and his lady, |I'm
al nost guaranteed to becone a panjandrum | ong before | would otherwise." H's
smle was disarm ng. "Can you blame nme for trying to take advantage of an
opportunity?"

"I amnot the Sandtiger's |lady" Del said crossly. "My nane is Del. | have
busi ness with Ajani. Do you know where he is?"
Bellin chose the diplomatic answer. "It should not be difficult to find him™"

"Ch?" Pale brows rose. "Then | suggest you do so. Now." She flicked fingers in
el oquent di smi ssal

"But--"

"Better go." | raised ny cup in tribute. "Thanks for the aqivi."

Wth grave dignity the boy rose, shook out the folds of his burnous, took

hi nsel f el sewhere. Again | saw the line of oddly-shaped weapons tucked into his
bel t.

Del contenpl ated nme across the table. Her expression was pensive as she slowy
poured herself a cup of aqivi.

"Thi nk he knows?" | asked.

"No. "

"Think we'll see himagain?"

Her eyes were linmpid. "If he lacks the information | want, we'd better not." She
drank, made a noue of distaste. "I have no patience for fools or woul d-be

panj andr uns. "
I laughed and poured ny cup full again of the woul d-be panjandrum s agivi.

Five

Wthout consulting ne (of course), Del changed her mind. W would not |eave

Har quhal , she told nme, until the next norning; she wanted to wait a night to see
i f anyone cane forward with genuine infornmation about Aj ani

| agreed readily enough. Del had made up her mind, and | didn't nuch feel |ike
arguing it with her. For one, it was nice to sleep in a real bed again, and to
drink among nmen in a Southron cantina, knowing with the dawn | would | eave such
conforts behind. For another, it wasn't difficult to |look at things fromDel's
poi nt of view A band of Southron raiders had overrun her famly's caravan al ong

the border, brutally killing everyone save Del and her youngest brother. It
didn't take nuch inmagination to figure out what the raiders had done to Del or
Jarmai | before she had escaped; in her place, |1'd be as dedicated to revenge. She

wanted Aj ani, the leader, and | wasn't about to try to di ssuade her

The day was not as tedious as it might have been; Del was quiet enough, lost in
private thoughts, but now that our nanmes were known--thanks to Del's
identification of me and a gregarious Bellin the Cat--nen came around to ask ne
about ny exploits. Del they pretty nuch ignored, being indisposed to give a
worman credit for killing one of their own in a circle--which has been,
heretofore, a strictly nmale province--but they were chatty enough with ne.
Before long | was the center of attention, swilling free agivi and explaining
how it was |'d come to be the best sword-dancer in the South.

(Q her Sout hron sword-dancers mght argue the fact, but | wasn't about to so
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| ong as these generous individuals felt |ike buying me drinks. Besides, it
probably is true, Del's skill notw thstanding; and anyway, she's a Northerner.)
Come nighttime, nothing much changed, although aqgivi and wi ne flowed nore
heavily, and the stories got more convoluted even as | told them And | was
aware, very aware, of Bellin's smling face at the edges of the crowd. He

wat ched ne, he watched the others, clearly enjoying vicariously what he wanted
to badly to experience hinself: fane.

I could have told himfane was not the name of the game. Survival is. | never
knew who | mght neet in the circle or when, and | certainly never knew what the
out cone mght be. | am good, very good, but | amalso a realist. Any nan can be
def eat ed, dependi ng on nyriad circunstances.

Tal k eventually turned to Del, in a sideways sort of way. No one wanted to say

much about her, although the undertones were quite distinct. They all wanted to
know how the Sandtiger had conme to be riding with a Northern bascha who call ed
hersel f a sword-dancer, even though such a thing was tantanount to bl aspheny.

| did not tell themeverything. | told them enough. Enough to pique their

i nterest and cause themto wonder if indeed the Northern bascha was as good as
she appeared. | felt it was self-evident, but no man changes his attitude
overnight. Not even me. And the gods knew | had reason enough to know better,
with Del sharing both bed and profession, not to nention lifestyle.

And so | gave thema little to chew on, knowing full well they would dream of a
bl onde- hai red, bl ue-eyed wonan when they crawl ed into bed that night. Thinking
of that very thing, | wondered if perhaps it wasn't tine | did alittle crawing
into bed nyself.

Wth Del, of course, which was a whole |lot better than being pernmitted only to
dream about her.

Except that it appeared | might be linmted to that after all; Del had

di sappeared. Somewhere between the first jug of aqgivi and the last, nmy Northern
bascha had vani shed

I went outside the cantina into the night. Torchlight cast eerie shadows al ong
the wall and made bl ack pockets out of corners, turnings, alleyways. It was not
incredibly late. Passershy were frequent. In the distance | heard the watch
calling out the tinme; the ninth hour after nidday. And then | heard the step
behi nd ne.

"Afull life, Sandtiger." Bellin nmoved to stand at ny left. "Maybe soneday..."
"Maybe soneday you'll be an old man, and die in bed." | didn't smle at him
because the topic wasn't particularly amusing. "A man tells stories to pl ease
hi s audi ence, and enbelli shes them as he goes."

"Then none of themare true?"

"True enough." | barely glanced at him "I don't lie, Bellin. Lies cause
trouble.”

Somewhat ruefully, he scratched at the smudge of nustache. "I know about that
wel | enough." He grinned. "More aqivi?"

"No nore room" | set ny right shoul der against the vertical support post

nearest nme and | eaned, squinting at him "Wat do you want, Bellin the Cat?"

"I told you. To travel with you."

"Del and | ride alone."

"I wouldn't be in the way."

| grunted. "What we do isn't for fun or fame, boy. It's our profession.”

"I know that. | amnot wthout sonme intelligence." His snile took the delicate
rebuke out of his words. "You could give nme a chance just to see."

| sighed. "You're not fromaround these parts. Do you even know what a
swor d- dancer is?"

Bellin's white teeth flashed. "That all depends,"” he said lightly. "Sone of
them maybe nost of them are honorable folk who take pride in their work. But
others, | think, are no better than, say--" His snile broadened, hooked down
wyly at one end "--a pirate."

I frowned. "What's a pirate?”

He blinked. Considered the best answer a monent. Then nodded slightly, lifting
one shoulder in an el oquent shrug. "A nan who sails the oceans and--" he paused,
"--sal vages what others neglect to adequately protect."
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"Ah." | nodded. "A borjuni, we'd say, in the Punja, depending on the ferocity
enpl oyed. Up here, so close to the border, the best word might be thief."
Bellin | aughed. "M ght be," he conceded, not in the | east nonplussed by ny
frankness.

"Sword-dancing is a bit different," | pointed out. "W're not exactly out to
steal an opponent's wealth."

"No. Just his life." Bellin sighed and gazed upward at the noon, a bl ade-sharp

crescent setting the walls aglow. "I'mnot a pirate anynore."

"But still a thief."

He blinked at ne, all innocence. "I'd rather be a panjandrum"”

I couldn't help nyself; | laughed. Bellin the Cat was about the npbst engagi ng
and unaffected individual |1'd ever net, especially considering what he chased
invited affectation. | |ooked at hi msidelong. Young, ages younger than nyself,

but then | felt downright elderly at times, with Del around.

And that rem nded me: she wasn't.

Bellin saw nmy frowning search of the i mediate area. "She said she'd be back
soon. "

That snapped ny head around. "Wat ?"

oligingly, he repeated the statenent.

| scowl ed. "She told you that?"

He scratched his chin. "You weren't |istening."

"That's a load of--" But | broke it off, because basically it was true.

"She said she'd go back to the inn, stable the horses, then conme after you."
Cone after nme. Cone after me, |like a nother sending her tardy child home.
Balefully, | scowmed at him A very cool young man, was Bellin, so blithe with

his information. "Do you know anyt hi ng about Ajani ?"

He was busy rearranging the folds of his saffron robe; del aying tactics.
"Ajani," | said gently.

"The name is famliar."

"Renmenber what | said about lies, boy. Howin the end they can trip you up."
"Only if you're clunsy."” He grinned, reached beneath the robe to the small of
his back, took fromhis belt three oddly shaped hand axes, or sonething like.
I'"d never seen such things before.

Casual ly, effortlessly, Bellin the Cat began to toss theminto the air, end over
end, fromone hand to the other, until the weapons were little nore than a bl ur
of wood and | eather and steel. "On board ship,"” he told ne, "we often get very
restless. This is one way to pass the tine."

Fromthe other side of the post, having dodged there somewhat nore quickly than
| intended--and paying the price with ny aqivi-addl ed head--1 watched the flying
axes. Up. Down. Around. Coser to his head than |I liked. And all the novenent
was beginning to make nme dizzy.

Bellin's hands were suppl e and exceedingly qui ck. Undoubtedly he was a marvel ous
pi ckpocket or cutpurse, except his mastery of the axes indicated action of a

hi gher | evel altogether

He caught them one, two, three, stopped throwi ng. And handed one to ne.

| examned it in silence. About a foot and a half in | ength, altogether, but
oddly constructed. One side of the haft boasted a flattened steel blade, quite
sharp, much like that of a normal single-bitted hand ax. But the other side was
a rounded knob of netal. The wooden haft was | eather-wapped for a truer grip;
for me, the balance was off, but obviously it suited Bellin perfectly.

"Gve it atry," he suggested.

"And do what with it? Chop down this post?" | |ooked at said post. "Ri ght now
think I need it."

"No. No--here. Watch." And threw an ax across the street into a wooden nmounting
bl ock, where it stuck.

I squinted across the distance and | ooked at the ax-bedecked bl ock a | ong
monent. Then at the ax in ny hand. Lastly, at Bellin hinself. "There are
people," | told himdistinctly, "in the street."

Wel |, there had been. Mdst of them had pani cked and quitted the street as soon
as they figured out what Bellin was throwing. O fell down to lie in the dirt,
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cursing himel aborately.

"I know," he said brightly, nodding agreenent. "Part of the trick is in the
timng, of course; it's the real challenge." H's snmle was el oquently innocent.
"Once, | even mssed.”

I gave himback his ax as Del approached fromthe left, and prepared to step out

and neet her. "Maybe we'll talk again some day."
"Do you think there's any chance | nmight join up with you you?" Bellin asked,
fol | owi ng.

I felt the weight of Theron's sword across ny shoul ders. "Were we're going," |
told him "there isn't roomfor three. And it's personal."

Bellin stopped. Sighed. Nodded. And sank two nore axes into the nounting bl ock,
i gnoring renewed--and | ouder--curses.

Del's brows were raised as | fell into step beside her. Reading her face,
shrugged an answer. "Passing tinme." | stunbled over a shadow, which elicited a
brief breathy snort of anusenent fromher. "He really wants to join us."

"No. "

We turned a corner and were funneled into a tighter, deserted street. "So | told
him" We bunped el bows twice as we strolled, and | heard Del sigh. Wll, 1'd had
alot of agivi. "I told him-"

I was unable to tell her what |'d told himbecause four shapes detached

t hensel ves fromthe shadows and came at us.

"Ah, hoolies," | nuttered, unsheathing Theron's sword, "couldn't they have done
this when | was sober?"

It was, of course, a rhetorical question, and Del did not waste tinme on an
answer. (Al though undoubtedly she had one.) | heard the whine of Boreal as Del

| oosed her fromthe sheath. | also heard a snatch of song, and knew Del wasn't
going to waste much unaugnented effort on the Punja-mites. She was keying the
sword, which neant they stood | ess of a chance than ever

The light was bad, but only for a nonment. Del's bl ade burned sal non-silver in
the darkness, and | saw four dark Southron faces suddenly thrown into relief:
all planes and holl ows and bl ack blots for eyes and nouths. They squinted,
swore, then advanced with appreciabl e determ nation

Two of themcane at nme, two at Del. At |east they had | earned that much by

wat chi ng her fight.

They wore baggy robes over equally baggy jodhpurs and tunics. Al the excess
material nmakes it nore difficult to separate flesh fromfabric and stab the part
that counts before it can stab back. | shredded one robe, sliced through a

sil ken sash, caught a rib, but little nore. He was very fast, or else | had
gotten slower. (Possible, in view of the aqivi sloshing in belly and head.)
Sonething stung nmy left wist. Providentially, as it turned out. The pai n nagged

me right out of my liquor haze and nade me considerably nmore accurate; | spitted
one nman through the belly, sliced open the other lower still, so that he dropped
his sword al together and concentrated on keeping his entrails fromspilling out
to soil his silks.

| caught mny bal ance, turned, saw Del kill one of her assailants. And then, as

she spun to dispatch the fourth, we discovered there was no need. The pock-faced
Sout hroner was engaged in falling flat on his face, quite startled to di scover
hi nsel f dead, and | anded with nary a protest.

Protruding fromhis spine was one of Bellin's axes.

Del and | stared at the ax a monent, then | ooked up. The woul d- be panj andrum
approached quietly, bent over the body, jerked the ax free. The sound was
different than that nmade by a sword withdrawn; | decided the |atter was | ess
troubling to a man who had partaken too freely of agqivi.

Bellin inspected the blade, cleaned it on the dead man's robe, |ooked at us.
"M ssed the post again."”

| sighed. "You still can't come."

He thought it over, nodded, turned on his heel and marched away. Juggling his
three deadly axes.

"Well," Del remarked, "at |east the boy's accurate."
"Boy?" | scowed at her. "He's your age, at least."
She | ooked after Bellin. Then back at ne. "Well," she said again, "I guess he
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| ooks so young to nme because |'ve been riding with you."

I did not dignify it with an answer.

Del grinned and raised pale brows. "Now, what was it you were telling hinP" She
cl eaned Boreal and slid her hone again. "What was it you were saying before we
were interrupted?”

I grunted, doing my own clean-up duties. "That life was too short for himto
waste it tagging along with us."

"I's that why you're conming with ne?"

"You know why |I'm com ng."

"No," she said as we headed down the street again, "you never told ne. You just
caught up to ne that day, and you've been with ne ever since."

"And | suppose you're sorry."

She slanted ne an el oquent sidelong glance, exam ning ne at great |length. "Have
you ever given nme reason to be sorry?"

| scratched ferociously at an itching arnpit and tried to recapture a belch
"Not me, bascha. You need ne."

Del did not answer, which | took to be answer enough. The wonman can be tricky,
but not inconprehensi bl e.

"Here," she said. "The inn."

"Watch the step,” | warned.

Del said nothing. She just went inside and let the curtain slap nme in the face.
Agai n.

Later, much later, | snapped out of sleep into wakeful ness, fully alert, as Del

sli pped out of bed. Sword-dancers who desire to stay alive in the m dst of

enem es learn very quickly how to snatch sl eep whenever possible; how also to
wake with alacrity, with nothing lost in the transition

I thought, at first, she nmeant to relieve herself in the nightpot left for that
pur pose. But instead she retrieved her sword fromthe fl oor next to m ne,
unsheathed it, took two steps to the nmiddle of the room And there she knelt
down, naked, with pale hair atunble around her breasts and the sword bl ade
pressed between them

There was no | anp, but the crescent noon slanted dimillum nation through

| at h-sl atted wi ndows. The wonan knelt on the floor, wapped in shadows and
silver moonlight. And | heard her begin to sing.

It was such a little song. Barely nore than a whi sper of sound, threaded through
with a hiss of withheld volune. She neant not to waken ne, then, although Del
knew ny sl eeping habits, now, as well as her own.

| have a tin ear. To ne, nusic is little nore than noise; |loud, soft, pitched
high or low. | have heard her sing before, preparing to enter the circle, but it
had nmeant nothing to ne. Just--noise. Sonme personal petition to her gods or to
her sword. Lifesong, deathsong; one and the sane, to nme. Little nore than a

Nort hern idi osyncracy. Theron had done it al so.

But still Del sang, and the sword cane alive in her hands

At first, | did not believe it. Monlight is often fickle; clouds, | thought,
nmovi ng across the crescent to alter the intensity of its light. But if anything,
the noon paid honage to the sword. Its light was clearly diluted by the

| umi nance of the bl ade.

It started at the tip. First, the nerest speck of light. A spark, steadfast and
unflagging, welling like a drop of blood on a thorn-pricked fingertip. It

pul sed, as if it lived, as if it breathed. And then it crept ever upward, finger
by finger, bead by bead, slowy, like a necklet of Punja crystals. Frowning, |
wat ched one becone sone becone many, until the doubl e-edged bl ade was abl aze
with light, sparks joining to forma whole.

Pul sing. Bright--brighter--brilliant... then dinmng nearly to absence, until it
renewed itself.

Del sang on, and the blade burst into flane.

"Hoolies, Del--" 1 was upright, awkward in ny haste, neaning to knock the sword

from her hands and succeeding only in nearly falling flat on ny face. Tangled in
bedcl ot hes (and fuddl ed by too nuch agivi), | staggered; in the flanes, her face
was stark.
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| fully expected to see her hair catch fire, but it did not. Neither did the
flanes touch her flesh. They clung to the blade, infatuated with doubl e edges,
flirting coyly with the runes. And then died, snuffed out, as her song wavered,;
her eyes were fixed on the runes.

I reached out, but sonething in her face kept me fromtouching the sword. | knew
| could, with impunity, because knowing the jivatm's nane allowed nme sone
degree of familiarity: an ability to touch a portion of the power that Del knew
in full nmeasure. Once, in ignorance, before | had known the nane, | grasped the
silvered hilt with its everchangi ng shapes and | ost |ayers of skin off ny palm
| had been ice-marked for weeks. Now, the brand was gone but not the feelings it
had engender ed.

Because of them and Del's eyes, | forbore to touch the sword.

The | ast of the sparks w nked out. The pul sing was vanqui shed by noonlight. The
sword was a sword again, with nothing of magic divul ged.

| drewin a breath and wet nmy lips. "lI've never seen it do that before."

"I took care to make sure you did not." The bl ade, quiescent, was obscured by
the twin falls of pale hair, hanging over her shoul ders.

| sighed, aware that too rmuch aqivi had dulled ny senses. The first startled
response had faded, |eaving ne tasting the sourness of reaction and sensing the
first twinges of a headache. "Wat in hoolies were you doi ng?"

"Aski ng advice." Del rose, took the sheath | retrieved for her, slid Borea
horme. "I am-tw sted."

"Twi sted?" | raised brows. Her linbs were straight as ever

She frowned, shrugging one shoulder. "Twi sted... bound up... divided--" She

st opped, sensing her words altered intended nmeani ng. Though she speaks Sout hron
well, if curiously accented, there are tinmes our decidedly diverse heritage
makes communi cation difficult, if not downright inpossible.

"M xed-up," | translated. "Confused."

"Confused," she echoed. "Yes." She put the sheathed sword back on the floor next
to mne, so close to the bed, then clinbed onto the cot and dragged the
bedcl ot hes around her shoul ders. "What am| to do?"

It is not often Del offers nme the chance to even suggest what she night do. But
an outright question underscored the magnitude of the confusion she now

adm tted.

| sat down on the edge of the cot. "Has this anything to do with the man you
killed tonight?" | |ooked at the noon. "Last night?"

Del sighed. Her expression was pensive. "Nothing and everything, and all at
once. "

"He was one of the raiders--"

"Ch, yes. | recall him | recall themall." She shook her head in negligent
dismissal. "At first | thought not, because | could not believe it... but |
could not forget their faces if | wished to... too often | see themin ny
sl eep. "

"Yes, well, even dogs dream"

A poor attenpt at of fhanded enpathy; she didn't even snmile. "I don't w sh,
Tiger. | wish never to forget them until the blood-debt is collected."

"Even then, you may not forget them"

One sl ender arm departed the protection of the bedcl othes. She snoothed folds
rucked up over knees doubl ed beneath her chin. After a noment, in an oddly

vul nerabl e appeal, she touched ny shoul der, found an old scar, traced it. Over
and over.

"It felt good to kill him" she said.

Her tone belied the words. "But not good enough."

The fingers halted a nonent, then resuned their idle novenent. "I am sworn."

"I know. To many things, bascha... and that is why you're twisted." | caught her
hand and stilled it. "Wat did you ask the sword?"

"Which risk | should assune."

I frowned. "What risk?"

Del hooked her hair behind her left ear. "If | put nyself on Aani's trail, the
searching may take weeks. Months. Even years." Her nouth twi sted. "Longer than
the tinme | have |eft before ny sentence is levied."
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"And yet if you go North to face the judgnment of your peers and teachers, you
may |ose Ajani's trail." | nodded. "Not an easy choice."

"Ch, it is. Too easy." She took her hand away and reached both up behind her
neck. Uncl asped something. Held it out into the moonlight. A string of |unpy
anber, red-brown in the slanted light. "I made this," she said quietly. "Ten
years ago, | made this, as a birth-gift for nmy nother."

I recall ed how she had taken sonething fromthe neck of the Southroner she had
killed. How she had knotted it up in one fist wi thout saying a word about it.

"Risk," | said quietly. "Hunt Aj ani--yesterday, today, tonorrow-while others
are hunting you."

Her hand shut away the necklet. "I owe ny an-kaidin so nuch."

"And so you asked himhis advice." | heard her song again, in the confines of ny

head; saw again the flam ng sword. "Wat did he say, bascha?"

"Not hing," Delilah whispered at |ast, and a tear ran down her cheek

We have been conpani ons. Swordmates. Bedmates. But in many things we are
strangers to one another, afraid to trespass where enotions nmay not be wanted.
Havi ng been | ocked so long in service to oneself, each of us, it is difficult to
turn the key and unl ock oursel ves, saying the things we desire to say, to share
the things that should be shared. And so the Northern wonman and the Sout hron
man, born of violence, shaped by an angry determ nation to overconme those who
had beaten us, had | earned to say nothing of fears, know ng the adm ssion night
make those fears cone true

Del crying was enough to clear ny head of agivi befuddl enent for good. And to
know nmysel f plunged into a divisive confusion; did | offer confort? O did
retreat to give her the privacy she demanded fromne so often?

Hool i es, how did other men deal with this?

Well... worren had cried in front of nme before. But they were Sout hron wonen,
with conpletely different outlooks and intentions. | had learned to take tears
as a warning sign of an involvenent no | onger beneficial to nmy lifestyle.

But this was Del. This was a woman who demanded equality, requiring and desiring
no particular favors or considerati on because of her sex.

At | east she didn't sob. Neither did she hastily wi pe away the tears as anot her
worman ni ght--and had; a wonman apparently afraid | mght discover that sonehow,
beneath all the ness, she had becone another person entirely, and not worthy of
my interest.

Del just--cried. Silently. Wthout fuss. She sinply sat and |let the tears run
down her face

Oh, hoolies... why nme?

Wel |, there was one thing..
She stirred as | touched her, showi ng her the best way | knew how that,
regardl ess of her circunstances--and tears--1 still wanted her. But, apparently,

it wasn't what she want ed.

"Not now," she said crossly, shifting away.

"l just thought--"

"I know what you thought." Her face was wet, but no nore tears wound their way
down her cheeks. Instead, she scow ed at me. That expression | understood well
enough. "That isn't always the answer, Tiger... though it may be hard for
you--or any other man--to understand."

I"lI'l give her this nmuch, she knows how and where to hit. And ny pride, as

al ways, snmarted. My sense of hel pl essness increased in direct proportion to the
sudden shrinkage of desire.

"Hoolies, Del, what do you want fromne? | try to help you out--"

"Hel p nme? Hel p yourself, you nmean." She got up, ripping the thin blanket from
the bed to wind around her body; paced to the lath-slatted w ndow and gl ared
out .

I was left with no blanket and very little patience. | plunped the single |unpy
pillow across ny lap, glad of sone coverage, and did nmy own share of glaring.
"What in hoolies is a man supposed to do, Del ? Guess? Especially with you
You're so prickly, I never know when you plan to stick nme."

"I never plan it," she said. "It just happens. You ask for it, sonetines."
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"Li ke now?" | nodded. "Fine. Next time I'll |eave you alone."
She sighed heavily. "Sonetinmes a wonman just wants to be held."
"And sonetines a nan is nore than willing just to hold," | threw back, "but

you' ve got to give himsonme sort of clue."
She sai d not hi ng.

"Especially you," | pointed out. "I never knowif I'min bed with the
swor d- dancer or the wonan. Good as you are in the circle, Del, you're nore male
than female. | know it has to be that way, and | know why. But in bed | want

you, not the an-ishtoya."

She cl osed her eyes for a | ong nonent. Wen she opened them she was dry-eyed,

but curiously wounded. "You've had nore of ne than any other man," she said
softly, "except for Ajani."

I could not |ook away. After a nonent | rose, tossed aside the pillow, crossed
the roomto the woman. Renenbered that the sel f-possessed an-ishtoya, the deadly
Nort hern sword-dancer, had had her girlhood stolen from her

And so | held her, only held her, and it was enough for us both.

Si x
Sand gave way to dirt, scrub grass to thick-nmeshed turf, creosote to spearlike
trees and spreading shrubs | couldn't name. Even the snell altered; | sniffed,

disliking it, tasting it on my tongue, and realized it came fromthe trees. A
pungent, clinging odor, not so different from huva weed, though |acking the sane
results.

The land itself changed al so. The scattered hills of Harquhal merged here to
forma famly, touching hands and heads and shoul ders. And promising nore to
come; in the distance | could see nountains rearing skyward out of the earth.

We beat our way northward, follow ng the Traders' Road out of Harquhal. Wth
each stride the stud took nme farther away fromthe South, farther from what
knew, thrusting me into a foreign land Iike a sword through a nman's belly. |
didn't much like the picture, but | didn't say so to Del

VWell, | doubt she would have paid nuch attention anyway. She was |ocked up in
silence, unusually quiet even for her. And yet | sensed expectancy, an
anticipation that had nothing to do with fear or trepidation, or the disconfort
I was feeling. Del was | ocked away, but not because she retreated. Because what
she felt was intensely private: Delilah was com ng hone.

I knew it at once, though she herself said nothing. It was a change in posture.
A subtl e straightening of backbone, a squaring of the shoulders, a lifting of
the chin. And a slow, glorious snile that set her face alight.

It was a remarkable transformation, but it only made me surly.

Del stopped her speckledy gelding by a small stone cairn. She swung a | eg over
and slid off, burnous tangling briefly on the stirrup. She jerked it free
absently and wal ked away fromthe horse, ignoring himas he tried to foll ow
After a noment he quit and turned away, dropping his head to forage in humocky,
turfy grass. Del paid no mind. She nmerely clinbed up past the cairn and drew
Boreal from her sheat h.

She faced north. Behind and bel ow her, | could see nothing but Del's back, all
swathed in creamy silk. She lifted the jivatma, held it crosswi se to the sun so
that |ight danced off the blade, then brought it down and ki ssed the steel once,
twice, thrice, in a gesture of homage and dedi cati on.

"Sul haya, " she said al oud, thanking her Northern gods.

| shivered. In the sun, it was warm but | was cold to the bone. And then it
passed and | was warm again, left with a nagging nenory of something |I could not
expl ai n.

Sunlight glinted off Boreal's naked bl ade. Del had not keyed the jivatma, and
yet | saw the pal est bl oomof salnon-silver. As if the sword as well as Del knew
she had cone honme at | ast.

Uneasily, | shifted ny runp in the saddle. "Bascha--"

Del turned. Her face and posture were transfigured. | did not speak again.
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She slid the sword hone. The nonment had passed; she was Del again, but with a
new snile on her lips. Asnmile | had never seen, and wi shed it was neant for ne.
"So," she said, "I amhone. Now it is your decision."

"My deci sion?"

She gestured at the cairn. "There lies the border."

I had figured as much. But | glared at the cairn anyway; it represented a vast
unknown. A place where sandtigers never roaned.

Her voice was very quiet. "I would understand.”
I looked at her. | saw conprehensi on and conpassi on in her eyes. She was not
quite twenty-one, significantly younger than | in years, far older than | in

insight. Sonetines, | hated her for it; now | hated nyself. "Wuld you?"

Judi ciously, after a nonment, she suggested, "Perhaps not."

Hool i es. Yes she did. As much as | nyself did.

And so, perversely, if only to prove her wong, | rode across the border

And wi shed at once | hadn't; there was sonething wong here.

Del, apparently oblivious, wal ked down to catch her grazing gelding. She turned
him led himup to the stud, mounted silently. And then she | ooked at nme and

t hanked ne, using the Northern word.

"What ?" | was distracted

"Thank you," she repeated, this time in Southron

Sonet hing clammy ran down mny spine. "You don't need nme." Born of belligerence
and disconfort, it came out rather nore curtly than |I'd intended. (Sonetinmes the
truth, all tangled in unnaned feelings, nakes ne a tad bit sullen.) "You don't
need me. Not really. We both know that. You don't need anyone. Not while you
carry that sword."

Del frowned a little. And then a corner of her nouth twitched. "In your own
speci al way, you are as invaluable as ny sword."
"Uh-huh." | kneed the stud into a wal k. "Tell me another one, bascha."

"No," she answered readily. "Because you are fishing, Tiger, and we are nowhere
near a | ake."

"Doi ng what ?"

She opened her nouth, shut it, considered ne a nonent, then opened her nouth
again, and told me what fishing was. And what fish were, for that matter.

"You eat then?" | was aghast; fish sounded Iike revolting creatures, all scales
and fins and gills.

A line drew her brows together. "In all your travels from Harquhal to Jul ah,
surely you nust have tasted fish. Julah, | think, is not so far fromthe
ocean... and Harquhal is not so far fromthe North. Don't nen go fishing?"

| scowmed. "I've never spent much tine in Harquhal... and as for Jul ah, how
should | know how close it is to an ocean? |'ve never gone past the nountains."
Ast oni shnent parted pale brows and sent them arching toward her hairline. "Have
you never |ooked at naps?"

"Of course |'ve | ooked at maps. | know the Punja, don't |? | know where all the
domains are, don't |?--and the pernmanent villages, and all the waterholes. |
know -"

Del raised a hand. "Yes. | see. Indeed, forgive nme; | do not doubt your wi sdom"
So bl and her tone, so serene her expression. Wich neant she didn't nean any of
what she said, and said it nerely for effect. (O to shut ne up.) "I only neant

it seemed odd you are so uncertain of the borders and what |ies beyond them™
"And | suppose you are certain."

"I was taught," she said calmy. "It was a part of ny apprenticeship, to know
the land | neant to traverse. | have put it all up here." She tapped her head.
"In addition to learning the sword-dance, we nust also | earn nathemati cs,

| anguages and geography. "

Well, it explained why Del and one or two other Northern sword-dancers |'d net
spoke ny | anguage so well. Southron is easy to learn, but Desert--the idiom of
the Punja--is not. Del had required nme to translate. She knew a little now,
havi ng picked it up fromme, but nostly we conversed in Southron. It had seened
nat ural enough to ne.

As for mathematics and geography, the words were conpletely foreign, nothing
nmore than sounds. My apprenticeship had been given over to the sword-dance only,
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to the physical forns and rituals that nade sword-dancing so conplete. | had
spent ny years | earning howto nove, howto fight, howto kill; there had been
room for nothing el se

I shrugged. "We're different people, bascha... born of different custons."
After a nonment, she nodded pensively. "Sonetines, | forget. There is always the
circle for us, and the dance... it is difficult to recall there is nore to us
than swords and circles and dancing. In those ways, we are so alike... in

others, so very different."

Downri ght vol uble, was Del. Crossing the border into the North apparently

unl ocked a lot of the privacy she hoarded so carefully, freeing her to speak of
things we neither of us usually brought up

"Yes, well, you're a wonan and |'ma man," | pointed out affably. "There are
bound to be differences."

Del's face was expressionless. "Bound to be," she agreed, "even when there
shoul d be none. ™"

"Ch, Del--now, let's not start that. You know I'mthe first one to give you
credit for what you' ve acconplished. Hoolies, bascha, |I'mthe one who spars with
you, renenber? | know what you're capable of. Do | hold back? Do |I give way? Do
| treat you differently because you' re a worman?"

She considered it a nonent. "Not as nuch as you used to."

"Sul haya," | said sourly, and subsided into silence.

Del didn't say nuch, either, the rest of the day. She seened to cherish every
step of the gelding that took her farther away fromthe South, while |I caught
nmysel f, every now and then, |ooking back over ny shoul der. Soon, too soon, the
vast ness of the desert was replaced with the i medi acy of the North; there was
no longer anything | could claimfamliarity with. | was truly a stranger, cut
off fromthe things | knew.

I hunched on the stud and | ost nyself to thought, so accustoned to his rhythns
that | could ignore himw th inpunity, except when he chose otherw se. For the
monent, he didn't; he plodded onward, upward, ears flicking in all directions,
brass bridle ornanentation jangling with every bob of his head.

Al'l around us the ground swelled like boils on a butt. Above us crouched the
mountains, waiting to hemus in.

I shivered once. Shifted in the saddle. Shifted again, scowing northward toward
the nountains. Qpened nmy nouth to say sonmething to Del but shut it again, with a
snap, and disliked nyself intensely for nearly speaking al oud.

But sonet hing here was w ong.

It lifted the hairs on ny body. Sonething stirred against my scalp. It itched in
response and | scratched viciously, knowing perfectly well it wasn't a naggi ng
pest but sonethi ng unknown. Sonet hi ng undefinabl e. And sonmething that mght, in
Del 's eyes, make ne an utter fool

| drewin a deep breath, trying to shake off the increasing sensation of
wongness. | neant only to blow air out again, but words spilled free instead.
"I just don't like it."

It surprised even ne, slipping out that way, so clipped and definitive. Del
snapped her head around and stared at ne, upper body noving with the subtle
rhythns of her nount. "Don't |ike what?"

| scowl ed down at the clipped mane of the stud. My fingers, of their own
volition, picked at the | oose weave of braided cotton reins. | saw w de
fingernails, some curiously ridged, others squashed, and scarred, ore-pocked
knuckl es. The weight 1'd lost in captivity had returned with a decent diet, but
the scars were rem nders of a nore pernmanent sort. It hadn't been all that |ong
since Del and | had escaped the tanzeer Aladar's inprisonment: nme, fromhis gold
m ne; Del fromunwanted attentions. A matter of nonths, only.

"Tiger--what don't you |ike?"

There it was again. And | had no better answer. "I don't know," | said
grudgingly. "It."

"I't," she echoed blankly, after a startled consideration

I lifted shoulders and rolled them testing the fit of the harness and the

wei ght of nmy sword. No, not mine; Theron's. "Bascha--don't you feel sonething?"
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"Ch, yes," she answered readily.

It relieved ne i measurably. "There. See? |'mnot crazy. There is sonething
odd. .. sonething uncanny--"

"Qdd?" she asked. "I think not. What | feel is honme."

Yes, well, she would. But ne, | didn't. | felt decidedly disconfited. "Del--"

She hal ted her speckl edy gel ding. Accordingly, the stud al so stopped. Del set
the flat of her hands against the | ow pormel of her saddl e and | eaned forward on
stiffened arns, shifting weight fromrunp to wists. "Wat you feel," she said,
"is frightened."

"Fri--"

"Frightened," she repeated, overriding ny startled protest. "You have never been
out of the South before. You have never |eft home before.”

"Del, I"'mnot a child--"

"Children adapt to change nore easily than adults." Her face was serious. "I
know what you feel. | felt it nyself, when | went south to find Jamail. Once
crossed the border fromny land into yours, | knew | could not go back again
until the job was finished. | knew nyself cut off, denied ny former life; that
what | had to do was nore inportant than anything else in ny life--"

"But | don't have a job." Rudely, | interrupted. "I'mjust here because | felt

Iike com ng along."
Del sighed and tucked a fallen |ock of hair behind an ear

| set my teeth and tried to be patient, "There's sonething else," | told her
"Something nore. Tell ne I'mcrazy if you want, but | feel it. | knowit's
here. "

Del | ooked around. Each step took us a little higher, rising steadily out of the
vast flatness of the South. Here, spangled with hills and rises and hollows, it
was hard to believe the Punja even existed. "It might rain," she offered at

| ast. "Perhaps that's what you feel."

"Hooi i es, bascha, we're not talking rain, here--we're tal king sonething el se
entirely, sonething serious." | glared at her. "And if you don't feel it, you're
deaf, dunb and blind."

Her jaw tautened. "Am|?"

| drewin a deep breath. Shoved silken sleeve to el bow and bared a nuscl ed

forearm Sure enough, the dark hairs were standing on end. "Wl I?" | asked.

Del |ooked at my arm Looked at me. Sonething was in her face, sone form of
inner turnoil that she fought to keep fromshowing itself too freely. | watched
how carefully she considered the words she intended to use, and | saw her decide
on them "I think perhaps you have convinced yourself there is sonething odd--"
"Convi nced nyself?" | didn't let her finish. "Ch, no, bascha, this took no
convincing. This is real. I'mnot imagining anything."

Del sighed a little. "You yourself have told me you don't believe in nmagic, that
for you, it doesn't exist--"

"What |'ve told you is that | don't like it," | said clearly. "Ch, it exists,
all right. How, why or in what forns, | can't explain. All | know is that nost
peopl e don't understand how to use it, and so they use it wong." | shook ny
head, gl ancing around uneasily. "There is sonething about the North--"

"There is nothing about the North," she interrupted curtly. "It is about you
About the Sandtiger, who puts no stock in what others may believe, ridiculing
their enotions. And now he can't deal with his own." She unhooked a foot and
threw a | eg over the saddle, sliding down to wait for nme on the ground. "Cone
down, Tiger, and | will show you what you feel are superstitions."

"What ?"

She stared up at nme. "W will settle this, Tiger, once and for all, so | don't
have to listen to your nuttering." She stabbed a finger at the ground. "Cone
down here."

| considered pointing out that her tone |left sonething to be desired--she night
have asked, instead of commandi ng--but | decided arguing wasn't worth it. So |
stepped of f the stud and waited.

Del wal ked away fromthe horses and gestured for me to follow | did,

grudgi ngly, and halted as she did, in a hollow between two hummocky little
nmounds.
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"Wl ?" | asked.

"Unsheathe the sword and plant it in the ground." She didn't smle. "Pretend
it's amn's belly."

I looked warily at the ground, then at her. "Wat's supposed to happen?"

"Not hing," Del said, between set teeth. "Nothing at all w Il happen, and then
you'll see you're spouting nonsense."

I sighed. "Fine. Just fine, bascha... take a man at his word."

"I''l'l take the sword's word."

| scowl ed at her. She was bei ng purposely obscure sinply to irritate nme. (It
nearly always does, too.) But this tinme | refused to let Del win; | unsheathed
Theron's dead sword and plunged the blade into the earth.

Not hi ng happened.

"There," Del said, "you see--"

Indeed, | did see, for as long as | was able. And then the ground around us

expl oded.

For a single insane nonent, | wanted to laugh out loud. | wanted to rub her face
init, to shout aloud that | was right.

But | didn't. | was too busy trying to breathe.

Eventual |y, nmy eyes stopped tearing, ny ears ceased ringing, nmy chest halted its
heaving. | sat up. Spat out dirt. Sneezed. Picked grass out of my hair. Peered

through the acrid snoke and saw Del doing nuch the sane. She was all right,
then; it meant | could gloat with inpunity.

Except | wasn't so sure | wanted to, anynore

The sword stood upright between us, untouched by the blast that had thrown us
both to the ground. The earth around it was scorched, but the blade was cl ean of
ash or charring. It glowed a pale, |umnescent purple.

| stood up slowy and sl apped dirt and ash fromny burnous. "Well," | said
lightly, "tine to get a new sword."

Del remmi ned seated. She contenpl ated the gl owi ng blade. | saw astoni shnment and
di sbelief. Careful consideration. The |ine deepened between her brows as she
scowl ed at Theron's sword. To herself, she said, "It isn't supposed to do that.

Theron is dead."

"Now do you believe nme?"

She didn't even glance up. "Touch it, Tiger."

I nearly gaped. "Touch it? Touch that? After what it did before? You're
sandsi ck, bascha. We're leaving that thing stuck here in the ground for the next
fool who cones along, and welcone to it!"

She shook her head. "W can't. It's a jivatma--nade for a particular person. It
woul d di shonor the sword to leave it. W should take it to Staal-Ysta, for
proper burial at Staal-Kithra."

She was rattling off strange names, but | was too upset to ask her about either
of them "Hoolies, Del, it mght have killed us both."

"No," she said calmy, "I don't think so." She chewed her bottomlip and | ooked
fromthe sword to ne. Twice, then once nore. Thoughtfully. Deeply. As if she
consi dered sonet hing new and whol |y unexpected. And then she smled slowy, so
slowy, as if she realized sonething, and she | aughed, as if what she consi dered
was al so an answer to a question. "The child goes where the man may not..." The
phrase trailed off, but the light in her eyes did not. "Perhaps, after all, |
can win."

Ilml__ll
But she thrust herself up fromthe ground abruptly, ignoring the beginnings of
my question. She pointed to the sword. "I swear, you can touch it. You can use

it. It's nothing but a sword."

Wariness nmade nme curt. "You said that once before."

She pursed her |ips and nodded. "Yes. | did. It was. And it is again; |

prom se. "

"Then why is it gl ow ng?"

"Because, sonehow, you keyed it. Not properly--you don't know the ritual s--but
sonmehow you touched the soul within the blade." Del shrugged. "There is too nmuch
I cannot tell you, because you are not ishtoya. There are secrets, Tiger, that
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only the an-kaidin know "

"You know."

"Yes," she said, "I know. But | am sword-dancer, not an-kaidin; it is not for ne
to tell you."

"Then you pull it out of the ground."

Del sighed. "I can't. You've keyed it, Tiger. Only a little--not enough to nake
it serve you as it served Theron--but enough to make it aware of the differences
between us." She tilted her head left, toward the hilt of Boreal. "Before you

knew her nane, you couldn't touch my sword without feeling her warding power.
Well, I can't touch Theron's sword."

"Then neither can |I. | don't know that thrice-cursed blade's nanme any nore than
you do."

Blandly, Del sniled. "Apparently, he or she doesn't care."

" '"He or she,' " | nuttered blackly, and turned ny back on them both.

Del waited until | had caught the stud, who had retreated fromthe expl osion

and was in the saddl e again. "You are the Sandtiger,
you live wthout a sword?"

She knew, did Delilah, so very well how to appeal to pride in addition to
masculinity. But | decided it wouldn't work. "I'Il get another sword."
"Where?" Wth el oquent exaggeration, Del spread enpty hands and | ooked around.
"I's there a tree of them nearby? Are they sown and reaped |ike crops?"

she said calmy. "How will

| set ny teeth and forced a benign smle. "I can buy one in the next village."
"And if we are accosted before we reach one, what will you do then?"
My smile died; the question nade sense. "I can go back to Harquhal, where there

are swords aplenty."

Del 's hands sl apped down. "Then do it," she said curtly. "And why not stay
there, too?"

I smled snugly, certain of ny victory. "Because you don't want ne to."

I had expected a reaction, but not the one | got. At my words she | ooked at
Theron's sword, still planted in the ground. Then switched her gaze to ne.

Consi dered sonething briefly; didn't like the result. She opened her nouth,
clanped it shut, nuttered sonmething to herself as she scow ed toward the
mountains, as if they were to bl ane.

"I am enough,” she said in a grimdeternination. "I will be enough, no matter
what they say." And then she subsided once nore into bitter silence, and shut me
out agai n.

Not at all what |'d expected. Sonmething was bothering her, and it was serious.
Certainly nore than | thought our squabbling was worth, considering it was
mostly an excuse to work off tension

She made up her mind. In silence | watched Del catch and nount her gel ding. She
pul l ed his questing nose away fromthe stud's curling lip and ai med him
northward, planting sandal ed heels against the flesh of his flanks. Naturally
the stud tried to follow, to regain the I ead and put the gelding in his place,
but | held himback. He snorted, stonped, jerked at tautened reins. Noisily

swi shed his tail and tried to sidle his way of the hill, as if | mght not
noti ce.
I noticed. | let himsidle. Over to the sword, still stuck in the ground. |

scow ed down at it, hating the pale purple glow. It rem nded ne of Theron, who
had painted the night alive with the sword during our final dance. Now it was
only the nerest shadow of its fornmer self, but that shadow was nore than

wi shed to acknow edge.

Del's gelding snorted. | glanced after her and saw she was not waiting. She rode
steadily north, steadily upward, intent on her destination. WIlling to | eave ne
behi nd.

Ah, hoolies.

| sighed. danced around. No, swords do not grow on trees, nor like crops are
sown and reaped. And only the gods knew when |I'd be able to get another

Hoolies. | hate it when Del is right.

| | eaned down and grabbed the hilt, noting absently that the hairs were stilled
on ny body and the itching had gone away. The feeling of wongness abated,
leaving me in relief, as if | had punctured the boil
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Gitting ny teeth, | jerked. The gl ow di med, then died. The blade slid free of
the earth. It was only a sword again.
And | was a fool. Again.

Seven

At sunset we turned off the road and nade canp agai nst the shoul der of a hill,
avoi di ng established canpsites, in a w nd-snoothed hol |l ow carved out of thick
turf. We settled in like ticks into a dog, staking out the horses, laying a
fire, dragging dinner from saddl e-pouches: dried cunfa, sticky dates, a |oaf of
pressed bread, a bota of sour wine. None of it was particularly appetizing, but
it served. And it was Southron; | felt a strange urgency to keep nmyself to what
I knew for as long as | possibly could. Soon, too soon, | would know nothing at
all.

| ate, drank, sat huddl ed on ny bl anket as the last shred of sunlight faded out
of the sky. Decided to nmake conversation; it was better than Northern silence.
"A bunpy place, the North."

Del stopped squirting wine into her nouth. She frowned, benused. "Bunpy?"

I lifted a single shoulder. "Bunpy. HIlly." | nmade an undul ati ng gesture with
one hand. "No | evel ground."

"Here, no," she agreed. "W are in the foothills, the downl ands. Soon we wll be
in the uplands... after that, the nmountains. But there are neadows, and
val l eys... enough | evel ground on which to build and dwell." She wiped a trickle

fromher chin, sighing, straying fromnme even as she spoke, though physically
she went nowhere. "To see the forests again, and the grass, and know the
whi t eness of the snow-"

"Snow?" | turned ny head to | ook at her. "W're going into snow?"

"Yes, of course... we are bound for the nountains beyond Reiver's Pass."
She was incredibly matter-of-fact. Uplands, downl ands, nountains and Reiver's
Pass... | debated pointing out to her that | knew nothing of her Northern

geogr aphy, nor of Northern snow.
| took the bota as she handed it over, sucked down w ne, handed it back. Del

accepted it but did nothing--with it, watching nme instead. "You're still upset,
aren't you?"
Upset. Well, that was one way of putting it. Al |I knew was that sonething yet

again was causing ny hairs to stand on end.

| sighed in annoyance and stabbed a foot at turf, thrusting sandal into soil. "I
swear, there's sonething here."

"I thought you were feeling better."

"I was. It's come back." It had, about the tine we'd spread our blankets. Unease
built steadily. 1'd tried to shake it off, but all it did was intensify. "Look,
Del, | know how it sounds--how do you think I like it?--but | don't know what to
tell you. | just sense sonething, feel sonething ..." | shook nmy head, breaking
it off. "It's like being in the circle with a dangerous opponent. You don't know
what he'll do, but you know he's going to do it."

"Superstitious Southroner." Del grinned and shook her head. "I don't nean to

make fun of you, Tiger--not really. But you have said nuch the same to ne a tine
or two, when | have spoken of sonething | can't properly explain. You used to
call me witch, remenmber? Northern sorceress."” She tilted her head a little. "But
what am | to call you?"

"Afool," | said irritably. "Way not? | begin to think I amone."

"Not a fool," Del nused. "No, sonmething nore, | think. Something entirely
different."

| snapped ny head around. "What?"

She shrugged a little, plugging and unplugging the bota. "Wat you did with
Theron's sword..." Her voice trailed off.

"Wel I ?" | sat upright. "Yes?"

Del was frowning again. "I could lie, and say it was nothing. But it was

sonet hing, Tiger."
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I swore with distinct succinctness. "And do you plan on telling me what it was?"

She shook her head. "I can't. | don't know nyself. Just that--well . , . you say
you feel sonething here, and obviously you tapped it."

"Tapped it." | nodded. "I see--1 tapped it. Wth that sword."

"l don't know how -"

"Hoolies, Del, seens like there's a lot you don't know. " | flopped down on ny

bl anket .

She sighed. "Always, it cones to stories... tales of this and that. Who knows

what is truth or falsehood, or if there is a difference?"

| scowl ed. "Stories have their uses. Just look at that boy, Bellin, wanting to
travel with us... and who are you to deny their effectiveness? | don't doubt nen
are always tal king about the bl onde, blue-eyed bascha who wields a sword like a
man. "

"I wield it because of a man." Del stared down at the bota, hunching one

shoul der, "By now, probably--had the raiders never found us--1 would be narried,
bearing babies, tending a household, tending a man... doing all the things a
worman usual |y does." She raised her head and stared across the fire into the

bl ackness beyond. "But who is to say | would be happier in that life, instead of
the one | have?"

"But this life was born of tragedy."

"Yes. And if giving up this life was a way to bring all my kinfol k back, |
woul d. Like this." She snapped her fingers. "But it would not; | amwhat | am
and have what | have. There is no turning back."

| propped nyself up on one elbow "Wat if there is, Del? Wat if your

bl ood-guilt is pardoned? You |left Jamail behind. There is no nore kin-debt
facing you. What woul d you do then?"

Her face was hidden by hair. "I ama sword-dancer, Tiger. It is ny life; | chose
it."

"For a purpose,” | said quietly, "and that purpose is nearly over."

She turned her head to look at ne. "And if | said the same to you?"

| shook ny head. "It doesn't apply, Del. |I becane a sword-dancer--"

"--out of a desire for revenge," she finished evenly.

"Don't lie to yourself, Tiger, any nore than to ne. You are what you are because
you hated enough to survive, to acknow edge that hatred, and to use it." She
frowmed intently, trying to find the words. "Wat the raiders did to ne was not
so different fromwhat slavery did to you. It broke us, warped us, renade us,
shapi ng dedi cati on out of destruction... defiance out of despair." She drewin a
breath, released it. "I thought | would never say this--it is not a thing of
which to be proud, in the face of kin-blood spilled--but I will say it plainly,
to you, who should understand: | amthe better for it, regardl ess of the cause."
I thought, briefly, of all the years of slavery. It was so easily done. | had
been free longer, now, than | had ever been a slave, but the nenories renained.

I woul d never forget them

I amwhatever | am | said. | amwhat | have nmade nme, regardl ess of the reasons.
But | could not say it to her

I rose, rearranged the fit of my burnous, snicked the sword against its sheath.
"Think 1'l'l take a | ook around."

Del |ooked after me but nade no nove to follow | turned and started the clinb
to the top of the hill.

The downl ands, she had called them Mere foothills, insignificant in comparison
to the nountains. But already | was aware of an oppression bearing down upon ny
spirit. | was accustomed to the vast reaches of the Sout hron desert, the
wast el and of sand and sun. Here there was vegetation in abundance, rich,
aromatic earth that sang with the promise of alife |I'd never known, even air
that snelled and tasted different. Al around ne the downl ands rose in perverse
opposition to their nane.

I 1 ooked out across the distances, disliking the thickness of the night. In the
Sout h, even full dark seens bright enough. It is because the noon, spilling
illumnation across the nmiles of flattened sand, knows no obstacles. Light,

unhi ndered, runs forever along the ground. But here, where there are hills and
nmount ai ns and trees, the noonlight contests for domi nance, and nearly al ways
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| oses.

I shivered. "l don't like it," | said quietly. "And yes, | have a reason... |
just don't knowit, yet."

Bel ow nme, the stud whickered. Talking to ne, or to the gelding, or maybe to

hi nsel f. The sound carried clearly, sounding closer than it was. Looki ng down,
could see the fire, and the black blot of Del's silhouette, hunched contentedly
before the fl anes.

Wel |, she would be content. She was, at last, home, after too many years.

Sonet hing goosed ne in the spine. | swore. Swng around. Lost nyself in the
sudden shadows and stunbl ed over a stone. Swore again against the painin ny big
toe. The stone rolled, clacked, stopped against another. There it rested. | saw

it clearly, cheek-by-jowl with the second. And a third, and a fourth... |
stopped counting at twenty-seven

Rocks. Just rocks. But oddly rounded, snooth, as if they had been shaped and
carefully polished. One after another poured out in a long curving line, like a
neckl et of Punja crystals. Black in the light of a waning noon; by daylight, by
sunlight, perhaps a different color. | followed themaround until the |ast mnet
the first--or would have, had | not knocked it out of its bed.

The symmetry was pleasing. | was a sword-dancer, born of a Southron circle, and
here | faced another. Northern instead of Southron, nade of rocks instead of a
line drawn in the sand, but nonetheless a circle. It made ne feel better

Consi derably better.

It made nme feel intensely good.

Ginning, | bent and scooped up the displaced stone. It was cool, silKky,

soot hing, nestled into the palmof ny hand. Its touch sucked away the | ast

resi due of unease and put pleasure in its place, an intense, abiding pleasure

that made nme fondl e the stone. Reluctantly, | bent and put it back into the
nakedness of the pocket | had uncovered. Satisfied, | nodded; the symmetry was
repaired.

A surge of well-being filled ne. No |onger was | oppressed or depressed but
filled with a virulent satisfaction

And a need for sharing it.

| straightened. "Hey, Del!" Echoes abounded. "Feel |ike sparring? There's just
enough light to make it interesting--and soneone kindly left us a circle." |
entered, stepping over the stone |I had handl ed, and unsheat hed Theron's sword.
The pal e purple gl ow was gone, but the noonlight set the silver afire. In the
glint I saw the runes etched into the blade and sensed again a strangeness
wor ki ng. But the disconfort was gone entirely; what | felt was conpl acent j oy,

an anticipation of true pleasure. It was al nost sexual. "Conme on, Del...you
coul d use the exercise!"

She topped the hill slowy, a shadow am d ot her shadows. "Wy are you shouting?"
she asked crossly. "I was enjoying the peace of the night, and you are

destroying it with your noise."

| gestured. "See the circle? | thought we could spar a little."

Del frowned. "What circle--" And then she shut up, abruptly, biting off the
inflection of her question. "Come out," she said plainly. "Cone out of there
now "

"What in hoolies for?"

She ignored ny question entirely. "Did you touch anything? Anything in or of the
circle?"

"I nmoved a rock back after | accidentally kicked it aside. Wy?"

Del swore. Pale hair was aglow in the wan noonlight. Her eyes were hidden in
pockets of shadow. "It's a loki ring, Tiger. |I can't come in, not now-but you
can still come out. Do it now, before they are awakened."

"Bascha, you're being ridicul ous. There's nothing here--"

There was now. And | felt it comng.

Sonething jerked ne to ny knees. The sword fell out of my hands as | fl opped
forward, splaying fingers against the turf. Sonething had ne, and yet | could
feel nothing at all. No fingers, no ropes, no traps. Merely a power, and that
power was dragging nme down into an obscene intercourse with the earth.
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I lay flat, stretched out, belly-down, and pinned. My face, turned sideways,
ground into the turf and through it, into dirt, into a cold, clanmy darkness
that invaded eyes and nose and nout h.

I neant to cry out, but all | did was swallow dirt and turf.

Withing, | tried to pull free. Tried to wench nyself fromthe grip that held
me with unrelenting strength. Dimy | heard Del shouting, but her words made no
sense. My ears were stopped up with turf.

I hacked and coughed, trying to breathe, trying to spit out choking dirt and
dampness. | was aware of an al nbst obscene urgency in ny body, a need to rel ease
myself into the earth, like a man into a wonan. It nade ne want to vomt.

The turf was alive. It nmade way for my body, then linked roots and bl ades with
hair, fingers, toes. It tickled mouth and nostrils, tried to invade ny eyes as
it wove itself into ny lashes. | squeezed lids shut and tried to shout again,
but the opened nouth nmerely nade way for encroaching grass. | gagged as coy

bl ades caressed the back of ny throat.

Hool i es, bascha, do sonet hing!

She did. She snatched off the necklet she wore and threw it into the circle.
"Take that instead!" she shouted. "Take it and | eave ne the man!"

I was, | knew, little nore than a nan-shaped nound agai nst the earth, half
consuned by soil and turf. A nonent |onger, there would be nothing left of ne at
all. But something contenplated the choice. Considered Del's words. Assessed the

gift she offered.

And accept ed.

I wenched free in a gout of dirt and turf, hearing the protests of ripping
roots and shredded grass. | staggered, fell, thrust nmyself up again, trying to
throw nysel f over the ring of rocks.

"The sword," Del shouted. "Don't |eave thema jivatna."

Sonehow | caught it, clutched it, carried it out of the circle, where Del

grabbed nmy wist, | was weak and di soriented, wool -witted; she began to haul ne
awnay.

"Bascha--"

"We nust repack and resaddl e as quickly as we can, and pray the necklet will be
enough for now," she said firmy. "Later, | can speak to the gods and ask their

i ntervention."

| dropped the sword, which | hadn't nanaged to put back into the sheath, bent to
pick it up. "Del--"

"There's no tine to waste, Tiger. The loki are capricious as well as

i nsatiable."”

"But what are they?" | tried to shake off the after-effects, couldn't. Rage and
horror made me want to enpty mny belly entirely. "Wat in hoolies had nme?"

She let go of me as we reached canp and began stuffing objects back into the
saddl epouches. "I'Il explain later." And when | did not nove quickly enough to
suit her, she straightened and fixed me with an angry, unblinking glare. "In the
South, | was expected to do whatever you said when you said it, because you knew
the land better than I. This is now the North--will you not do the sane for nme?"
Point well taken. | nodded woozily and went off to ready the horses.

At least, | tried to ready the horses. The stud, perverse aninal that he is,

deci ded he had done his work for the day and now was the tine to rest. |

couldn't really blane him |ike ne, he had eaten, drunk, relaxed--he was ready
to contenplate whatever it is horses contenplate when they have nothing better
to do. And now | was interrupting.

My mind was on Del's urgency and whatever additional threat the now awakened
loki ring presented, | was unwilling to fuss with the stud, even though he was
more than willing to fuss with ne.

"Ti ger--are you com ng?"

| slapped the pad and bl anket on the stud's back, saw both start to slip as he
sashayed si deways, caught them held them deftly avoided a head butt, grabbed
the saddle, swung it up and over. The stud, well-versed in this sort of dance,
tried to sidestep the descending saddle. | persevered, plopped it down, dodged a
tentative hoof. "Not now," | suggested firmy; to the stud, not to Del, who was
too busy to hear nme anyway.
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He stonped, snorted, caught an el bow with the hard bone of his face, and shoved.
Wth equine enphasis.

"Tiger--" Anxious and inpatient.

"Del, I"'mcomng--" 1 swore, stuffed an elbow into his ribs, shoved back. Then
repeated the nove as the head swung around to protest.

Nose met el bow. El bow won

"This is not a gane, Tiger."

"No, it certainly isn't--" | snugged girth with malicious dedication and buckl ed
buckl es, then swung around to bridle him "--but sonetines | have to convi nce
hi m of that."

She sounded distracted, urgent, inpatient. "Convince himanother tine."

A hoof came down on ny foot. | wear sandals; it hurt. "You son of a--" But I

st opped speaking abruptly as the crest of the hill caught fire. "Wat in hoolies
is that?"

"The loki still want us," Del said grimy. "The necklet wasn't enough."

One bright-glazed rock tunbled over the crest of the hill. In it wake was flane.

"Hoolies--" But | never finished it. Del's giddy gelding decided to cut and run
Pi cket stake parted conpany with the ground. Now free, though draggi ng rope and
stake, the speckl ed horse stanpeded by the stud and headed down the hillside at
a plunging run.

My horse, being a conpetitive sort, decided to go with him And woul d have,
sonmewhat abruptly, had | not snatched Del's blanket fromthe ground and flung it
over his head.

Bl i nded, he stopped his flight and stood there, quivering, snorting, sweating.
"Not now," | rem nded him and swung nyself up into the saddle, "Del, if you're
com ng, cone on."

She cane, draggi ng a saddl e-pouch behind her. She handed it up as best she could
wi t hout excess dramatics, but the stud, feeling the unexpected scrape of |eather
agai nst his shoulders as | draped pouches in front of the pommel, | unged

si deways. The bl anket slid off his head; the glare of burning rocks was
reflected in bul ging eyes.

I swore, hauled in reins and pouches, sorted themout, spun himaround to face
Del . Behind her reared the hillside with its unearthly crown of flanes.

"He's going to run,” | warned. "Be ready to junmp--1'Il swing you up behind--"
The stud fought me, | fought him Del waited on the ground. | spun him spun him
again, setting himback on his hocks. And then, as | let himrun, | |eaned down
to thrust out an arm

Del braced, reached, stretched; | caught, swung her up at a run; she slung a | eg
up and over, clanping onto the stud with legs and nme with both her arns.

| shouted, and we were running.

One gl ance back showed ne runnels of nelting stone dripping over the crest of

the hill. Which crept, with alarnm ng accuracy, toward the tunbled remains of our
canpsite.

Del was pressed against nmy spine. "Don't stop, Tiger. Don't even think about

st oppi ng. "

| didn't, because | couldn't; the stud had the bit in his teeth.

Ei ght

I was not happy. Wth each plunging stride, the stud--headi ng across, over, down
and around hills | could barely see--hunped and hopped, ducking his head in

el oquent pronise of his intent to shed both riders. The only thing that kept him
fromthrusting head between knees and really working at it was the terrain; he

coul d see no better than we, and--thank val hail--wasn't nuch interested in
trying anything too hazardous in the darkness.
But | still wasn't happy. Because each | eap and |unge either sucked the saddle

out fromunder nme entirely (not a nice sensation), or thrust it skyward
awkwar dl y, bashi ng thi ghs and buttocks and other nore tender portions of ny
anat ony.
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Hoolies, |I'd be lucky if |I could speak at all by the time he was done, |et al one
in a tone approaching masculinity.

Del clung to me with both arns | ocked around my mi dsection. The ride for her
must have been even nore precarious; she | acked stirrups, pomrel,
cantle--anything even renotely resenbling a seat--and was reduced to bouncing up
and down on the stud's solid runp. He is slick and she wore silk; | knew she was
in danger with every stride he took

"Don't stop!" she repeated. "Not for anything!"

"Hool i es, bascha, | can't just let himrun! He's liable to trip and break a |eg,
or his neck, or ours--" | broke off, swore, tried to recover ny breath as the
saddl e sl anmed agai nst net herparts.

She clutched nore tightly. "If the loki catch us, we'll w sh our necks were

broken. Don't stop, Tiger. Not yet."

For the nonent, the stud decided it for us. The bit was firmy gripped in |arge,
strong teeth, and until | could wench it back down into the tender, toothless
bars of his nouth, nmy control was negligible. All | could do was try to aimhim
away fromthe worst terrain.

Down and down we went, headi ng south. Maybe the stud realized it and intended to
go hone. The thought crossed nmy mind that maybe | could sort of encourage himto
continue his runaway all the way back across the border, but | knew it wouldn't
be fair. (To the stud, that is; undoubtedly Del would conplain, but nostly | was
concerned with nmy horse's welfare.)

And then, abruptly, he veered, turning west. No nore a straight shot home, but a
di agonal sl ash across the foothills Del called downl ands. He sl owed, breathing

hard, trying to negotiate treacherous ups and downs. | took the opportunity to
pop the bit free of teeth and began to apply nmy will, which was to stop
entirely.

"Tiger--"

"I don't want to kill him Del! Watever those loki-things are, I'll deal with
themif |I have to... right now, | need to rest this horse."

"Al I meant--"

"Later." | said it nore sharply than I'd intended, too tied up with the stud to
nmoderate ny tone. | felt her stiffen against ny back, but couldn't spare the
time to placate bruised feelings. "Easy, old nan... go easy... give it a rest,
now, all right? Easy, now-easy... let's keep all four legs in one piece--|I
think we'll need themlater."

He sl owed, blow ng hard. In the poor noonlight | saw sweat on neck and
shoulders. Gimy | shook ny head; he was too good a horse to burn out in futile
flights.

Del dropped off as the pace was eased. | wal ked the stud out, circled back, saw
her standi ng in noongl ow. Boreal was in her hands.

"You going to cut nme, or the stud?"

"Neither," she said, "for the nonment." Her face was grim "Wat | was trying to
tell you was to stop... there is sonmething | nust do."

| snorted inelegantly. "Fight invisible beings?"

"Not yet," she said coolly. "First I will try other nethods."

I circled the stud around her. "Do what you want, bascha--1've got a horse to
tend."

"I don't need you for this." Pointedly. "The ritual requires things you cannot
of fer, being a Southroner ignorant of such things, and whol |y unbl ooded, | acking
even a sword of your own." Monlight glinted off her rune-worked bl ade. "Forgive
my bluntness, Tiger, but you are not a man who would find nmuch favor with the
gods. They prefer believers, not skeptics."

"I"mskeptical for a reason." | stopped the stud, slid off, undid buckles and
stripped himclean of everything save bridle. | checked | egs and hooves. "As
have said before, religion is a crutch. It's used by people who don't know how
to take responsibility for their own |ives, and abused by those who have a
perverse need to enforce their wills upon the weak." | braced nyself as the stud
pressed his head agai nst ny shoul der and began to rub violently, soaking through
nmy burnous to dampen bare skin. "Hoolies, Del--don't you think I did ny own
share of talking to the gods when | was a slave with the Salset? You think I
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didn't ask for my freedonP"

"And you got it, Tiger."

"Because | made it happen nyself, not through any appeal to capricious gods."
She si ghed, shrugged, shook her head. "For now, this rmust wait. But | prom se
you, whatever you may have known in the South is different in the North. You
will face power you have never dreamed of, even in the depths of aqivi fog. |
prom se, Tiger, that here you will see unbelievable things. Things that nay even
prove fatal."

"Uh- huh. Like these |oki-creatures."

Del shook her head. "Have you forgotten what nearly happened to you? How the
| oki sought to take you?"

"I've forgotten nothing," | threw back. "I don't know what exactly happened back
there, Del, but | do know it had nothing to do with creatures. Wat | sensed was
sorcery."

She sighed. "Tend your horse, Tiger. | will tend our futures."

| soothed and settled the stud as he steaned in the cool ness of the night. Under
a bl anket | wal ked hi mout, around and around, doing ny best to avoid the

pl ayful head threatening to knock me down. He was tired, but not exhausted; too
often he sought out the little ways of making ny |ife m serable.

Del wal ked away fromus, clinbed a swell of turf-cloaked hill to pause at the
jagged crest. Boreal was a slash of silver in her hands, throw ng back the
moongl ow. And then, as | circled with the stud pl oddi ng al ong behind ne, | saw

her slowly sheathe the upright sword in the flesh of the earth, and kneel
Softly, Del began to sing.

I had heard it before in the roomin Harquhal. | had seen it before, as well;
slowly, bead by bead, droplet by droplet, the blade began to bl eed | um nescence,
flooding the hilltop with a sal non-silver gl ow.

It ran up the sword, not down. Filled the runes, junped al ong doubl e edges,
reached up to caress hilt and cross-pieces. Twi sted, withed, pul sed, changed
shape agai nst the shadows.

| drewin a breath that junped in ny chest. | thought again of the circle of
stones, called a loki ring, where grass had cone alive and tried to swallow a
man. The nenory nmade nme shudder, which in turn nmade me angry; abruptly
irritable, I shook it off. Northern sorcery, | knew, no nore. Not power of
itself, undirected and free. What 1'd felt required a man to use it, or a wonman,
in order to nmake it work. Power required a source, and soneone to control it.

I looked at Del, singing to her sword. And what, | wondered, was the difference?
Here there was a sword set afire by a song, by a woman. There, | had touched a
rock, walked into a circle, had nearly been consuned.

Was there really a difference?

Uneasily, | |looked at Del. She was sil houetted agai nst the bl adegl ow, stil
singing her soft little song. So easily she keyed the sword and summoned forth

t he power.

Power. Just as she had pron sed

"Hoolies," | muttered al oud. "What am | doi ng here?"

The stud whi ckered, wal ked on, nudged ny right shoulder as |I circled himback
agai n.

Del canme down fromthe hill a little later. The stud was dry, quiet, contentedly

foraging at the end of his picket |ine, seem ngly unconcerned that his equine
partner was m ssing. For that matter, nmaybe he was glad; Del's silly gelding had
continually indicated anorous interest in the stud, who had not returned the
favor. Al he had returned was an occasional nip or kick; 1'd forcibly prevented
anyt hi ng wor se.

I sat hunched on a blanket with a bota of wine, waiting for her to explain the
who, the how, the why.

"How is the stud?"

"Fine. He'll probably be a bit sore in the norning, but nothing nuch to worry
about." | | ooked up at her. "I didn't lay a fire because | thought we m ght be
running again."

She sighed and dropped into a squat. "Not yet. Not for now Maybe later."
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"Then we can go back in the nmorning and pick up the rest of our things."

"No." She shook her head. "Too large a risk, and there will be nothing |eft
anyway. Not hing worth sal vagi ng. The | oki are--destructive."

| sighed. "Burning rocks and illusion don't seemto be that nuch of a threat." |
shrugged, scratching scars and rattling the string of claws around my neck. "Not
if you can run fast."

"I'l'l usi on?"

"What | felt," | answered. "You know as well as | do none of it was real."

Del snagged the bota fromnme and drank. "You are a fool," she said pleasantly
when she had finished swall owi ng. "How often did you warn ne agai nst the dangers
of the South, saying | should never trust to what | did not know, nor mnake of

mysel f a target?" Her gaze was | evel as she tossed the bota back. "I give you
warning of simlar things here, in the North, nmy honme, and you will not give
me--or the dangers--credence." She tilted her head. "Wy, | wonder? Because | am
a woman?"

| sprawl ed back and pl opped the bota across ny ribs, staring up at the
star-pocked heavens. "Wy do you always reduce it to gender, Del? | admit that
Sout hron wonen aren't accorded the sanme respect as nen--1 admit it!--but nust we
al ways lay the blane for everything in this world on what shape our bodies are?
Hool i es, bascha, there are other things to worry about!"

"Then perhaps you will listen to me as | tell you what they are."

I rolled nmy head and | ooked at her. She was serious. "Such as burning rocks and
illusion."

"I't was not illusion," she said coolly. "Wat happened, happened. The | oki are

power ful and tenaci ous, working in ways no one may fully understand. Using the
soil and turf against you was nerely a facet of their power. A gane, Tiger; the
| oki enjoy such things."

I nodded sagely, hunmoring her. "So, you're saying they're real beings, these

| oki. Not merely a nanifestation of sone sorcerer's power."

"They are spirits, denons, devils... apply whatever termyou |like. They are
evil, Tiger, and their only goal inlife is to drive nortals into death--or
insanity... sonetinmes, the latter precedes the fornmer."

n \My?ll

"Why?" | stopped her dead. She stared at me, plainly baffled. "Wy?"

"Way?" | shrugged. "Don't they have a reason?"

"Do denons need a reason?"

| spread nmy hands. "Sonething |I've al ways wondered about. Here all these stories
abound about evil taking on human formto niggle at nortal people--and yet no
one ever seens to know why. These beings just seemto exist for no particular

reason... which makes me wonder if they aren't sinply little pieces of a
storyteller's tale that have sonehow escaped the magi cal words: 'the end.'" |
smiled. "You called nme a skeptic earlier. Well, | won't deny it. I'mnot certain

| believe in your evil demons any nore than | believe in your Northern gods."

Del nearly gaped. "Tiger, that was you up there! That was you the | oki so nearly
t ook! How can you be so stupid?"

| recalled the things I'd felt while pinned against the earth. But admitting it

was real--no, | couldn't doit. Call it safety in ignorance if you like, but |
was convinced that so long as | refused to believe in such things as | oki
they'd hold no power over nme. "lI'mnot stupid. |'mjust not the kind of man
overwhel med by tricks and illusion." | sighed as she shook her head in

disbelief. "Did you ever stop and think that just because we can't explain
things doesn't nmean there isn't an expl anati on? A reason other than magic or
gods or evil?" | patted the bota. "I don't know where wi ne cones from bascha,
but there nust be an explanation. | don't think wine is magic."

Her tone was peculiar. "Wne is fromgrapes, Tiger. Didn't you know that ?"

| shrugged, unconcerned. "There are many things | don't know, Del. Call ne

i gnorant, stupid, crazy... | just figure there are nore inportant things to
think about, like howto stay alive."

"Yes," she agreed. "And it mght be just as well, in the face of awakened | oki."
She si ghed, dropped out of her squat, hugged drawn-up knees. "I swear, Tiger,

| oki are real. And | swear, they can be dangerous."
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"So you threw your nother's necklace into the circle of stones in order to

appease them and then sang through your sword to your gods." | nodded. "Sounds
fair enough."
"The neckl ace was of heartwood blood, Tiger... blood that flows froma wounded

tree and, later, hardens. Heartwood possesses power; the man or wonan who
possesses the stone fornmed of its blood shares in that power, that protection. |
gave it to the loki as a bribe. Surely you have done the same with nen and
wonen. "

I grunted.

"I't mght be enough,"” she said, "but maybe not. The loki don't play fair. So |
petitioned the gods to intervene on our behalf, to convince the loki to return
to their circle.”

I frowned, diverted, and chewed thoughtfully at my bottomlip. "In the South, a
circle represents power. That's why a sword-dance al ways takes place in one."
"There is power in acircle; it is the line that knows no ending, only

continuance. It is life, Tiger... the cycle personified." She |lay back on the
ground as | did, crossing ankles casually and threading fingers across her flat
belly. "I have always found it odd that the sword-dance, which brings death to
many, is played out in a circle."”

"Because while one dies, the other lives." | shrugged. "I don't know, bascha..
I never thought about it." | rolled over, reached out, caught a wist. "And |

can think of other things that might prove nore diverting."

The wrist remained linmp in ny hand. "Not so close to the |oki."

I froze. "Wat?"

She rolled her head and | ooked at nme earnestly. "Loki are attracted to strong
enotions, like flies to rotting neat. Coupling is the strongest enotion of
all... it is well known that a man and woman, in congress, draw the |oki near
They invite the loki to take possession of them" She shook her head. "Better to
avoid the risk."

I recalled the urgency | had felt, the need to find release, as if the earth had
been a woman. Loki? No. | thrust it firmy aside; how could manifestations of
evil have influences over such an incredibly human drive? "Are you telling ne
that we can't--"

"Not tonight," she said, "Miybe next week."

"Next week--"

"Loki like to lie with men and woman," Del told ne plainly, "for the enptions
they can experience through flesh instead of vicariously. Oten, they trick you
intoit. It is the easiest way to gain control, to gain a human body--"

"I"'d like to gain a hunan body ..." | glared. "Hoolies, Del, you' re human and
I'"'m human, and---so far as | can tell--there aren't any | oki around. So why
don't we just forget about them and think about us."

"I amthinking about us, Tiger." She sounded infinitely patient, as if | were a
child. "I'mthinking about us staying alive--and sane--so that when the tine is
right we can enjoy being bedmates again, w thout concern for |oki."

I thrust nyself off the ground, hooking the bota beneath one arm "Hooli es,
worman. .. you're sandsick."

Del |evered herself up on one el bow "Were are you goi ng?"

"To sit with the stud. | think he'll be better conpany."

"O the loki will."

"Loki, shnoki," | nmuttered. "Right now, just about anything would be wel cone.
Even an anorous fenmale loki... at least |I'd be getting sonething out of it."
"Maybe the last thing you' d ever get, Tiger."

I hadn't thought she could hear ne. "Yes, well... |I've always thought it n ght
be an interesting way to die. If |I had to, | nean."

"You'd have to," she called. "That's the way it works with | oki."

| sighed. "Great." | stopped, patted the stud, sat down, shoved away a curi ous
nose as | unplugged the bota. "Well, old nan, how s it going with you?"

Del, rudely, | aughed.
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N ne
I woke up at sunrise, because | was cold. No, not cold--freezing; sonehow,
during the night, 1'd lost ny blanket to Del, who now slept wapped in twd. The

theft was nothing particularly new, although famliarity did not make nme any
happier. Odinarily I'd have sinply retrieved ny blanket and tried to go back to
sl eep, but the rising sun prevented ne.

It didn't really do anything, the sun, but | couldn't ignore it anyway, not even
to recapture a stolen blanket. Its passage into the sky was sonething to behol d,

so | beheld it. Shivering, freezing, all abump frommorning chill, | watched it
clinmb above the horizon and set the world afire.
And what a world it was... all uplands and downl ands and everything in between,

hi gh and |l ow, sloped and flat, aslant fromgrassy floor to distant saw oot hed
mount ai ntops. In the South, the colors are predom nantly browns and gol ds and
oranges; here it was blue and gray and | avender, gilded with silver and gol d.

Del and I, thanks to the stud, were cradled in a soft bow of a valley, crushed
green velvet, all aglow fromnorning light. W were, however briefly, swathed in
Sout hron sil ks begemmed with Northern dew.

I have seen dew once or twice, in the borderlands by Harquhal. But |'d told Del
the truth; ny experience did not extend so far north as the border town or
anyt hi ng beyond. The Punja was ny domain, and all the encanpnents, oases and
wal l ed city-states that nade up the puddle of sand that had birthed ne. To sit
and watch while the sun clinbed into the sky above Northern nmountains was
not hi ng short of amazing.

O disconfiting.

I looked at Del. She was the neat in a sausage-casing of woven goathair

bl ankets, corners sucked down somewhere beneath determ ned hi ps and shoul ders.
Pal e hair straggled free, hiding much of her face, but | saw the cut of her

br owbone above cl osed eyes, the sunbl eached, feathery brows, the tiny tracery of
sunlines at the corners of blue-veined lids. In the South, wonen go veiled for
vanity as well as nodesty; Del, so free and easy, subjected herself to the same
sort of damage Sout hron men did, and suffered for it nore than any of us coul d.
Northern fl esh does not thrive beneath our angry sun

Except it was no | onger Southron sun and Northern flesh, but the other way
around. W had changed pl aces, Del and I, and now | suffered for it, shivering
inthe chill.

I rose, swore softly; cracked, rolled and popped stiffened joints and sinews. It
is a hazard of any professional sword-dancer--bones do take a beating, and after
awhil e they protest with great regularity--but I'd never experienced quite the
same degree of stiffness. It made nme feel downright ol d.

| scowl ed down at Del, still sleeping. Then |I |eaned over to scoop up harness
and swor d.
Just as well | did--with a bloodcurdling screamthat echoed all over the valley,

a noi sy group of riders came pouring over the nearest hill.

Bent on nurder, certainly. Al their swords were out.

It was a bizarre beginning to the norning. Here was |, here was Del (she awakens
qui ckly, thank val hail, when our lives are on the line), spine to spine, swords
drawn, feet spread, teasing the air with blade tips, and all the while trying to
figure out what was going on, and why. W were afoot and outnunbered--it was
four to two--but we'd fought worse odds and won, and under worse conditions,

t 0o.

But they did not, at first, attack. They came running and yelling, all swathed
in bright silks and shiny brass ornanentation, blades bared and glinting, but
they did not nove to kill us. Instead, they circled, henmming us in, tying us up
in aliving knot of horseflesh. And then they slowed. And stopped.

Dark Sout hron faces. Black hair, brown eyes, white teeth. Lots of white teeth;
they grinned down at us fromatop snorting horses, patently pleased with

t hensel ves.

Borjuni, pure and sinple, lacking a conscience of any sort. Wiy they were north
of the border I didn't know, but | had a feeling they'd tell ne.

Hoolies, | said to myself, they'Il want to play with us first.
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Del began to trenble. It was not fear, | knew, but an enotion far nore powerful
than that. "They are," she whispered. "Ch, yes, they are... | renmenber their
ugly faces."

The only way to win this gane was to take it away fromthem But | couldn't if

Del's desire for revenge got in the way. "Bascha," | said, "wait. Please be
patient; | promise, you will have your chance."

"Tiger--"

"Just wait." But | didn't. Instead, | snmiled up at the Southron scavengers in a
friendly fashion. "Qut of Harquhal ?" | asked casually. "Hunting anyone in

particul ar?"

One of them nodded. He had a nmashed nose and a scar across one cheek. "The
female killed a conrade.”

"In the street, or in the circle?"

He twi sted his head, spat.

My turn to nod. "In the circle," | said lightly. "Sits in your throat, doesn't
it--that a woman coul d beat a man? That this wonan defeated your friend?"
"Tiger-"

"Wait, Del. For the nonent, this is between Southron nen." | felt her stiffen,
but she held her silence. | sniled back at the nash-nosed spokesman. "Wel|? Are
you here on business? O personal pleasure?"

Four men exchanged gl ances.

"More to the point," | said, "did A ani send you?"

The scar-faced borjuni |eader spat again. "Ajani need not trouble hinmself with a
son of a goat |ike you. W will take care of you."

"Think again," | suggested. "Wuld Ajani thank you for stealing a fight fromthe
Sandti ger ?"

This time they exchanged | onger, startled glances. Al four began to frown. |
had touched borjuni pride, which mght be my only weapon.

I tilted my head in Del's direction. "It was a fair dance, in the circle,

bet ween your friend and this wonan. He knewit, | knewit, and so did everyone
el se. She is a sword-dancer, as am|l; our dances are always fair."

They were di spl eased. Dark faces scow ed down at us. Horses stonped and
fidgeted, clattering bright brasses.

"I'sn't Ajani a fair man?" | heard Del's gasp of outrage. "Doesn't he savor an
honorabl e fight?" | knew as long as | kept themtal king, any action would be
del ayed. | wanted to catch themoffstride so we would stand a better chance. "I

have heard he admires courage no matter what formit takes."

They could hardly disagree. Flattery has its uses.

Scow s deepened. The | eader nuttered sonmething to the others, then kneed his
mount forward a single step. "Ajani is fair. A ani is courageous. He likes

not hing better than an honorable fight--"

"Even between nen and wonen?"

He glared at Del. "Ajani does not fight wonen--"

"No... he only steals them" | snmiled, tapping a signaling heel against Del's
foot. "So rmuch for Ajani's honor."

"Ajani's honor is no better nowthan it was six years ago," Del said curtly, on
cue, "nor is any of yours." She took a single step forward, away from ne, and
glared at themover her blade. "Don't you renmenber the young girl who got away
al nrost six years ago? The innocent Northern bascha Ajani selected for hinself,
and | ater | ost because he grew conpl acent, thinking she was cowed?"

They said nothing, staring. | could see their nenories worKking.

"You shoul d." Her voice was thick with hatred. "You fought over ne, each one of
you, after the others were dead, until Ajani overrul ed you and kept ne for
hinmself." Del's turn to spit; in the South, a decided insult. "Because of you,
am here. Because of you, your friend is dead. Lay no blane for his death--or
your own--on anyone but yoursel ves."

In five years, a girl becones a wonan. She changes mightily. Del too had
altered, of course, but in ways beyond those of a normal wonan, forced to it by
adversity, shaped by determination. By rage and hatred. As well as by nenory.
Now t hat nmenory had stepped forward and sl apped her in the face. Slapped themin
the face, as well; to a nan, they knew her.
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The years spilled away.

"Where is A ani ?" she asked softly. "He is the one | want. You are goat dung to
me. "

Faces darkened. Eyes flashed. Southron insults spilled fromlips. But when they
did not answer, as | did not expect themto, Del began to sing.

A small song, a soft song; a deadly, crooning song, full of significance. | had
heard it before, in dreans and not-dreans, knowing it for what it was.

Deat hsong. Lifesong. The promi se of beginning and ending, all at once, for the
one who faced the woman.

She sang, and they noved, as she intended themto. But they were slow. Too sl ow.
Boreal was alive in Del's hands, and it was too late for men with normal swords.
For men with normal hatreds. Miuch too late for men who had never faced a
jivatma.

Too |l ate, even, for nme. Because Del and her sword set fire to the valley and
split the air apart, calling dowmn a ragi ng banshee-stormfrom out of deadly

Nort hern hei ghts where wi nter hol ds dom nance.

--cold-No, Del, | said, not nme, | am not eneny.

But if she heard nme, if she knew nme, she gave no indication. Her world was

Bor eal .

My world was pain. Pain and stiffness, and fire in the bones, running through
all ny joints and every nuscle, even rigid flesh. I was so hot | shook, and
shivered, and spasned, biting through bottomlip to teeth, not caring that bl ood
spilled into nouth, down ny chin, dripped against nmy neck. It was hot, the

bl ood, so hot--

"Tiger."
| jerked. Bones rattled, teeth clenched, blood spilled afresh
"Tiger, please... it's over. I'mfinished. | promse."

Fam liar voice. Fam liar hand on ny brow, pushing back hair, w ping away sweat,
snoot hi ng out deep-carved lines. A second hand, touching m ne, touching both of
them working the skin to relax upstanding tendons and rigid flesh. Soot hing,
snoot hi ng, sending the spasns away, gentling the unpredictability of ny fingers,
| ocked so tightly around the hilt of Theron's sword.

"Let it go," she said. "They are dead. There is no nore need. You nmay rel ease
the sword. "

Not yet.

"Tiger--" She stopped. Tried again. "It was nmy fault. | forgot--forgot
everything but what they had done to ny kinfolk, those nen; seeing only the
deaths, the rapes, the nutilations--" She stopped again. And began, again. "I

t hought of ny kin, and of ne, and of them | did not think of you."

I was so hot--

"Tiger, | swear, | did not nean to harmyou... not with her. You know that. You
know I woul d never use Boreal against you. Not intentionally."

I cracked burning eyelids. "I don't nuch care if you kill me intentionally or

unintentionally. The end result is the sane."
She | eaned down to brush |ips against ny forehead. "Sul haya," she said, but she
said it to soneone el se

Hair tickled ny nose. | shivered fromhead to toe, and finally let go of the
sword. "What in hoolies happened?"

Del sighed and sat upright again, hooking hair behind her ears. "I keyed the
sword. Conpletely. | held nothing back, allow ng Boreal her freedom the chance
to show her true power. And she did. She killed themall, and nearly you."

"Way is it so hot?"

"It's not. You're cold... it's part of the jivatma's power."

"To freeze peopl e?"

"To use all the power at her disposal." Del's face showed strain; so, she had
been worried. "There are many things | can't tell you about ny bl oodi ng- bl ade;
too many things are sacred, all part of the rituals and training, but you know
each one taps a very specific power. Boreal is--special. The rituals were
demanding and difficult--1 mght have failed at any tinme, and died. But | didn't
fail, and she didn't break, and when the bl oodi ng was done, Boreal was whol e.
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She was awake..." Her voice trailed off. She shrugged. "She is of the North, ny

jivatma. More so than | am or any other human. She is the North, Tiger... and
she can use any facet of her strength at ny bidding."
"Your bidding." | didn't try to nove, other than to work fingers still cranped

fromgripping the hilt. "Your bidding, bascha."

"Yes. OF course. She will do the bidding of no other."

"But | know her name."

Del nodded. "It is sonething. Alittle. More than any other knows. But you do
not know her." She frowned, trying to find the words. "It matters, the know ng.
It does matter, Tiger."

"l guess so." | wiped ny chin and lip gently with the back of one hand, tasting
bl ood. "Don't ever introduce nme, bascha. Not formally. | don't think we'd get

al ong, your angry sword and |."

Del 's expression was troubled. "Nowis not the tine, perhaps... it could be
better, | think, at another, but | can't set it aside any longer... not when you
deserve better, as you do, for all you have done... and will do, | hope."

An odd, twisty little speech, and nostly inconprehensible. | frowned, "Wat?"

Del sucked in a deep breath, held it, let it out all at once. "WII| you cone
with me?"

I blinked, "I thought | was sort of doing that already."

"I mean--come with me. To the far North. To the uplands, and beyond... all the
way to the roof of the world. Were it is very cold, and very dangerous."

"It's already cold, and al ready dangerous." | scrubbed at a sore face. "Wat in

hoolies did you do to nme?"
Del | ooked away. "Nearly killed you. The sanme way | killed the others."

| tried to sit up, decided lying still was just as good an option. Maybe even
better. | stifled a groan and settled down again. "Am | in one piece?"
"Yes. But--" She shut up

I didn't much like that. "But? You said 'but'? But what, Del?"

"The stud ran away."

| sat upright, wished | hadn't. Swore softly. Stared out at where the stud had
been st aked.

She was right. He was gone.

So were the borj uni

Well, no. They weren't gone, precisely. Not altogether. Parts of them renmined.
Maybe all of them for that matter, but Del and Boreal had done a decisive job
in dividing themup. | didn't bother to count the linbs or try to put them back
with the proper heads and torsos. It would have taken too nuch tine. Al of the
parts were frozen solid, rimed with glittering ice. The ground was white with
frost, though it had begun to nmelt in the sun.

Del had noved nme or made nme nove nyself apart fromthe bits and pieces. Al |
could see were lunps in the distance. "What happened to their nounts?"

"They ran off."

I lay back down agai n and t hought about what |'d seen

"Tiger--1'"msorry about the stud."

But was she sorry about the nen? Probably not; | wasn't sure | was, either

"Tell nme that again after we've been wal king a few days."

"I know he neant a lot to you--"

"Mashed toes, bitten fingers, bashed head, bunps, bruises." | shrugged. "I can
survive quite nicely without any of those."
"But--"

"Forget it, Del. He's gone. At least, for now Wo's to say he won't show up
again |ater? He's done it before."

She nodded, but didn't |ook particularly happy. "I nust have an answer, Tiger
Before we go any farther, | nust know "
"Know if I'Il go with you to the roof of the world?"

"Yes. To be my sponsor."

I frowned. "What for?"

"I must face ny accusers and be judged. If | have a sponsor, soneone who speaks
on ny behalf, it night help. And soneone of the Sandtiger's stature--"

"Save it, Del. Enpty flattery isn't your style, and up here | doubt they even
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know nmy nane." | wi nced. "Why am| so stiff?"

"Because you were very nearly frozen," she snapped inpatiently. "It was a storm
I called, and a bad one. A banshee-storm.. Tiger--will you conme?"

"Ri ght now I'mnot going anywhere."

"Tiger--"

| sighed. "Yes. Yes. I'll cone. If it makes you happy. Hoolies, | haven't
anything better to do."

"l need you, Tiger."

She was oddly intent. | glared. "I just said |'d cone. Did you freeze your ears
in addition to ne?"

"There are--things you will have to do."

The latter portion of her sentence cane out very fast, as if she were afraid

m ght undeclare nyself if she said themplainly. But at the nonment all | wanted
to do was sleep, not debate where | was going, who with, and why.

Still, sonething nagged at me. And I'd |l earned to pay attention to that kind of

naggi ng, particularly when Del was involved. "Bascha--"
"If | take no one with nme, no one to speak for ne, they will not favor ny

expl anation," she said quietly, face averted. "I killed an honored and honorabl e
man, a nman well-1oved by every student and teacher, regardl ess of status.
deserve to be executed... but | would prefer to live." She drew in a harsh

breath through a constricted throat, no |onger avoiding ny gaze. "Am| wong to
want that, Tiger? Wong to ask your hel p?"

She never had before. By that alone, | knew how serious it was.
"Il go," | agreed. "I'll do whatever they want nme to do. But not yet. Not now.
Not today. In the norning." | yawned. "All right, bascha?"

She touched ny forehead and stroked back a | ock of dark hair. "Sul haya,
Sandtiger. You are a worthy sword-mate."
| grunted. "But not a worthy bedmate. At |east--not while there are | ok

| urking."
Del sighed. "It's only a week, Tiger. Can't you wait that |ong?"
"A week here, a week there... pretty soon you're celibate and |'mfrustrated." |

cracked one lid. "Think it can't happen? Just think back on that journey across
the Punja, while hunting for Jamail."

"I hired a guide, not a bedmate."

"And prom sed the bedding in order to get me in the circle," | retorted, "after
your bout with sandsickness. | renenber, Del, even if you don't... or say you
don't. Typical wonman, bascha--prom sing whatever you have to in order to make a
man dance to your tune."

"And you danced quite nicely, as | recall--
"--in the circle."

there was | aughter in her tone

| opened both eyes. "Wat about now?" | asked. "Am | dancing again if | go with
you? Are you singing a song for ne in addition to your sword?"
Col or spilled out of her face. And then flowed back again, angrily. "I do what |

have to do," she snapped, "and so, by the gods, do you."

I shut ny eyes again. "Already, | think | regret this."

Del got up and strode away. "Regret whatever you like."

But she cane back to put a folded bl anket under ny head and spread the other one
over ny body.

Worren: they tend you or terrorize you

Ten
"Tiger," she said, "it's time to go."
Maybe so, but | wasn't ready to. | stayed right where | was.

Del turned back a flap of blanket. "W have to go," she told me solemly.
"They're all starting to thaw "

I frowned beneath the blanket. "Who's starting--oh." | flipped back the bl anket,
sat up, glowered out at the afternoon. Purposely, | did not |ook at the borjun
remai ns.
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"If you're hungry, we can eat on the way," Del said. "I don't want to stay here
any | onger."

Sonething in her voice got ny attention fast. Del had killed before, and often,
and undoubtedly would kill again. She had learned to deal with it, as a

swor d- dancer nust, taking no joy, no satisfaction, no abnormal pleasure in the
death. She was matter-of-fact and whol Iy professional, keeping private what she
felt, yet now she sounded odd. Odd and strangely shaken

I looked at nmy conpetent swordmate and saw she was afraid.

"Del." | pushed up onto knees and toes. "Bascha, what is it?"

She rose even as | noved, stepping away from ne. The set of her shoul ders was
different, sort of sucked in, rolled forward, as if she were feeling intensely
vul nerable. Del is not incapable of normal enotions--1 have seen her frightened,
angry, pleased, and whol |y exhilarated--but generally she | ocks away the deepest
feelings, for fear of sharing too much. She carries a shield, does Del, and
enploys it even with ne.

Now t he shield was down. Del was clearly spooked.

She nmoved away again as | rose to stand. Boreal was in one hand. "W have to
go," she said.

"Hool i es, Del, what's w ong?"

"This place!" she cried suddenly, and the echoes reverberated. "It was here..

it was here--"

She was i ncapabl e of continuing. But even as | noved to touch her, Del turned
away, turning her back on ne. She wal ked away across the tuff, bypassing frozen
borjuni, and stopped on the other side of the tiny valley. Huggi ng the sword,
she stopped, and fell down upon her knees.

"Here--" she said, "--it was here--"

I could hardly hear her. Slowy | approached, not wanting to disturb her, yet
knowi ng it mght be for the best. Del had | ost control

Back and forth, she rocked, huggi ng the naked bl ade. She pressed the hilt

agai nst her nouth, wi nding fingers around the crosspi eces. She clutched Borea
to her, as if the sword could offer confort.

Well, it had before. Wiile exacting a terrible retribution

"I didn't know," she whispered. "I didn't knowit--1 didn't recognize it. | went
to relieve nyself, and then | knew it again." She sucked in an unsteady breath.
"How could | not have known?"

| glanced around the flattened cleft between the foothills. Ccher-gold and

| avender, sunlight glittering off swordborn frost and danpness. Such a pretty
little valley, with such an ugly history. "Easy enough to forget, | think,

consi deri ng what happened. "

"What happened, " she echoed faintly. "Do you know what happened?"

| did not, specifically. Del had never told ne.

"So many of them" she said, "all aswirl in Southron silks... shouting and
yelling and |l aughing... daring us to defy them-" She wavered, clutched the

bl ade nore tightly; breath hissed against the hilt. "W would have given them
wel cone, not knowi ng what they intended. But they took it, they took it and
reviled us for our courtesy, not caring whomthey killed, or how. " Her eyes were
tightly shut. "The infants they killed outright, not wi shing to deal with
them .. the nmen they hacked to pieces... the wonen they kept for thensel ves and
used themuntil they died. Those of us who were | eft--those of us not too young
or too old--they intended for the slavebl ock."

"Del . "

"There were only two of us left...Jamail and nyself. The others were all dead."
"Del . "

"He was nmale, and so they watched him But | was female, and | was Ajani's. H's
concern, once he had nmade nme so." Her eyes were open again, staring at

not hi ngness. "But Ajani grew careless... and so | was able to flee. To | eave ny
br ot her behind. "

"Bascha--"

"I left him" she cried. "And you saw what he becane--what he was nade to be!"
It was not a shout of fear or pain, but of rage and realization. An angry,
throttled shout that rose to a wailing cry of blind self-hatred. She was beyond
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hersel f, was Del; she had stepped outside herself.

And | had an idea why.

I reached down, caught her shoul ders, dragged her up fromthe ground. | ignored
the blade in her hands, even as it fell to thud on bunpy, humocky turf. |
caught her and | held her and | nade her | ook at ne. "Don't ever bl ane

yoursel fI*"

"I left him-"

"--because you had to. Because there was no choice. Because you intended to help
hi m escape as well, once you could find a way."

"They took him South--"

"--and they sold him as they intended to do with you." | wanted to shake her;
all 1 did was grip her arns. "You have done nore to yourself in the nane of

ki nship and duty than anyone | know. But it ends, Del--it has to! You can't gut

yourself with it forever. Haven't you suffered enough?"

Her voice was tonel ess, "Not as nuch as Jamail."

"He is what he is!" | hissed. "Miute. Castrated, No nore the boy you knew. But he
never can be, Del... he never will be, now-and you have to realize it."

"He was ten--"

"--and you were fifteen. You lost as much as he did, if in a different way." |
sucked in an uneven breath. "Ch, bascha, bascha, do you think I don't know? I
sleep with you, renenber? | know your dreans are troubled."”

She was shaking in ny hands. "I want him" she said, "I want Ajani."

"I know. | know, Del. But you've already nmade your decision."

"Have 1?" Her tone was bitter

"Well, you certainly gave a good imtation of it earlier--asking ne to sponsor
you and speak for you and do whatever else | have to do to convince them you
should live." | let her go. "If you'd rather go after Ajani--"

"It isn't fair, Tiger!"

"Tell me sonething new." | reached down, retrieved Boreal--1 could do that,
now - and handed her to Del. "You' d better decide now, bascha. If we're going

after Ajani, our best bet is to head back to Harquhal and see if we can scare up
anyone who knows where he is. Chviously, he may soon know where we are; he seens
to have |oyal nen."

"And dead ones," she said flatly.

"And how nany does that |eave?"

Del shrugged. "Ten. Fifteen. There were twenty or so. | couldn't count them
all... | wasn't conscious all of the tine." She shrugged again, nore violently,
as if to ward off additional recollections. "I have killed five, but that is not
enough. Not till | have Ajani."

"Your decision, Del."

She | ooked at nme in raw appeal. "Wat would you do, Tiger?"

"Your decision, bascha."

"But don't you have an opinion? You al ways have an opinion."

"l have one, yes. | know better than to state it." | smled crookedly. "If |
told you what 1'd do, and you decided to do it, too, you mght decide |ater that
it wasn't a good idea. And then |I'd get the blanme for suggesting it in the first
pl ace. "

She opened her nouth to disagree, reconsidered, shut it. Aumy, she nodded.

"You can go after himnow, " | said quietly. "You can track him catch him kil
him It's what you want to do. But it might take nore than two nonths--by then
you would be fair gane as well... as nmuch as Ajani is."

Del stared at her sword.

"Or you can go hone and face your accusers, accept whatever puni shnent they
| evy--and then go after A ani."

"If they let ne live."

"If they let both of us live." | smled as she | ooked at me in shock. "You got
me this far, Del. 1'll see it through.”

"But if they sentence ne to death, as is their right--"

"Right schmight,” | retorted. "If they're stupid enough to try it, they'll have

to fight both of us."
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Del continued to stare. And then she smiled a little, laughed a little, nodded.
"Wuldn't that be a tale to tell."

"No doubt Bellin would enjoy it." | turned to head back toward the bl ankets.
"Let's go, bascha. W've got a long wal k ahead of us no natter which way we go."
The sunlight beat down upon us, sucking us dry of fluids. My lungs were enpty of
breath, stripped by heat of npisture, so that | rasped and rattled as | wal ked.
Scorched within and without, | knewonly that if we did not find a cistern soon,
we would die, as the Hanjii intended us to die, the violent tribe that had |eft
us in the Punja. No horses, no water, only weapons, because we were a sacrifice
to the Sun. A hungry deity.

" Ti ger?"

The fl esh peel ed back fromDel's bones, exposing muscle and viscera. Gone was
the Northern bascha, banished by Southron sun. And now, it was ny turn

"Tiger."

I flinched away from her touch. It hurt too nuch. Her flesh would debride ny
own.

"Tiger--stop."

| stopped. Blinked. Stared. And recalled we were North, not South... there was
no desert here.

It was a soft day and softer afternoon, full of misting rain and bits of fog,
danmp enough to drown ne. The road was nuddy because of it, and the turf

exceedingly slippery. No matter which way | went, | found nyself |aboring.
And cursing the m ssing stud, absent three days now.
I"lI'l admit it, I"'mfond of the fellow W'd been together seven years... and

over those years had come to a conpani onable, armed truce. He was tough, strong,
resilient--as well as nean-tenpered and sly. But we'd | earned one another's

habits and got along tolerably well, especially in tough situations.
And now | was wi t hout him
Men say horses are stupid. | say they've just figured out a way of maki ng nen

believe the lie so their kind can get the upper hand when a body clinbs into the
saddl e.

O tries to clinb into the saddle.

"Tiger," she said, "are you all right?"

"Rest," | munbl ed and dropped ny bundl e down. | bent over, bracing hands on
knees, and tried to clear my chest. My head felt full of cloth. My eyes were dry
and gritty, then teared as | blinked.

"Wat er ?" she asked quietly, reaching for the bota slung diagonally across her
chest.

I shook ny head. Coughed. Wshed ny headache would go away. Coughed again; ny
chest was tight and pai nful

Del frowned. "Are you lightheaded? Sonetines it takes people that way when they
first begin to clinmb."

"Not |ightheaded. Rock-headed ..." | sneezed, and wished | hadn't. "Hoolies, |
feel terrible."

The frown deepened. "Wy do you feel wong-headed?"

"Not 'wong'--rock" | reached up to tap ny head with a sore knuckle. "My head
feels Iike a rock."

She sighed, brow furrowed in concern. "I think you have caught cold."

Caught cold. A nonent before, lost in nenories of the South, |'d been scorched
by heat.

| stood upright, trying to clear ny lungs. Sonething wailed deep in ny chest
every time | drewin a breath or noved. "Wat exactly is that?"

Del blinked. "A cold?" She paused. "Don't you know?"

"Some sort of disease?"

"Not --di sease." Cearly, she was taken aback by ny ignorance, which didn't

pl ease ne nmuch. "Sickness, yes... have you never heard of it?"

Wth infinite patience, | asked, "How can a man 'catch cold" when he lives in a
bl azi ng desert ?"

She shrugged. "People do. North, South--it doesn't matter. Have you never been
sick before?" Del paused. "Sick sick, not hung over fromtoo nuch aqgivi. That
|'ve seen nyself."
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I scowl ed, shook ny head. "Wbund fever a fewtines. Nothing else." | sniffed and
felt it reverberate inside ny skull. "D d catching cold--or whatever--have
anything to do with that sword? Wth that storn?" | frowned. "It was cold as
hoolies in the mddle of that nmess... did you nmake ne get sick?" Balefully, |
glared. "Is this your fault, bascha?"

She raised a defiant chin. "If you had put on the leathers like |I told you, and
the furs--"

I shook ny head. "Too nmuch weight."

"Then when you freeze your gehetties off, don't conplain to nme." Crossly, she
gestured toward ny bundl e on the ground. "Cone on, then... we're wasting tinme."
I | ooked back the way we had cone, toward the way we would go. "Were are we,
bascha? |'ve lost track,"

"Still on the Traders' Road. W have a long way to go." She paused. "You've
sl owed us down."
"Sorry." But | wasn't. | coughed and peered through cloying mst. "Does it ever

get dry here?"

"Mdw nter rains," she answered. "It will get worse, not better, at |east unti
we reach the uplands. Then we'll be in snow "

I shivered as a breath of wind caressed ny flesh. Silk was plastered agai nst ny
body, "Hoolies, bascha--1 w sh you were a Sout hroner."

"l don't." Enmphatically. "I'mnot about to give up ny freedom?"

| sighed. "I only neant then we could be doing this where it's warm™"

Del's mouth twisted wyly. "We'll go a little farther, Tiger. There is bound to
be a roadhouse soon. W can eat there, and change into dry cl othing--warner
clothing--and wait until nmorning to go on."

| bent and pulled ny bundle fromthe ground. "I hate rain." | said it with
profound clarity, just to make sure she knew.

Apparently, she did. She turned her back and began to cli nb.

We did not find a roadhouse. W found a worsening rainstorm which beat ne down

into a large lunp of sodden silk and misery. | plodded through nud, slipped on
wet turf, wheezed, coughed, sniffed and | abored ny way up one hill and down
anot her, knowi ng better than to conplain and give Del fodder. | fixed ny

attention on taking one step after another, and managed to acconplish it.

Right into the tip of a sword

| realized, dimy, that Del had been shouting at ne to stop. | hadn't heard her
O el se her noise had joined the racket in ny chest, nmerging sniffs and coughs

and runbles one into the other, until all |I'd heard was ny own wheezes, ignoring
everything el se. Including whatever warning m ght have been given

It didn't please ne at all. But | was too tired to care.

| peered down at the sword tip. It rested against nmy wet, silk-swathed belly.
And it trenmbled, the sword, because the hands that held it were too small, too

scared, |acking skill

He was, | thought, maybe ten

"Stop," he said fiercely.

"Yes," | agreed, "I have."

"Don't nove." A new voice. Female. Young. Equally fierce and adamant.

I frowned. Shifted nmy gaze fromthe boy to the girl, who stood three paces
behi nd the boy and held a pale white staff at the ready position, though I
doubt ed she had the training to wield it properly. It takes years to naster a
quarterstaff, even for a nman, and she, nost clearly, was female, if still girl
rat her than wonman.

Del had put down the saddl e pouches. Her hands hung at her sides. She made no
attenpt to unsheathe her sword, or to knock away the girl's staff.

I blinked. Tried to clear ny vision. For the nonent, the rain had |let up. But
the day was gray, blue and gray, shadowed with slate and steel

Beyond the girl and boy stood a wagon, hal fway off the road and | eani ng away
fromthe hillside. An elderly piebald mare drooped dispiritedly between the
shafts, ears flopped, neck | ow, head hangi ng between her knees. The wagon,
thought, was as old, as well as incapacitated. One rear wheel, the right, lay
flat in the nud. The tilt of the wagon would nake it al nbst inpossible for
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anyone other than a strong man to lift it; two children could not, nor could the
worman who stood by it, wapped in an oiled blanket. Cearly she was
apprehensive, staring fearfully at Del and ne and the children, and | realized
they were her own.

Such brave souls, the children. And very fortunate. Del and | were friendly;
anyone el se could have killed themoutright for their folly. Easily. Wthout a
second t hought.

| sighed; it wailed deep in ny chest. "No harm" | told them "W're travelers,
like you."

"So they said!" the girl snapped. "W gave them wel cone, and they robbed us."
"Anyone hurt?" | asked mldly.

"Only our pride," the woman answered stiffly. "W trusted too easily. But we

| earned. Now we do not trust."

| gestured toward the wagon. "You'll have to trust soneone, eventually. | don't
think you can repair that, otherw se."

"W will do it ourselves!" A fierce, proud young |lady. Fifteen or sixteen, |
thought. Blonde, |ike Del. Blue-eyed And, |ike Del, determned to prove she was
as good as any man.

| alnmost smiled. But | didn't, because | thought she was worth better

Del was staring at the boy. Her face was pale. She drew in a noisy breath,

rel eased it, spoke softly. "There's no need for the sword," she said, "or the
staff. We'll help you with the wagon."

The girl jerked the staff northward. "Just go on," she said strongly. "Just go
on your way and | eave us."

"And | et soneone el se cone al ong behind us... soneone not so friendly as us?"
shook ny head. "To prove our good faith | et us shed our harnesses. Unarned, what
threat could we offer?"

"Just go on," the girl repeated.

"Cipriana." The woman's voi ce was gently reproving.

"How do we know they woul dn't cut our throats?" the daughter demanded. "What
makes them better than the ot hers?"

"You are wise," Del said, "to be careful. | respect your determni nation. But
Tiger is right: unarmed, we could help you."

The sword wavered against ny belly. "G priana?" The boy was clearly the shier of
the two and well accustoned to deferring to his ol der sister

She shrugged, jaw tight. And then, abruptly, she jerked the staff away. "I am
not stupid,"” she said fiercely, eyes filled with angry tears. "I know if you
want to harmus, you can. Wat good are Massou and | agai nst you?"

"Good enough," Del said gently. "And before we are done, | will teach you to be
better."

The wonman cane down fromthe wagon, clutching closed the folds of her blanket.
She was neither young nor in middle years, being sonewhere in between; a tall
handsome woman with red hair, firmjaw, green eyes. The danpness caused | oosened
strands of hair to curl; the rest was fastened to her head in a thick, coiled
rope deepened to bronze by the rain.

She stopped by the girl, touching her shoul der gently. "G priana, Massou, you
have done well. | am proud. But now, |et these people have their freedom again.
They have offered us help; the least we can do is accept it with good grace."
The boy relaxed his grip on the sword too abruptly; overbal anced, it fell out of
hi s hand and t hudded agai nst the turf. He stared up at me in angui shed shane.
"Massou?" | asked. He nodded. "One day, | prom se, you will be big enough to
carry your father's sword. For now, you m ght do better with a knife."

"Li ke this one?" The woman showed nme the bl ade she had hidden in the blanket. At
my blink of surprise, she smled. "Do you think | will stand by and let ny
children do ny fighting for me?"
"Or a man; we nake do on our own.
the fighting for you?"

Del smled slowmy. "Little ishtoya" she said, "your courage is |audable. But
first you nmust learn better manners."

Color flared in the girl's face, then spilled away. Ashaned, she bowed her head.
She had a slender, childish neck. "I"'msorry," she said quietly. "But wthout mny

The girl flicked a glance at Del. "Does he do

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (52 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:05 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt
f at her " Her voice trailed off. She | ooked at the boy, at her nother, then
lifted her head and squared shoulders. "There is no one left to do a man's work
for us, and so--"

"--and so it falls to you." Del nodded. "I know. Better than you think." She

| ooked across at the wagon. "We will repair it, if we can. If not, perhaps

m ght ride ahead to a roadhouse and see if a new wheel can be bought, if | can
have the | oan of your mare."

Instantly suspicion flashed in the girl's eyes. And then died. "WII| he stay
with us?" She | ooked directly at ne.

| sneezed, and regretted it at once.

"Have you caught col d?" the wonan asked. "Poor man, and here we stand in this
wet, nattering on about wheels and wagons." She cast a glance at Del. "W are
grateful for whatever help you can give us. But what can we do for you?"
Noisily, | sniffed. "Make it warm again."

El even

The wonman's nane was Adara. Massou was ten. Cipriana fifteen. They were
Borderers, Adara said, who had left the tiny settlenent but a day's ride from
Harquhal to go north. Adara's husband had been a Northerner, though she herself
was hal f Southron--a typical Borderer, with a | anguage bora of both
cultures--and he had wanted the children reared as he had been reared, know ng
sonmet hing solid of heritage as opposed to a Borderer's pieceneal lifestyle.
Unfortunately, he woul d now never see it: the journey this far had been fraught
with difficulties and he had died but a week before. O the strain, Adara said
qui etly; his heart had given out.

We huddl ed around a tiny fire beneath the rai nbreak Adara stretched out fromthe
end of the wagon and staked, sipping gritty effang tea and getting to know one
anot her before the repair work was begun. (Effang is not one of ny favorite
drinks, but they didn't have any aqgivi and beggars can't be choosers. Qur wi ne
was nearly gone. And at |east effang is Southron.) Massou and Cipriana sat with
their nother between them clearly protecting her as nuch as she protected them
Del and | gave themroom not wanting to trespass any nore than was necessary.
"A week?" | was surprised they had continued on so soon after the nman's deat h.
Al so that they had continued at all

Adara drew in a deep breath. "W considered turning back, of course. But Kesar
had worked so hard to bring us this far that we couldn't di shonor himso."

| looked at the girl, at the boy, at the woman, "It isn't an easy journey," |
said quietly, "not for anyone. Even Del and | recognize the risks."

"And we don't?" Adara was not a neek-tongued wonan, though her tone was

unrel entingly courteous. "W have been robbed tw ce, Sandtiger--once unknow ng,
at night, the other in full daylight. Qur food supplies dwindle daily, our mare
is old and tired, our wagon now |l acks a wheel. Do you think we're blind to these
risks?"

"No," Del said quietly. "What he nmeans is, there are those who are nore able to
accept the risks than others."

Cipriana scraped fair hair back fromher face. "Just because | don't wear a
sword doesn't nean | can't do ny part."

Del didn't smile. "Then why did you |leave it to Massou?"

Ci priana opened her nouth, clanped it shut. It was Adara who answered for her

"I made her give it to him" she said calmy. "A sword is a man's weapon. "

Her children | ooked at Del, hilt poking over a shoulder, who nerely sighed a
little and nodded. "Southron, without a doubt, regardl ess of Border habits.
Well, | conplinment Kesar on desiring freedom of choice for his children."

Color flared in Adara's face. "You have accepted our hospitality--"

"--and | amgrateful, but it doesn't mean | have to believe as you believe," Del
spoke gently. "Wonan, tend your children as you see fit; they are yours, not

m ne. But you should know t hat when a woman undertakes to do things a man
ordinarily does, she should be prepared to act as a man when she nust." Del
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| ooked at the girl. "Ci priana, you have courage and spirit. But if you nmean to

use the staff, you had best learn howto do it."

Next she | ooked at the nother. "You, Adara, should hide a knife in your boot as
wel | as behind your blanket; nen expect panic froma wonan, not forethought. As
for Massou and the sword--" she shook her head, "--a boy wquld do better with a
sling. He can hide, and strike in secret; a nuch nore effective defense."

They stared at her, all three of them struck dunb by her quiet and conpetent

summation. | sipped effang, coughed, turned aside to sneeze. Tears ran down ny
face.
Adara, diverted, smiled. "Poor Tiger," she said. "You are in msery."

"And will be, until |I'm South again." | scowed at Del. "The sun'|ll be down
behi nd the nountai ns soon, bascha. If we're going to see to this wagon, let's
get at it before | start feeling worse."

"Thanks to me."

"Thanks to you." | rose, stretched, cursed inwardly as all ny joints protested.
Massou's curiosity asserted itself. "Wy is she to bl ame?"

"Because it was her fault." | scowl ed at the unbl em shed serenity of Del's
expressi on. Thought about expl ai ni ng how she had nmade nme catch cold, know ng how
it would sound. "Never mnd, Massou... let's just go fix the wagon."

The probl em was sinple enough to repair. It was a matter of fashioning a new
l'inchpin, lifting the wagon hi gh enough to slip the wheel back on, then driving
the linchpin through the wooden axle and pegging it in place. Unfortunately, |
was the one who got to do nobst of the heavy work; even with | everage, nunbers
and willingness, nbpst of the operation called for brute strength.

Whi ch naturally meant me, according to Del; the sardonic observation nade

G priana and Adara | augh, while Massou nerely | ooked at me in perplexity.

| sighed. "Look at your hands and feet, boy. One day you'll be as big as | am
and then they' Il call you brute."

Ginning at Massou's imedi ate inspection of hands and feet, Del exanined the
mare. Cently she checked | egs, hooves--fingering splints and bog spavi ns,
setting fingernails between cracks in the hoof walls, ticking off
infirmties--yet speaking softly all the while. The nmare nosed Del's hair
briefly, then returned to her stupor between the shafts.

Del turned to Adara, brows pulling downward. "How far are you bound?"

"To Kisiri," the woman answered. "My husband's kin are there."

Del tilted her head in consideration, nouth tw sted doubtfully. "Too far, |
think, for this mare. Al the way over Reiver's Pass." She shook her head,
patting the mare's shoul der. Even a passing glance at the ani mal underscored
Del's concern; in addition to the weaknesses Del had found, she was swaybacked,
knock- kneed, too thin--clearly worn down froma journey still in its infancy.
"The Heights will suck the wind out of her and | eave her with nothing to

breat he. "

"She has to last the journey! How el se are we to go?" Adara noved rapidly to the
mare's head, neatly forcing Del to step away. The wonman stroked the age-faded
pi ebal d face and whi spered words of encouragenent. "She is tired, that is all
In the norning she will be better."

"In the norning she night be dead."

Adara turned to Del. "Have you no kind words in your nouth? Mist you strip away
our hope?" She flicked a glance at Ci priana and her brother, both white-faced
and w de-eyed with a sudden conprehension of the possibility of failure, and
what it mght nmean for them "Do you forget | have children to tend?"

Del's tone was gentle, but underneath lay the subtle edge of true-honed steel
"Hiding the truth fromthem hel ps no one. Suckle themon dreanms and fal sehood to
the exclusion of reality and they'll be unprepared for life."

Adara's green eyes narrowed. She was a tall, strong wonman, nore substantial than
Del, and with as rmuch deternination. Beneath wool skirts and long belted tunic
was a firm body accustoned to hardship. It was hardship of a different sort than
Del's, but equally valid.

Uneasily, | looked fromone to the other. | hate it when wonen fight... unless,
as has occasionally happened, they're two cantina girls fighting over nme. This,
however, was different.
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Adara opened her nmouth to answer sharply, paused, glanced briefly at ne.

Reconsi dered her words. She nodified her tone, but the intent remained quite
clear. "Cipriana will one day be a wife, not a warrior. And the nan she tends
will be her husband, a settled man, who has no need of a sword, nor of a wife
who wears one."

"Hoolies." | nmuttered wearily. | found a stunp--wet, of course--and sat on it,
shivering in the danpness. The rain had faded to mist, but the sun had yet to
shine. Everything was soot-gray and sl ate-blue; even the turf, ordinarily a
rich, lively green, was dull and bl otchy, channeled by runnels pouring off
mounds and hummocks and terraces.

oscurely, Del asked, "How old were you when she was born?"

Adara stared. And then answered politely enough, "Fifteen, even as C priana
herself is now," She glanced at the girl, a nother's quiet pride evident in her
smle and the softening of her face. "I had been wed but a nine-nonth, so
clearly the gods bl essed the union."

"Fifteen." Del's expression was masked, but | knew her too well to miss the odd
note in her voice. One of weariness and recollection. "At fifteen, | too dreaned
of a husband and daughter... and a softer sort of life." Her eyes flicked a

gl ance at ne, at Cipriana, at the woman. Her tone hardened. "But the gods saw
fit to give ne a different road."

The Border woman was neither vindictive nor cruel, and did not, thank val hail

di splay the quick-striking dagger of a jealous female's tongue. Plainly she
heard the peculiar note in Del's tone, and it touched her. Hostility spilled

away; her question was very soft. "Is it too late to take another?"
In a clipped, harsh tone, Del answered. "Mich |ater than you know." And then,
abruptly, as if she regretted saying anything at all, she was asking questions

about the remaining food supplies.

Adara sighed. Lines crept back into her face, aging her beyond her thirty years.
"W have what the thieves left us: alittle flour, dates, dried neat, grain for
the mare in case foraging isn't enough... sonme tea and water..." Her head di pped
briefly, then snapped back up. The Border wonan woul d not acknow edge how bad
the telling sounded. "W had a nanny in kid, and another just weaned--"

"--and two hens," Cipriana said hollowy, "with a rooster. In crates." Her face
was solem. "They took themall except the mare; they said she wasn't worth it."
As one, we |ooked at the mare. No, to thieves, she was not. Unless they neant to
eat her, but she was too old and too thin to offer much other than tastel ess

si new and bone.

Del nodded. "Have you coi n?"

Even Massou, young as he was, understood the possibilities in the question. And
m sunder st ood, even as his sister and nother did. | didn't really blane them
they had been hard-used by thieves. There was no reason to trust anyone el se
until we gave it to them

"Nothing left," Adara said sharply. "WI| you take the mare, now?"

Del's tone didn't change, only the end of the question did. "Have you coin to
buy supplies when you reach a settlenment?"

The Borderer's col or deepened. Ashaned, she | ooked at me, still sitting huddl ed
on the stunp. "No," she said very softly. "I thought to sell the mare."

Del shook her head. "She will bring nothing; would a man pay coin for a horse no
one else will steal?" She didn't wait for a protest. "For now, what you need is
fresh nmeat. It won't last, but it will fill the belly tonight and tonorrow
nmor ni ng. " She | ooked at Massou. "Do you know how to set a snare?"

Hi s pinched face brightened. "Oh, yes! My father taught ne," The brightness fel
out of his face as nenory replaced it. Gief renewed, he stared hard at the

ground.
Del's tone was brusquely synpathetic. "Fetch the nmakings, then, and you and
will snare us a neal." She paused. "If your nother doesn't mnd."

That Adara wanted to was plain. But she nade no protest, being a realistic
woman: food had to cone from sonmewhere and soneone; Kesar was cold in the
ground. Instead, she nerely nodded.

Massou stared at Del. "But--you're a wonan. Shouldn't he set the snares?" A
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finger jutted in my direction.

Del 's expression didn't change. "Tiger is ill and needs to rest."

"WIIl you take me as wel | ?" Cipriana asked eagerly, and then shot a stricken
gl ance at her nother. "May |?"

The corner of Del's mouth twitched.

Adara's firmjaw was tight, stretching flesh over bone. | knew what she woul d
say, and why; she would not | ose son and daughter to Del. "It would be best if
you stayed here, Cipriana. A worman prepares the neal." Swiftly, before G priana

coul d express di sappoi ntnment, Adara added, "Perhaps you m ght ask Tiger to tel
you about the Punja and all of the places he has seen."

"But what about nme?" Massou denanded pronptly. "I want to listen, too."

Del's tone was dry. "Don't fret, Massou. He has stories enough for us all, and
for all the days of forever. And he's a hero in every one."

I sniffed pointedly. "Not nuch of one at the nonent."

Adara smiled; Cpriana giggled. Massou | ooked nerely confused.

I nodded thoughtfully. "Now, there was a tine..."

Del turned on her heel and left.

Adara prevail ed upon ne to change clothes, since what | wore was thoroughly
soaked. She unwrapped the renaining bundle | had | ugged up and down Del's
"foothills" and handed nme various pieces of alien clothing, then quietly took
hersel f and her daughter around the side of the wagon while | shinnied out of
wet silk, dhoti and harness.

Unfortunately, cold as | was, | couldn't replace wet clothes with new

i medi ately. There was the problem of figuring out howto put them on
Eventual Iy, muttering violent but indecipherable curses through chattering teeth
(and coughing), | did sort things out, thanks to Adara's quiet explanations from
the other side of the wagon

O something called wool, there were baggy trews that reached to ankles; gaiters
cross-gartered with | eather thongs stretching fromknee to ankle; a |ong-sleeved
undertuni c. The sl eevel ess overtunic was of |eather decorated with silver-tipped
fringe. Low boots replaced ny sandal s.

The wool ens were blue, every last bit, though none was the sane blue, but a
tangl e of brights and darks. The | eather was a uni form bl oody brown. | felt |ike
a pat chwor k man.

I | ooked down at the pile of sodden silk and danp dhoti. On top of both lay mny
sword and harness. | scooped it up and realized that for the first tine in many
years, the harness | eather would no longer cone in contact with nmy flesh. The
Nort hern cl othes were too confining.

Del, | recalled, wore her harness strapped over her |eather tunic. Tinme for ne
to do the sane.
Undoi ng buckles, | came out from behind the wagon. G priana peeped around the

corner, saw | was clothed, giggled and said sonething to her nother nostly in
Nort hern. Col or stood high in her cheeks.

Adara did not | ook at me, but at the nassive sword hilt jutting fromthe sheath.
"I's that a jivatm?" she asked.

| stopped undoi ng and novi ng buckl es. Her face was pale. Even G priana was taken
aback, | ooking frommy face to the sword and back

"What do you know of jivatmas?" | shifted buckles again, deftly |engthening
straps. The sword-wei ghted sheath swung.

"I --ny husband was Northern. He told me a little about the swords, and the
people who wield them" She touched her throat in a betraying gesture of

vul nerability. "Is that a bl oodi ng-bl ade?"

| settled buckles into new places, snapped the straps, hooked arns through, head
and neck, adjusted the fit with a rolling notion of both shoul ders. "For another

man, it was a jivatma," | said quietly. "For ne, it's nerely a sword. And only

tenmporarily, until | can get another."

Adara did not nove her head. | saw the pul sebeat in her throat. "Then--you are

not a sword-dancer?"

A tug here, pull there... it would take tine for the leather to settle, and for
me to adjust to it over layers of fabric instead of flesh. "I ama

swor d-dancer," | said, "but a Southron one. There is a difference. | don't know
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what your husband told you, but in the South a man with a sword is a man with a
sword, not sone sorcerer who clains a blade that cones to |life when you sing a
song. "

"Sword-singer," Cipriana said clearly, with nore than a little awe.

I frowned. "Well, | suppose the termapplies, in a way--at |east, when it cones
toajivatma.'" | shrugged, dismissing it; reached over ny left shoulder to
snick the blade in its sheath. "But Del and | are sword-dancers."

There was a nonent of icy silence. "Del, too?" Adara was clearly shocked.

Slowmy, | smled. "Wiat did you think she was? A woman who plays with a sword
merely for effect?"
It was a question Del had asked nme once, when | was still blithely convinced she

wasn't what she clained, but nerely a foolish woman on a foolish, futile mssion
to find a young brother stolen by Southron raiders and sold to Southron sl avers.
O course, | had cone to know better

Eventual | y.

Though she mi ght argue ot herw se.

Adara shook her head slowy. "I thought--1 thought--" She broke off. "I don't
know what | thought." So nunbly. "But | know what sword-dancers are, what they
do..." Her green eyes were dilated dark. "Do you nean to say she has killed
peopl e?"

It would do no good to deny it. "In the circle and out of it."

"And you?"

"And ne."

Even her lips were white. Dazedly, she asked, "Wat have | brought anbng us?"

| sneezed. Sneezed again. Pressed the heel of a hand agai nst ny heavy head. "For
the monent," | rmunbled thickly, "nothing nore than a m serabl e excuse for a
man." | sniffed loudly and lengthily, "Gods--if you exist--could you just send
me alittle sun--?"

It made Cipriana smle.

The girl's nmother did not.

Twel ve

Adara swung around stiffly and marched across the nuddy little canpsite to where
I'"d left dhoti and burnous piled on the ground. She picked them up, folded them
neatly even though they were wet, and brought them back to ne.

Her tone was awkwardly proper, "We are grateful for the help you' ve given us
with the wagon. But | must ask you to go."

" Go?"

"Co," she repeated firmy. "I will not have ny children w tnessing violence and
mur der . "

Oh, hoolies. "Adara--"

"Just go." Her face--and nind--were closed.

| sighed, knowi ng argunment and expl anation woul d acconplish nothing. |I'd met her
kind before. "Do you mind if | wait for Del?"

She heard the dryness in ny voice, but kept herself fromresponding in kind.
"Until then, yes." Her own words were clipped.

"You should let themstay until norning." Cipriana' s quiet suggestion startled
us both. "They have hel ped with the wagon, and Del is bringing food. The | east
we can do is let themshare our fire for the night."

The girl's nother stared at her. Convictions warred with courtesy. Abruptly, she
thrust the clothing into nmy hands. "G priana--you don't know what they are."

"Swor d-dancers." The girl was natter-of-fact. "lI'mnot blind or deaf, and we are
Borderers. We've all been to Harquhal. |'ve seen sword-dancers before, and so
has Massou." She shrugged. "I've even seen a sword-dance."

"Ciprianal"

"I have." Her eyes were steady. "It wasn't so bad."

| smled. "Most of the tinme, it isn't. Not rmuch nore than an exhibition."
Ci priana nodded. "They were good, those nmen. Father even said they were, but not
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good enough to be ishtoya or an-ishtoya." Pale brows interlocked. "Wat do the
words mean? | asked, but he never told ne."

| looked at Adara, expecting her to cut off the conversation. But she said
nothing at all, nmerely turned away with a rigid spine and knelt down to tend the
fire. Loosened hair, red as copper, fell forward to hide her face. Inpatiently
she thrust it back, mouth set in a thin, hard |ine.

Cipriana waited. Her face was solemn, yet expectant, simlar in bone and
expression to Del's. Both were blonde, blue-eyed, fair-skinned. But there was

i nnocence in the younger girl's eyes, even as there was experience in Del's.

| bent down and tucked dhoti and burnous into the bundle and rolled it up again.

"They are Northern words," | said, tying thongs. "Both nean the sane thing,
basically, which is 'student'--but an-ishtoya is of a higher |evel than

i shtoya. "

A lock of |oose, pale hair, fine as floss, fell forward over a shoul der

Ci priana hooked it behind one ear in a gesture habitual to Del. "Wat are you?"
she asked.

"Me? |'m Southron." | grinned as | rose. "In the South, things are done
differently."

"And Del ?"

"Del is--Del." | shrugged. "It's for her to say."

"Kaidin, is she not?" Adara's voice was nuffled. "She carries a jivatna."

I let that sink in a nonent. "For a worman so opposed to sword-dancers," | said

lightly, "you sure know a | ot about us."
She cast ne a sharp, bright ook of resentnent, as if 1'd offended her by

doubting her intelligence. "I'ma Borderer," she said curtly. "We | earn many
thi ngs out of necessity."
"And survival is one of them" | ducked beneath the rainbreak, squatting by the

fire. "And have you al so | earned--"

But | was never able to finish ny question because Massou cane runni ng down the
nearest slope with sonmething clutched in his hands. Adara rose and turned at
once, slipping out fromunder ropes and rainbreak to tend her son

"Look!" he cried. "Look! See what nearly got nme?" Stretched between both hands
was a thick, dark rope of a snake. It was a pearly, indigo color, slicked with

grayi sh speckles. "It tried to bite nme, tried to kill me, but Del took out her
sword and cut its head right off!" He displayed the headl ess end
enthusiastically, oblivious to the gore. "It tried to bite nme on the armas

bent to lay a snare, but she cut the head off even as it struck!"

The she lie indicated cane quietly down the slope behind him enpty-handed.
Boreal was in her sheath. "The snares are set. By norning, we should have neat."
"She says we can eat this." Diffidently, Massou held the bluish body out to his
nmot her. But Adara ignored him-and the snake--altogether; instead, she stared at
t he woman who had saved the |life of her son

"Bl uesnake." Del said briefly. "Better by far than cunfa." She ducked beneath
the rai nbreak, squatted to pour tea, glanced at me over the rim Her brows
clinmbed slowy up. "A Northerner has joined us."

| sighed. "Yes, well, everything else was wet."

"I't's why | bought them" Del agreed blandly. "The farther north we go, the
colder it gets. You'll be glad of the furs, too, once we reach Reiver's Pass."
Massou was still full to bubbling over of his experience, wanting to share it
with everyone, but particularly with his nother. "You should have seen nme!" he
exclainmed. "I was all bent down to set the snare--just like this--" He bent,
flopping the dead snake in the nud "--and there it was, just waiting, all coiled
up and reared back. It would' ve bit ne, too, but Del saw it and zlipp! --cut its
head right off!"

Ci priana, having inspected the kill, nmade a face of bored distaste.

"You didn't |ook beforehand, Massou." Del was quietly reproving. "The world is
treacherous if you don't pay attention.”

Briefly chastened, he nodded, though deaf to the nuances in her tone. And he was
too excited to pay nind to the words for long. Clearly he no | onger judged Del
unfit to set snares or anything else that was ordinarily a man's concern; in his
eyes, she had earned her place in a masculine world. "After it was dead, Del
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said we could eat it. | wanted to keep the head, but she said it wasn't a
trophy. She said a man shoul d never be proud of his failures."” Blue eyes were
fixed on me. "She said you wear a string of claws around your neck, but it's a
proper keepsake because you saved your people froma sandti ger who was eating
all the children,"

I looked at Del. Her expression was sanguine. "Well, yes--so | did." | reached
beneath all the |l eather and wool and pulled the string of claws free, hearing
the famliar click and rattle. Sonehow, before the boy's disconcertingly direct
gaze, | couldn't enbellish the story. But neither could | entirely ignore an
opportunity. "Someone had to do it, and there | was."

"WAs it hard?"

| tapped ny cheek. "Hard enough, and dangerous. See these scars?"

"The sandtiger did that?"
"It's where | got ny nane.
i medi at el y.

"Got your nanme?" Cipriana frowned. "Didn't you have a nane?"

I glanced at Del, who clearly was sorry she'd said anything at all. W'd both
been al one too long, or only with one another; we had forgotten how direct
children can be. How demandi ng--and deservi ng--of sinple honesty.

| drewin a breath. "You're a Borderer," | said evenly, "Wat do you call

sl aves?"

"Chul a," she answered pronptly. And then covered her nouth with her hand.
Massou's bl ue eyes were huge. "You were a slave once?"

Even Adara waited. Del sipped tea.

"Once," | answered quietly, "a very long tine ago."

They stared, all three of them Just stared. | found it disconfiting and
otherwise irritating, although | knew they didn't do it to offend ne. And |
suppose | even understood it: here | was, professional sword-dancer, freely

Sai d casual ly enough, and regretted al nost

admtting | had been a chula. In the South, slaves are |less than chattel, |ess
than human, and to illustrate it slaves are never naned. So, when | had killed
the cat, 1'd taken on his nane, to illustrate ny new found and hard-won freedom
Adara's green eyes had the unfocused | ook of soneone |ost in recollections.
Then, slowy, she turned fromne to Del. "And you?" she asked. "Wre -you al so
a--"

"--chul a?" Del shook her head. "Northerners don't keep slaves."

"Then..." Adara's glance flicked down to the fire and held. "I should not ask."
"No, you shouldn't." Del's tone was quiet. "But you have, and so | wll tell you
this much: | chose ny life just as you chose yours... and | nake no judgnents
when others take a different road than mne."

Adara's head snapped up. "I have children to protect!"

A muscle ticked in Del's left cheek. "Yes. OF course."

"If you had children--"

Del overrode her snoothly. "If | had children," she said with quiet clarity, "I
woul d teach themto think for thensel ves."

Wi te-faced, Adara | ooked at her children. First at Cpriana, clothed in gray
wool, no longer a girl but not quite a wonan; at Massou, a boy, in brown, stil
clutching his thick-bodi ed snake. Towheaded, bl ue-eyed children, show ng their
father's heritage. | knew she bal anced Del's words agai nst her own convictions,
wei ghi ng past behaviors, past pronouncenents. O her children, neither said a
word, not unaware of the tension singing between the two wonen, but al so not
knowi ng how to respond.

And then the tension faded out of Adara, replaced with resignation. "I will
prepare the snake."
"I can do it." Del's offer was neant to help settle ruffled feathers

Adar a understood. She smiled crookedly. "No. Your task was to catch the neal;
mne is to prepare it." There was dryness in the Border wonan's tone, as if she
regretted the ordering of the tasks, but no hostility. She took the snake from
her son. "Cipriana, will you help ne?"

The girl opened her nmouth, clearly torn; there were things she wanted to ask the
two strangers with swords on their backs. But she said nothing at all to either
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of us, merely nodded and went to her nother.

Adara did not turn away at once. Obscurely, she asked, "Do you understand?"
"Yes," Del said, "but you should understand that we are not the eneny."

Adara shoved fallen hair away from her face with the back of a callused right
hand. "Sonetines," she said softly, "it's so very hard to tell."

W ate Massou's snake, talked a little, went to bed. Adara and the children
slept in the little wagon, while Del and | bedded down outside, a little apart
fromthe wagon. The night air nmade me cough; | buried nmy head in goathair and
tried to still my |ungs.

Del stirred against ne. "Your cough is getting worse."

| freed ny mouth fromgoathair. "Am | keepi ng you awake?"

"Well, I'"'mnot asleep... what do you think?" And then she sighed, heavily, and
hitched a hip higher on ny thigh, pressing her spine against my belly. "No. It
isn't you. It's nme. |I'mdoing something | swore |'d never do."

| waited. She didn't answer at once. Eventually, | gave in and asked what it
was.

Pal e hair was silver in the darkness. | could see little of her face. "I'm
thinking," she said wearily. "Thinking about--"

"--how t hings m ght have been," | finished. "Wndering what kind of person you

woul d be, and what you mnight be doing."

She was silent a nonent. Then, "Don't you?"

"Wbnder about you, or ne?"

"Both. "

| smiled into her hair. "Never."

Del stiffened, then thrust herself up and over, settling back down beneath
bl ankets to face ne this tinme. Blue eyes bored into nine. "Never?"

"I know what |'d be, bascha. A chula, or maybe dead. Probably dead; |'d have
killed soneone for ny freedom and the Sal set would have killed ne."

"If they'd caught you."

"They m ght have. Although Sul a probably woul d have given ne food and water and

hel ped nme to escape... and paid for it eventually, if they'd found out."
Del sighed. "A strong woman, Sul a. She woul d have risked her life for you."
Sula. | hadn't thought of her in nonths, although it had been only six or so

since I'd seen her. Del and | had been left for dead in the Punja, intended as
Sun Sacrifices, but the Sal set had rescued us. An odd thing, that; half a
lifetime before they had tried to kill ne. But then I'd been a chula, and
unwort hy of a nane.

Except Sula had given nme one. She had given ne dignity.

A d nenories hurt. | shoved them away and resorted to ny custonary tone. "I
inspire that kind of |loyalty. Look at you, Delilah."

Del said something obscene. | |aughed, then had to stifle another round of
coughi ng.

Her fingers were cool on ny wist. "Am| wong to do what | do?"
"Just because Adara thinks you are doesn't mean you are."
"I'"'m not asking Adara. | know what she thinks. |'m asking the Sandti ger.

I snorted. "I'ma fine one to ask. W share a profession, bascha... and other
things as well." | paused significantly. "Sometimes, that is. Wen |loki aren't
around. "

Del sighed and shut her eyes. "Can't you ever be serious?"

"I"'mserious nost of the tine. As for you--"

"What do you want in a woman, Tiger?"

I froze. "Wat?"

"What do you want in a woman?" She hitched herself up on an el bow. "A soft,
hel pl ess thing, requiring your protection? O a woman |ike Elamain was, hungry
for constant beddi ng?" She sighed a little, |ooking over ny shoul der toward the
wagon. "Do you want a wonan who cooks for you, cleans for you, bears you
countless children... do you want a wonan |ike Adara?"

"Yes," | answered pronptly.

Her eyes canme back to nme. "Which? Like Adara?" Surprise flickered in her tone.
"No. Like all of them™

Del's nouth twisted. "You want three wonen. VWay am | not surprised?”
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I grinned. "You don't understand nen, bascha."

"No," she agreed dryly, "I have net few exanples worth the trouble of |earning.”
| ignored that. "There are tines when softness in a worman appeals to ne. There
are tinmes when an appetite like Elamain's rouses nme. There are tinmes when

think about raising a fanmily. And there you are, bascha--all three wonen, but

preferably in one body. | really don't want a harem .. too nuch trouble when you
nove. "

She was not in the nood for flippancy. "Have you any chil dren?"

"Probably somewhere; | haven't been celibate. But none that |'mcertain about."

"And does it bother you, that you may have sired sons and daughters but don't
know who--or what--they are?"

I groaned and rolled onto ny back, scratching at ny forehead. "I don't know,
Del. | never think about it."

Her voice was soft. "Never?"

| scowed into the darkness. "If | worried about all the children | may or may
not have sired, |I'd have tinme for nothing else."

"But if you died, Tiger... if you died with no son or daughter, there would be
no one left to sing the songs of you."

"Songs?" | cast her a suspicious scow. "Wat songs, bascha?"

Del tightened the bl ankets around her shoulders. "In the North, it is famly
customto sing songs of those who have gone before. Wen an old one dies--or
even a newborn baby--kinfolk gather to honor that person with songs and

feasting."
I frowned. "You sure sing alot in the North. Sing to your sword, sing to your
dead ..." | shook ny head and stared up at the stars. "I'm a Sout hroner, Del

There is no one to sing for nme."
"Yet," she said distinctly, as if it made a difference.

| smled, |aughed, gave in. "Yet," | agreed. "Now may | go to sleep?"

Thirteen

| felt it before | knewit. An itch and tickle all over ny body, teasing arns
and | egs, nmy scalp, even across ny belly. | sat up, swearing, and tore the

bl ankets off.

"Tiger--?" Del, blurry-toned; | was on ny feet.

"I don't know," | said. "I don't know-"

And then, abruptly, | did. | recalled the sensation too well.

| scooped up ny sword and drew it, scraping it out of the sheath.

Del knew better than to question nme again. She was on her feet, like nme; wide
awake, |ike me, unsheathing her own bl ade.

| pointed toward the saddl e slung between two slanting hills. The track was hard
to see. "There," | said clearly.

"l see nothing, Tiger."

"It's there. It's there." And it was; | could feel it. Creeping relentlessly
over the saddle. Dribbling down the track, heading unerringly for the wagon
"Wake themup," | told her, "but have themstay in the wagon. | want themin one

pl ace, not scattered to the wi nds."

The ol d piebald nmare nickered uneasily, testing the weight of her line. |
recalled the flight of Del's speckled gelding and the | oss of ny own stud.

Del went to the wagon in silence, parted the woven hangi ngs, said sonething
quietly. | heard Adara's stifled outcry, Cpriana' s rising tone, Massou's
excited voice. And then | was by the wagon, near the shafts, waiting for the
arrival

Sonething fluttered deep in ny belly. Fear, a little, but nostly an odd,
frustrated anger, that sonmething could offer such threat and | didn't know what
it was.

I could see nothing at all, save the silhouette of the saddle. Beyond it lay the
sky and stars, and bl acker shadows yet. "Hoolies ..." | nuttered uneasily, "I
wi sh we were in the desert."
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"They' || stay." Del slipped into place beside ne. "Wat can you tell ne, Tiger?"
"Don't you feel it, bascha?"

"No. Not hing."

It made ne feel even worse. How coul d somet hing so strong go unnarked by Del ?
"Right there," | said sharply, and suddenly there it was.

There they were: four nen on horseback, riding down the track. Little nore than
shapel ess shadows, bl ackest bl ack, shrouded in cloaks or burnouses. The horses
they rode were soundl ess.

"I don't like it, bascha."

"Tiger--1ook!"

| squinted, even as she did, using a hand to shield ny eyes, for the sudden
firelight was blinding. It exploded behind each of the riders, crowning the
saddl eback, and rmade them sil houettes instead of nen.

"Ah, booties," | grow ed, disgusted, as each of them bared a sword.

Horses are afraid of fire. It nmakes themcrazy. It nmakes them stupid. It makes
themdo silly things. But these four horses were untouched by the blaze behind
them or the flanmes dancing on each of the bl ades held so precariously near their
heads. They just kept coming, in an eerie, uncanny sil ence.

And then they began to run

"Del," | said lightly, "now might be a good time for you to start singing. W'l
need every advantage we can get."

Del sang, and the horses canme on, exhaling snoke. Swords bl azed like brands in

t he night.
The riders split up, driving in four directions. Two dropped back, outfl anked
the others, circled the wagon. The swords were torches in their hands, lighting

four faniliar faces

Four dead faces; we had already killed themonce. But sonehow they |ived again.
Del's song wavered. Breath caught in her throat, then ran raggedly out of her
mout h. "Tiger--do you see--?"

"l see, bascha. Keep singing."

She didn't. "Howis it possible?"

"It's not. At |east, not without using nmagic." | swallowed heavily. "You beat
them once, Del. | know you can do it again."

"But | cut themto pieces, Tiger! These are whole nen!"

Whol e men, each of them coning down fromthe Northern sky. Swathed again in
Sout hron sil ks, baring blazing Southron bl ades, nouthing Southron words. But
everyt hi ng was soundl ess.

How is it possible?

"Never mind," | said grimy. "The trick is to win again."
"Loki," Del breathed. "It has to be the |Ioki. They are powerful enough."
"To stitch themtogether again?" | drewin a deep breath. "Then let's take them

apart--again."

"Last tinme they were nen."

This time they were not.

"Sing," | said fervently. "Sing for all you're worth."

Loki, men, whatever, they knew how to handl e swords. And did so very well,

whi ppi ng in, whipping out, playing with us on the run. Del and | were forced
back agai nst the wagon, then cut away fromit, herded |ike m ndl ess sheep. But
we fought back with all our skill, tantalizing the mounted nmen, until their gane
becane | ess than a ganme and nore |ike an execution

| heard the old mare scream | snatched a glance out of the corner of ny eye and
saw a flam ng sword cut her rope. She spun awkwardly, staggered two steps, went
down heavily. She did not nobve again.

My world was little nore than noise and flane. | snelled fire and the stink of
decaying flesh, the tang of sweat-soaked wool, the salt of sweat-caked | eather
Bl ades rang on blades, filling the air with swordsong; the sweetest sound

know, and by far the deadliest.

| gasped, sucked air, wheezed, coughed, spat mucus out of my nouth. Tried to
turn back the two swords that cane at ne tinme and tine again. Looked for Del,
saw her engaging two flam ng swords, and knew that no matter who--or what--our
opponents were, living or resurrected, they also were nore than a little deadly.
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I never touched flesh with my sword. Not even horseflesh. | couldn't get close
enough, beat off by blazing steel. And then one of them nade a m stake; he cane
alittle too close. | swng, cut, tore through, and the horse di sappeared into
smoke.

"Del!" | cried. "They're not real!"

"--real enough,"” she panted.

"Duck the swords and go for the horses. None of the nounts are real, just

specters nmade out of snoke."

I"l'l give the girl this much, she does know how to listen. In a nonment another
was unhorsed, left to ride nothing but snoke, which left us with two stil

mount ed. The men on foot approached, but now they were vul nerable.

More than that, in the end; the men on foot were falling apart.

Pi ece by piece, things dropped away. An arm a head, a hand. The stink of them
nearly choked ne.

Two were whol e, and nounted. One cane for nme, the other targeted Del. Watever
el se they were, they weren't fazed by the behavior of their conrades. Their

m nds were fixed on us.

One cane riding. | ducked, spun, swung back, trying to notch a hock. But the
rider set the horse back on his heels and rolled left, swinging his flamng
sword. | ducked, but not enough; sonething bathed ny left armin pain.

I don't know what | shouted. Undoubtedly sonething obscene. But for the nonent |
was one-arnmed, handling the sword with only one hand as well. It was nade for a
two-handed grip and that's what |1'm accustonmed to. The bal ance was off, | was
off, my armwas nearly off.

I heard Del's grunt of effort, followed by an outcry, | tried to | ook, could
not; the rider was on nme again.

| slipped. Went to one knee. Tried to scrabble up, to lurch aside, but the
footing was treacherous. | saw the blade swing down at ny head, tried to bl ock
it with my useless left arm heard soneone scream behi nd ne.

Hool i es, bascha, not you--

Not Del. G priana.

| flattened, rolled, cane up in tine to see her jamthe end of her quarterstaff
into the horse's chest, then brace the butt agai nst the wagon to support the
staff as well as she could. The horse spitted hinself, bled snoke instead of

bl ood. Then wi sped into nothi ngness.

The rider |anded, grinned, fell down, broke into pieces on the ground. The sword
no | onger blazed, but was dead, cold steel

Four feet away, Del severed the |ast horse's throat. And then we were al one,
wavi ng of f snoke, except for C priana.

She sucked in harsh, gasping breaths. There was bl ood spattered on her face, but
none of it was hers. Wat she wore was m ne.

"Cipriana." | grunted, heaved nyself up, staggered over to her. "Cipriana, it's
over. Over." | wenched the staff out of rigid hands. "No nore need for this."
Enpty hands clawed for the staff, found air, then nasked her face fromne. In
the wagon, | heard sobbing. Not Massou's: Adara's.

It made ne oddly angry. The wonman cried for a daughter who had acquitted herself
quite well. Better than crying, she might cone outside instead and see what that
daught er had done.

"Tiger." It was Del, at ny side, touching a charred sleeve. "Tiger, let ne see."
"What ? That?" | tried to shrug the arm away, hissed and wi shed | hadn't.
"Hool i es, bascha, what are you doi ng?"

"Looking," she said firmy. "Hold still--" She tore wool; her face was grim
"Well, one thing for burning swords--the wound is cauterized. About all we need
to do is clean it, bandage it... it ought to heal well enough."

My mind was on Cipriana, still hidden behind her hands. "Ci priana, you did well.

You saved nmy life. No sense in shutting it out."

"She'll be fine," Del said flatly. "Can we get this taken care of ?"

"I'"ll be fine." | touched Cipriana's shoulder. "Bascha, it's all right--" And
then | stopped short, because Del had gone quite still.

Oh, hoolies, why the slip of the tongue?
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| started to say sonething, anything, but coughing got in the way. | bent over,
braced nysel f agai nst the wagon, brought up gouts of rmucus. My chest was tearing
apart.

Through the hacking and retching, | heard Massou say the mare was dead. Sonehow

it didn't surprise ne. And | hurt too much to care

"Adara," Del said quietly, "can you nmake himtea?"

| stopped coughi ng. Whispered. "No nore of that stuff. 1'd rather have aqivi."
Del put a hand on ny brow. "You're hot."

"Best put himin the wagon." Adara's voice. "He'll be warnmer in there."

"Don't need warnth," | protested in a croak. "Bascha, can you whistle up a
storn? One of those Northern snowstormnms?"

"No," Del said firmy, and steered me toward the back of the wagon

"I's he all right?" G priana asked, forgetting her own ordeal

"He will be," Del remarked, "once he's had sone sleep. First the cold and now a

wound. .. even sandtigers need tine to recover."

"Hoolies, Del--1"mfine."

"Your lungs roar like a bellows, you croak |ike you've eaten steel, your arm was
carved open and burned. You are not fine, Tiger... and you'll thank us in the
nor ni ng. "

I knew better. But | also knewthat |I hurt inside and out. Shutting nmy teeth on
curses, | crawed into the wagon and stretched out ny bulk on the pallet. The
interior was hardly | arge enough for all of me; | wondered how in hoolies Adara
and her children managed to get any sleep

Painfully, | turned over onto ny back. Blinked dazedly at the opening with its
woven cloth curtain pulled back. | saw blonde hair, blue eyes, concern
"Bascha- - ?"

"Maybe, " Del said dryly. "Which one of us did you want?"

Silence, | decided hastily, was the better part of valor

Fourteen

I was in the Punja. In a hyort. Bathed in heat and sweat and stink

| stirred. Tried to talk. A cool, callused hand touched nmy nouth gently,

qui eting ny nmunbles, and | subsided into silence.

I knew | had killed the sandtiger. But he had also nearly killed ne. My face was
alive with pain; venomran through ny veins and set ny flesh afire

But | was still alive. And now | was free as well

| stirred. Surely the shukar woul d see his way clear to giving ne freedom now.
How coul d he deny it? | had killed the beast that had killed so many of us--no,
not us; | amnot a Sal set, being nerely chul a--and now the tribe would have to
reward ne for it. They would have to, and the reward | craved was freedom

The reward | demanded was freedom

CGods of val hail, hounds of hoolies--would they give it to me at |ast?

My Iips were parched; | licked them Tried to wet them and found ny nouth too
dry. Al of nme was too dry, until a cool hand with a danpened cl oth bathed mny
face, ny neck, ny chest, dipped to belly and paused. | heard an indrawn breath.
Sul a?

Thr ough cl osed eyes, | sunmoned her before ne. A young Sal set wonan wth
characteristic coloring: lustrous black hair, golden skin, liquid, dark brown
eyes. Sula was still unmarried but of an age to take a husband; that she hadn't
yet was attributable to ne. And a definite breach of custom | was a chula, she
was not; yet another reason the shukar hated ne. He m ght have taken her for

hi nsel f, although Sul a hersel f woul d have deni ed him

The vision-Sul a wavered, faded, renewed itself. Only this time it wasn't the
Sul a who had gi ven me manhood and dignity; who had argued for ny freedom who
had told me to go when | had fairly won it. This time it was the Sula who had
rescued Del and nme fromthe Punja and brought us back anmong the living. An

ol der, fatter Sula: broad of face, graying of hair, now a widow But still a
worman of enduring strength and courage.
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Del .

And | realized | was dream ng.

"Bascha?" It came out on a broken croak

The hand with the danp cloth spasned against ny flesh, withdrew itself hastily.
"No," she said, "it's Adara."

Adara. | opened ny eyes. And realized how far |1'd gone in ny dreans.

I was in the wagon, the little horsel ess wagon, stuffed full of Borderer

bel ongi ngs. Adara knelt next to me, though there was hardly room and held a
danmpened cloth in both hands. Fingers tw sted and knotted it, then snoothed it
out to begin again. Bits of red hair straggled down the sides of her neck,
caught in sweat against flesh. Her face was sheened with it. She w ped her brow
with the back of an arm

A handsone wonan, Adara. And strong, in her own way, though a bit blind about

swords and dancing. "Here," she said, "I have water."
It was tepid, tasting of goatskin bota. But | sucked it down, savoring the
wet ness, and felt my throat come alive again. | thanked her and pushed it away.

"l have apol ogies to nmake," she said quietly.

| raised both brows.

"l have been too harsh with the children. | have been rude to you and Del."

| drewin a deep breath. "I just figured you had your reasons."

"I do. | did." She sighed and shredded the cloth again. "My husband was a

swor d- dancer . "

Part of nme was surprised. Part of ne wasn't at all

Adara, avoiding ny eyes, stared at rigid hands. "He came down fromthe North to
the border, to our settlenment; a strong blond giant, and ny heart was |ost at
once. | was barely fifteen--he was ol der by twenty years, but sonmehow t hat
didn't matter. | wanted himfor ny husband. But he was a man who |ived by the
sword, and | feared he would die by it also." Her mouth was thin and fl attened,
hardening the set of her jaw "I nmade himgive it up."

" How?"

"By giving hima choice: the woman or the circle. Kesar chose the worman."

"And you' ve raised your children accordingly."

"Yes." Her gaze, now raised, was unflinching. Geen as ny own; as a sandtiger's.
"I wanted G priana to have a softer life than I, and | wanted Massou never to
take up the sword."

"Wanted," | said clearly. "Now you' ve changed your mni nd?"

Adara drew in a deep, noisy breath. "Wat Del has said is true. | can't hide ny

children fromlife, and life is rarely kind. So |'ve told Massou and Cipri ana,
if she wants, to |earn what they can fromyou and Del, because one day they may
need it."

And maybe sooner than she'd like. But at |east she'd give thema chance.
"Water," | croaked.

Adara passed ne the bota. "Your fever has broken. Wth sleep and food and rest,
you shoul d recover soon."

| grunted, handing back the bota. "I'Il be up in the norning."

"No, probably not." Adara tucked the bota away. Her manner was oddly hesitant,
yet also distinctly deternined. "You and Del are--bonded?"

"Not formally." Bonding was a Border narriage custom "Not even infornmally,

really... we just ride together."

"And- - sl eep together."

"Well, yes. Usually." | sighed and scratched ny scars, thinking about nmy arm
which felt strangely nunb. "At the nonent, it might be difficult . , . and Del's
afraid of |oki."

"I amnot," Adara said. Cearly and distinctly.

Thoughtfully, | looked at her. Didn't say a word.

She lifted her chin and nmet ny gaze. "My husband was often unable, once his
heart weakened. So--it has been a long tine."

I knew what it had taken her to say the words. In the South, wonen never
initiate such things; it's for the nan to do. Adara was a Borderer and therefore
somewhat freer, and undoubtedly a Northern husband had al so contributed, but all
the sane it was an interesting--and courageous--proposition
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And one | didn't particularly desire, Del being nore than enough
But how in hoolies do you tell a wonman no?

In the end, | didn't have to. Adara knew it instinctively. For a nonent she shut
her eyes, then opened them again. Col or bathed her cheeks, but she wasn't

hum liated. "I know," she said quietly, wthout excess enption. "I amonly a
Borderer. A wonman who bears and raises children and lives in a single place. The
sun has sucked the softness fromny flesh and puts spots on ny face. | have no
gift with weapons, and | cry when | should fight back, and | couldn't wield a
sword if ny life depended on it. |I'mnot the woman for you."

"You were the worman for Kesar."

"But | made himchange." She hated herself for it, now

I thought about what Del had said. How she had wondered if | wanted a softer
worman, a wonan with different appetites, with different needs in life. A woman
| i ke Adara. And now anot her woman asked the sane question, although the

wor ds--and who said them-were different.

I wondered if every wonan alive wanted the life she didn't live

The life she couldn't live

Hool i es, what a curse.

"Il get Del," Adara said, and slipped quietly out of the wagon.

Del cane. She | eaned agai nst the wagon and peered in at nme, hair hooked behind
her ears. She was beginning to | ose her tan, turning creany pale again. "So,"
she said, "it lives."

"More or less." My throat hurt, and nmy chest, but at |east ny head was clearing
"How | ong have | been asl eep?”

"Off and on, for four days."

"Four days!" | frowned. "It was only a little cut, and burned closed, |ike you
said."

"Was," she agreed. "But those were |oki-touched swords, and the wound turned
bad. | opened it and drained it."

I twisted ny head and inspected the arm pressing chin into shoulder. It was al
wrapped up in cloth, but snelled clean enough. "Four nore days |ost, then."

Del shrugged. "Four nore, six nore... what does it matter? If | count each day
as a notch on ny funeral stick, I'lIl die of senseless worry."

She sounded cal m enough. "But, bascha--tine is running out."

"Time does that." Del |eaned in, snagged the bota, unplugged it and drank

deeply. "Wen you're fit, we'll have to portion out the food and necessary

bel ongi ngs, then go ahead on foot."

"Bel ongi ngs?" | frowned. "W ve been |ugging ours along well enough. Wy change
now?"

"Not ours. Theirs." She shrugged. "They no | onger have a horse."

I blinked. "You nean--you want the five of us to travel together?"

Del tossed the bota back. "It's been nearly six years since | came down the
Traders' Road. Roadhouses and settlenents nove even as we nove; | don't know
them anynore. But | do know if we | eave the Borderers here w thout protection,
telling themhelp lies over the hill, they could all wind up dead."

| suppose I'd known that ever since we'd net up with them But sonehow |'d
assuned we'd go on after helping themw th the wagon. Now that hel p was

poi ntless; without a horse to pull it, they couldn't take the wagon.

"I told themto pack up what they need, once you're out of the way," Del said.
"I told themthey can buy a horse at the next settlenent, and another wagon, but
to consider this one gone." She stroked the wooden franme. "And it will be, by
the tinme they have another. Thieves will strip this one clean, |ike carrion, and
use the wood for burning.”

"They don't have nobney for a horse and wagon."

"We do." Her tone was level. "I took the coin off the borjuni."

I contenplated her expression. | knew Massou reni nded her of her brother, just
as Cipriana rem nded nme of a younger, nore innocent Del. And | suppose, in the
back of my mind, | hadn't ever really considered | eaving them behind... at

| east, not seriously.
"What's the matter, Del?"
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Her face was stark. "I brought them Tiger. The loki. Wen | got so upset in the
valley... remenbering nmy famly--" She shrugged, oddly vulnerable. "It's what
draws them strong enmotion. If | hadn't |ost control--"

"I't doesn't matter," | told her. "W defeated them didn't we? W drove the | ok
away. "

"Maybe." She didn't sound convinced.

"And now we nust deal with the Borderers." | nodded. "Mre delay, bascha.”

"Yes," Del agreed, "but what else can we do?"
Wi ch had al so been ny answer, the tines |'d thought about it.

Fifteen

"First, there is the circle." Del pointed at the curving line drawmn so carefully
inthe turf. "And then there is the sword." She unsheat hed Boreal. "Lastly,
there is the dancer." She stepped over the Iine and into the circle, to stand in
the very center. "This is the sword-dancer's world."

| looked at two fierce, solemm faces. Northern faces, both, creamfair and
snoot h, unmarred by a Sout hron sun. They'd |left before it could bake them
Massou and Cipriana had taken to Del's | essons with a vengeance, sucking up
everything she told themand locking it away. For a purpose, too; Del had a
habit of asking them always when | east expected, to repeat what she had taught
them WIllingly they would: Massou so quick and eager, Ci priana nore reserved.
But she renenbered everything, while Massou sonetinmes forgot.

We had left the wagon behind and headed north on foot. My fever was gone, ny
head unstuffed, npbst of the coughing abated, but | felt the stiffness in ny
bones. Surrounded by four who were younger than |, unappreciative of the

weat her, | was feeling distinctly old and generally abused.

In five days, we had devel oped a routine. Everyone carried his share w thout
complaint, up the hills and down them w nding around the track, quietly
accepting the burdens of the journey no matter how nmuch he wanted to speak.
Adara was accustomed to hardship and adapted very well; her children, though
used to having a father do things for them nonethel ess were young enough to

|l ook on it as an adventure. Massou had the boundl ess energy and ent husi asm of
all boys his age. His sister wanted to pl ease the adults, needing our approval
In late afternoons, we halted, and then the | essons began

Adara said nothing as, day by day, her children | earned the arts of the dance.
Much of it was ritual, not an exercise of death; Del was careful in her phrasing
and cut short Massou's occasional |apses into bloodthirsty di scussions. She was
honest with them answering all their questions, but she taught themto honor
the dance and not glory in violence.

They had only their father's sword, and so they took turns. Del could not |oan
them Boreal, and | didn't extend themthe opportunity to try Theron's sword.
Ever since 1'd stuck it in the ground, only to have that ground explode, I'd
been careful to keep it away fromeveryone. Del had said it wasn't truly keyed,
not |like Boreal, but | didn't want to take a chance on injuring boy or girl.
One by one, they had their | esson. And then Massou, stepping out of the circle,
| ooked with bright eyes to me. "Wy don't you dance with Del ?"

I was sitting on a hunp of ground, observing their education. "I dance all the
tinme with Del."

Cpriana's smle was sly. "W nean--with a sword."

I slanted her a bal eful glance. She reddened, giggled, then drew herself up
straight. Fifteen years old, was Cipriana; not a girl, but neither a wonan
Caught somewhere in between, yet fighting the constraints

Hoolies, that's all | needed.

Del's smile was hooked down one corner of her mouth. "Wy don't you, Tiger? You
coul d use the conditioning."

Yes, well, | could. The cold and armwound had laid nme | ow and | hadn't danced
intoo long. It was past time | put in sone practice, no matter how good | was.
So | sighed, heaved nyself up, and pulled Theron's sword out of the sheath.
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Massou's grin split his face as he spoke the traditional invitation. "Step into
the circle."

"I"'mgoing, I'mgoing." | went, stepping over the curving line, and saw Del's
pecul i ar expression. "Bascha?"

It faded al nost at once. "Nothing," she said, "are you ready?"

Probably not. | wore too many clothes and ny joints were too stiff. The day was
danmp, though not rainy, but 1'd found it didn't natter. My bones hated the
Nor t h.

"Spar or dance?" | asked. There is a decided difference.

"Spar," she said. "I don't think you're up to dancing."

The turf was danp but not slick, knotted with sprigs and tufts that offered
better footing. Northern boots helped; |1'd have slipped easily in ny sandal s.
"Then let's get to it, bascha."

I"lI'l admit it, | was lazy. Lazy and out of shape. Sword-dancing requires daily
physi cal and nmental work, and |'d done neither lately. So when Del canme at ne,
supple and strong, | wasn't ready for her

Two qui ck engagenents, and she'd forced ne out of the circle.

Massou's eyes were huge. "Ch, Tiger!"

Hoolies, you'd think he'd bet noney on ne! Cipriana said nothing at all

"We're sparring," | pointed out. "Practice isn't for real."

Del was instantly ablaze with indignation. "Have you heard nothing |'ve said?"
she asked. "Have you sat here for five days listening to ne tell ny ishtoya how
to honor the rituals of the circle, and then ignore them yourself?"

| cleared ny throat. "Del--"

"How can you claimyourself a sword-dancer if you don't take it seriously?" Her
hostility was inspiring. "How can you di shonor your an-kaidin so easily?"

"Shodo," | said coolly. "In the South, the naster's a shodo."
"Shodo, kaidin, an-kaidin--do you think | care for names?" She stepped to the
edge of the circle. "I care about living and dying, Tiger, and how to uphold the

honor of mny an-kaidin."

"The same an-kaidin you killed."

It stopped her cold, of course; |I'd expected it to. Col or washed out of her face
so fast | thought she might faint. But she held her ground, staring rigidly,
though | think she was blind to ne.

Massou was open-nout hed, Cipriana pale. Neither said a word.

"Yes," she said finally, "but at |east he was worth the dance."

That did it. Wth pointed deliberation, | stepped over the nuddy |ine and back
into the circle. "Fine," | said, "let's do it."

No nmore sparring. W danced, Delilah and I. On a danp, turf-soaked hillside in
the downl ands of the North. | forgot the children watched. | forgot Adara

wat ched. | forgot | was out of shape. | renenbered only the habits |I'd been
taught so | ong ago.

Swordsong filled the canpsite, the clash and cl angor of magi cked steel. Del
didn't key and | couldn't, so the blades remained unlit, but silver was nore
than enough. It threw up a blinding curtain in the setting of the sun

Beneat h the noi se of the swords was a contrapuntal sound. | wheezed a little,
sucking in air, and Del nuttered to herself. It was a constant racket from both:
gasps, grunts, in- and exhal ations, the | ow voi ced undertone of the wonan.

As the dance progressed, Del's noise gained volunme. And | realized she wasn't
really nuttering, instead she was instructing. She was comrenting on ny style,
on ny techni ques, grudgi ngly approving or broadly disapproving.

"What in hoolies--" | gasped, "--are you doi ng?"
"You're slow... you're slow... your style is too sluggish--"
"Hool i es, woman--1've been sick--"

"And you coul d be dead--"

Step, skip, junp.

"--1 thought this was only practice--"
"e-it o is--"

"--1 thought we were only sparring--"
"--we are--"

Feint, slash, withdraw
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"--you never did this before--"

"--you never needed it, Tiger--"

"--and now | do?--"

"--you do. You've gotten sloppy, Tiger."

Sl oppy. Sl oppy.

Take this for sloppy, bascha.

"--better, Tiger--better--"

And this, too.

"--much better, Tiger. Don't stop now-"

Hool ies, the woman would kill nme. And it would have nothing to do with her
swor d.

"--if you hadn't unl eashed that banshee-storm |'d never have gotten sick--"
Duck, skip, tw st.

"--oh, | see--we're going to blame ne for this--"

"--if it weren't so thrice-cursed cold--"

"--this is not cold, Tiger--"

Boreal kissed ny throat.

"--hoolies, Del, that's cl ose--"

"--and | shouldn't have gotten through... blane only yourself, Tiger--"

Bl ane this, bascha

Except | missed. And Del, as usual, didn't.

Ah, hoolies... it hurt.

"Tiger?" Del knelt in boot-torn turf as | slowy sat up. "Tiger--is it bad?"
Carefully, | felt the slice on ny jaw. Not a |lot of blood. Mstly injured pride.
"My armhurts worse." Grudgingly admtting | was fine

Del's brow snmoothed. "I said you were too slow "
"Too slow, too stiff, too old." |I turned nmy head, spat; the dance had dug deep
in nmy chest.

Sonething flickered in blue eyes. Sonething akin to realization and
apprehension. "Do you want to go back, then?"

"Yes." It was apprehension; | sawit. "But not until we're done."
Her tone was uneven. "Done with what?"

"Wth whatever you have to do."

Rel i ef was a tangible thing, though she fought hard to hide it. "I"'msorry. |
was angry. | forgot about your arm™

| stood up slowy, feeling nmy chest. "Maybe it's what | needed."

Del stood too, turning to face her students. "I was wong," she told them
plainly. "I was angry. Anger is bad in the circle."

Massou's face was pale. "Could you have killed hinP"
"Yes," Del answered honestly, "or Tiger could have killed ne."

VWell, it was nice of her to say so.

"Coul d you?" Cipriana obviously m ssed not hing.

I bent down and retrieved the sword. "Not today,"” | told her. "Probably not
tomorrow. But maybe the day after that... if I live |ong enough."”

Wthin two days, |1'd joined the lessons as well. | felt the better for it, even

if Del did occasionally forget that | pretty much knew everything she was
teaching. Admittedly our styles are very different, having come fromdifferent
cultures, but there isn't a whole |ot she knows that | don't. (O, to be fair,
the other way around.) At any rate, it was good conditioning and | needed it.
Adara did not trouble me again with any manner of pursuit. | was a little
surprised; didn't she think I was worth it? And didn't a woman expect a nman to
pursue her even if at first she says no?

Except when | thought about it, | realized it mght be a bit difficult. Loki or
no |l oki, Del was always present. It woul d nake any sort of assignation downri ght
i mpossi bl e.

Al though, | reflected, once I'd have tried it regardl ess.

Just for the hoolies of it.

Ci priana cane around nore and nore. Quietly, she asked me to tell her stories.
Real stories, she said, tales of victories in the circle. And so, in the

eveni ngs, as we sat around the fire, | fell into the habit of reciting things
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that had happened before, being very careful not to el aborate. Enbellishnment has
its place, as Bellin the Cat would surely agree, but | felt it best not to nake
me sound too invincible; Massou and Cipriana night believe ne and try to equa

my feats.

And, eventually, | worked ny way around to Del. Wo | ooked back at nme gravely
and did nothing at all to help out.

"These are your stories, too," | pointed out. "Don't you tell tales in the
Nort h?"

"The trueborn skjald is nost honored anbng our people."

"Then--?"

"I amnot a skjald."

| scratched ny claw marked cheek in a bid for patience. "No, maybe not, but you
can at | east hold up your end of the history."

"Now you' re speaki ng of skjelps."

"What ?"

She didn't smle. "Skjelps are historians. Skjalds are storytellers."

Hoolies, here we go. "And there's a difference."

"Much like there's a difference between | oki and afreet."

"Loki ?" Massou, of course, perked up. "What about | oki ?"

"What about afreets?" Ci priana asked.

Del grinned pointedly at ne.

| sighed. "Afreets are Sout hron denons. Playful denmpons. They can't really hurt
you, they just bother you."

"Loki can." Massou was solemn, but curiosity lighted his eyes. "Loki can kil

peopl e. "
Ci priana nodded. "Loki are evil denobns."
Adara, silent up till now, added her encouragi ng comment. "Kesar used to speak

of how, in the far north, loki would prey on entire settlenents."
And here |'d expected her to adnoni sh her children for speaking nonsense. "Huh."

Di sgusted, | had nothing else to offer

"I't was | oki who put those chopped up raiders back together." Massou's
description, | thought, was just a tad bit too happily gruesone, if eloquently
accurat e.

"And | oki who nade horses out of snoke." Cipriani's eyes were black in the Iight
of the fire. She had said nothing of her feat with the quarterstaff, locking it

all away. "I know how they gain possession."
"Cipriana." Her nother, quietly.
"Well, | do. I've heard all the stories.” Pale hair tunbled over her shoul ders.

In poor light, she was Del; or Del an older G priana. "They bed with nmen and
wonen. "

Massou made a garbl ed sound of disgust and disbelief.

"They do," his sister insisted. "They nmake nore | oki that way."

Adara's voi ce sharpened. "G priana, enough. You'll give your brother

ni ght mares. "

I didn't think so. Neither did he.

Massou's eyes were huge. "You nean--1like puppies and kittens?"

I had an odd, brief vision: a river of denon puppies and devil kittens. | had to
snot her a | augh. Massou was serious; too often we [augh at children

"Loki exist," Del said quietly. "But if we're careful, they won't hurt us."

"And anyway, you can beat them" Massou's faith was matter-of-fact. "Didn't you
beat them before?"

"l helped," his sister said.

Adara rose. "Tinme for bed."

Naturally, they protested. And naturally, she won. Massou and Cipriana retired
to dreamtheir dreans of loki, while Del sent nme a |l evel |ook across the fire as
Adara went into the shadows to tend to personal needs.

"You are a fool," she said.

| rose, popping knotted nuscles. "So you've said before." | stretched

| uxuriously, making appropriate sounds. "I think it's just a handy excuse to
keep nme out of your bed."

Del smiled blandly. "I'msure Adara would be happy to let you in hers."
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Hoolies. Can't keep anything from wonen.

I fingered the scabbed sword cut on ny jaw. "lI'mgoing to bed," | renarked,
"with you or w thout you."

"Wthout," she said succinctly.

| paused. "You all right?"
"Just thinking, Tiger."
"Then you're not all right.'
was poor.

"Go to bed," Del suggested.
I did, and dreaned of | oki

A heavy-handed attenpt at hunor. Even | thought it

Si xt een

Havi ng di splayed intense interest in the circle and in sword-dancing for well
over a week, Massou and Cipriana now lost it entirely. And al nbst overni ght;
both adamantly refused to enter the circle.

We couldn't exactly make them It was their free choice, and now they exercised
it. But it did seemodd, until Del suggested an explanation. "They've all caught
your cold. They don't feel |ike doing anything."

W sat facing one another on a goathair blanket, cleaning and honing our bl ades.
The chore was second nature and one we both enjoyed. It was early evening and,
of course, cool; Del and | both wore wool and soft | eather

"What do you nean?" | glanced over Del's |left shoul der toward Adara and her
children, who spoke quietly anong thensel ves.

"They' ve been sniffing for two days, and just now are begi nning to cough."

It was true. All three of them had been very quiet lately, if not downright
depressed. If they were feeling anything like | had, | didn't blame thema bit
for refusing to step into the circle.

"Well, then forget about the | essons. They don't really need them anyway;
neither will be a sword-dancer."
It didn't sit well with Del. | doubted she had sincerely believed either of them

woul d want to seriously apprentice, to assunme the life she led, but |I knew it
was difficult for her to |l ose her two ishtoya. The | essons had taken her m nd
off the tine she could not afford to | ose, yet continued passing too swiftly.
Her voice was soft. "Massou coul d be good."

M ne was not. "Massou is too young to know what he wants, bascha. He just

rem nds you of Janmmil."

Del continued to clean her blade, but | could see the tension in her shoul ders.
"And what about Ci priana?"

"What about G priana?"

"You refused the nother. Are you waiting for the daughter?"

| didn't even smile. "No. |I'mwaiting for you."
She | ooked up fromthe weapon. "I've told you--"
"You've told nme about the loki," | said quietly. "I don't know that | disbelieve

you, after all that's happened, but | think you' re going too far. It's been
three weeks since | broke the circle--two since we fought those resurrected
raiders. Do you plan to stay celibate forever, just in case?"

"You don't know what they can do--"

"I know what they have done."

Del's face was tight. "Then get it somewhere el sel" She fought to keep her voice
fromcarrying to the others. "Adara would take you. So would Ci priana.”

Sonet hing occurred to ne. "Are you jeal ous?"

"No. Wiy would | be?" Her voice now was cool and steady; Del had recovered
hersel f. "W've nmade no vows to bind us. And even if we did, you' d do what you
wanted to do. Vows woul d never stop you."

| stopped inspecting ny Northern sword. "Are you saying |'d be unfaithful ?"
Pal e brows arched. "Well? Wuldn't you?"

Wuld 1? Could I? Ch, hoolies, it wasn't worth contenplating. "Mybe if a wonan
didn't invent so many excuses not to sleep with a nman, he wouldn't | ook for
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ot her bedmates."

Del's tone was decidedly frigid. "That isn't the issue, Tiger."

VWll, no, but | wished it was. It was easier than the other. "I don't want to
sleep with Adara, and G priana's too young."

"She's the sanme age | was when Ajani took nme. The sanme age as her nother when
Adara bore a daughter." Del tossed hair behind shoul ders. "Don't disregard

af fecti on because the giver seens too young."

"Bascha--"

Del didn't avoid ny gaze. "She rem nds ne of me. She reninds you of ne... or
maybe the me 1'd be if Ajani had never happened.”

It was true there were simlarities. It was true they were much alike in body as
well as in spirit. But | had never quite nade the connection

Thoughtfully, | tapped a nail on the edge of Theron's blade. "Maybe we're both
fools, Del... looking for sonething that isn't there."

"Me for ny brother--"

"--and me for an unspoiled Del ?"

She nodded, |ooking away. "I know he's not Janmil, but it's hard not to
pretend."

"But | don't think you're spoiled."

"No. Maybe not. But don't you ever wonder what |'d be Iike wthout this sword?"
Del without that sword was |ike the South without the sun. "No," | said
truthfully. "Because if you didn't have it, |I'd be dead ten tinmes over."

Slowy, Del sniled, though it was crooked on her face. "Typical Tiger," she
remar ked, "thinking of his neck."

"And ot her portions of mnmy body."

"As well as portions of mne."

Well, yes. O course. Wiy should | deny it?

Del sheat hed Boreal, shutting away the sheen of rune-worked steel. "Since | have
| ost the others, will you be ny ishtoya?"

It woul d pass the tinme. "So long as you renenber who I am"

She snorted indelicately. "How could | ever forget?"

| decided it nmight be best if | said nothing at all

Next day, thank val hail, thick clouds parted and sunlight slanted through,
setting the world abl aze: gold and silver-gilt. Dew burned off, nist shredded,
danpness trickl ed away.

I hadn't seen normal |ight for days and was irritable because of it. It just
isn't natural to be so hemred in by nobuntains and trees, not to nmention
oppressed by clouds so arrogant they clutter the nmountaintops. | was sick of
turf and sedge; blush-pink flowers and purpl e heather; gray-smnmudged, slate-blue
days. | wanted sun and sand, and the heat of a Southron desert.

We clinbed down out of the clouds into a lush, rich valley thick with grass and
vegetation. It was a small place rinmred with upthrust nmountains all tunbled
together |like oracle bones. At the far end lay a twisting defile, bluish black
inraisin purple: narrow entryway fromthe north. Through the center of the
val l ey cut Traders' Road, wi nding down fromwhere we were

Massou and Ci priana, shouting aloud, hurried down the track. They were oblivious
to twisting turns and wagon ruts, too excited to slow their headl ong pace. Adara
started to call them back but in the end didn't, as if she as well as her
children wanted conpany. It had been a long two weeks with only the five of us.
The encanpnent was | arge and spraw ing, spreading fromcradling nountainsides to
the center of the valley where it huddled in clusters along the road. But it
wasn't a permanent settlenment, |ooking nore |like a caravan canp.

Del agreed with me. "They're uplanders," she explained, "come down fromthe
Heights for a while. They do it twice a year, once in fall and once in spring."
Her face and eyes were alight and a spring had entered her step. "They're good

people, Tiger... generous and friendly. It will be good to see themagain."
"Do you know t henP"
"Not all of them no... maybe none of them But that seens unlikely. Everybody

gathers. In Northern, it's called a kynri."
"Every upl ander conmes down?"
"No, not every. Mstly just those who are | andl opers.”
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This was getting to be too nmuch. "Wo?"

"Landl opers. Wanderers. Those who put down no roots."

"Ch. Nomads."

Adar a nodded. "Kesar told ne about them He was an upl ander hinself, though not
a |l andl oper. He always said | would enjoy attending a kynri." Her face was
solermm. "Now we have conme to one, and Kesar isn't here." She watched her
children run out onto the floor of the little valley. Already others were com ng
out fromwagons to greet the newconers. Her eyes were strangely blank. "Kesar
isn't here."

Down bel ow, Cipriana and Massou were swal | owed by gat hering | andl opers.

Del sighed happily. "They'll have food and drink in abundance."

| brightened. "Aqivi?"

She grinned. "No. Sonething called amit."

" Ami t ?"

"Even the Sandtiger mght find it too strong."

"Hunh. The liquor too strong for the Sandtiger hasn't been nade yet."

"Maybe." Del just kept on grinning.

It was good to see her happy. "WIling to wager on it?"

"Save your coin, Tiger. You'll need it for other things."

| sighed in resignation. "Mre clothing, | suppose.”

"No. Supplies, yes, such as food and drink and horses, but also other things."
Her eyes were filled with anticipation. "Many ot her wagers."

" Cho"

"Ch, yes. Uplanders |ove to wager. Upl anders |ove the sword-dance." She cast ne
a bright-eyed glance. "Here they admire a wonan with courage; we can't trick
theminto wagering everything on only you as we have in the past with

Sout hroners. Here the dances will be clean, and so will the wagers."

I thought back on all the circles we had entered on our way to this little

valley. "lIs this why you've been hamrering at ne so nuch? All this 'be a sword,
becone a sword' nonsense, as if | were Massou or Cipriana?" My tone was dry. "I
do know how to dance, Del... it wasn't necessary."

Al the animation spilled away. The light was gone fromher eyes. "I wish it
hadn't been."

"You will leave us here." Adara said flatly.

Both of us | ooked at her. Since catching ny cold she had been listless and

wi t hdrawn, al though she hadn't been as sick. Nor had Massou and C priana. They
coughed and sneezed a coupl e of days, slept poorly, but by and | arge they got
of f considerably easier than I

(Just goes to show you how nmuch all of nme hates the North.)

Del isn't the nost tactful person |I've ever net. "Yes," she said. "You knew
that. We agreed to bring you to help. The | andl opers will have horses and wagons
for sale--here, everything is for sale--and you can go on your way again."

Per haps she realized how brusque her words sounded, for she softened her tone a
little. "There is no need to worry about repaynent, or how you will afford so
much. Tiger and | have coin, and what we spend on you can be won back in the
circle."

Adara shivered. "Circle," she said dully. "The world is a circle, and we are
trapped init."

Del and | exchanged gl ances. W had been del ayed | ong enough traveling with the
Borderers, and could spare no nore tinme. We had no choice but to buy nounts and
supplies and head into the uplands as quickly as possible, regardl ess of what
Adara or her children mght prefer. Del's tinme was running out.

"We'll help you all we can,” | told her lanely, and was rewarded with a bl ank
stare.

It didn't take ne long to discover | was at a distinct disadvantage. W had | eft
the South and the border behind, entering another world entirely, where people
spoke purer Northern wi thout the influence of Southron words. 1'd learned a | ot
fromDel over the nmonths and being around the Borderers had expanded ny grasp of
phrases, but here it was different. Here | was a stranger who spoke only bastard
Nor t hern
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I was astoni shed at the mass of yell ow heads. Not everyone was bl ond, but

nei ther was anyone really dark, except for me. Wth ny brown hair and dark skin,
not to nention green eyes in place of blue, | stuck out |ike a broken toe.

Del was in her elenent. As they had with Massou and Ci priana, people canme out to
greet us. Children chattered, nen called greetings, wonen asked questions of us.
Except | didn't know what they said or what they asked, being deaf to the twi sty
t ongue.

Al was nmass confusion. Wagons clustered together or straggled away, horses were
staked out or contained in nakeshift pens, dogs ran free throughout the
encanpnent and so did unpenned fow . Men sat around fires and drank and tal ked,
or huddl ed over wagers, or displayed westling and fighting skills. Wnen
gathered at wagons to chatter and cook and sew, or watched their nmen show ng
off. The children were never still.

Del strode easily through the throng. "There will be many kynri-bonds."

"What ?"

She smiled. "In the uplands, |andlopers don't generally gather together very
much except for a kynri. Al the boys who long for girls and the girls who |ong
for boys often have no one--or few-to choose from And so kynris are al ways

wel cone, and the children who cone fromthem™

| grimaced. "That explains why there are so nmany of them | suppose."

She | aughed al oud, "Do you dislike children, Tiger?"

"No. | was one mnyself, once. But | prefer themin snmall anounts."

Adara's hair was falling down. It straggled around neck and shoul ders, spilling
into her eyes. She shifted her bundle fromarmto arm "Wen can we stop? | need
rest, food, water."

Del gl anced around, then nodded, turning off the track. "Here," she said,

hal ting by a wagon where others gathered as well. "Cheese, ammit, bread... l|ater
we can buy neat."

The man at the tailgate said sonething about food in Northern. | gathered it was
hi s wagon, the contents his to sell. He was tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed;

typi cal Northerner.

Adar a dropped her bundl e and scooped ruddy hair out of her weary face. "I nust
find ny children."”

"They' || be fine," Del said firmly. "Here there is no danger--1andl opers are
friendly people. Let Massou and Cipriana nake friends... they have been too |ong

wi thout them" She accepted a bota fromthe man, pressed it into Adara' s hands.
"Drink. Rest. You have done well wi thout your husband; you should be proud of
yoursel f."

Adara clutched the bota. "I amso alone... and so very tired."

Del's face softened. "Go and sit down," she said. "You have earned your rest."
The Borderer, still clutching her goatskin bota, gathered up her bundle once
nmore and nmade her way out of the crowd. Men watched her as she went. | thought,
wat ching them she would not be long alone if she wanted conpany.

"Here." Del slapped a bota against ny chest. "Amit, Tiger--enough to quench
your craving."

I sniffed the stopper. The aroma was very pungent. "Were do you want us, then?
Any particul ar place?"

Del's smile was for herself. "I think I'Il be able to find you. You sort of
stick out here."

So | did. dumy, |I nade ny way back through the people and found Adara off to
the side, hunched on the grass by her bundle. She still hadn't touched the
water. Tears stood in her eyes.

| dunped ny burden, sat down, |eaned against it with a grunt of satisfaction
Unst oppered the bota and sucked in nmy first taste of Northern amit.

My throat shut, nmy eyes watered, coughs exploded fromny nouth. Del cane by and
smi | ed, nmunching on sone cheese. "Welcone to the kynri."

I recovered as best | could, sucked in another squirt. This one went down
better, and | was able to snmle right back

And then | stopped snmiling, because | heard a sound | knew. An angry,

hi gh- pi tched scream ng that cut right through the crowd.

But it wasn't a human screanming. It came froma horse's nouth.
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"Hoolies," | said, "it's the stud."

Sevent een

Del frowned. "Are you sure?"

"Do you think I don't know ny own horse?" | was up before she could answer,

foll owi ng the sound.

In the end, it wasn't hard to find him He was surrounded by a |l arge circle of
men, all gathered to viewthe storm | heard the sound of coin exchangi ng hands,
snatches of Northern | knew-all dealing with wagering--and the raised voice of
a man calling for volunteers to try a ride. For a price, of course.

So, the old man was being difficult.

And there might be profit init.

He stood in the center of the human circle, nuch as | did each time | entered
the circle to dance. He was angry but unharned, apparently in good health and
none the worse for his disappearance. Hi s | egs | ooked sound, his weight was
normal, his conditioning apparently unaffected. The shouting man held the reins
to a headstall | didn't recogni ze, and the saddl e was strange as well, but that
was because, in fleeing Del's banshee-storm the stud had also fled his tack. W
had left it behind because we didn't want to carry it on foot.

The stud's latest victimwas getting up fromthe ground. Blood flowed froma
split lip and broken nose. He wobbled a little when he wal ked.

Can't say as | was displ eased.

I threaded my way through the gathered nen until | stood on the edges of the
circle, not so far fromthe stud. His ears were pinned back in warning and he
prom sed vi ol ence with back hooves. His handler, | saw, stood close enough to
his head to keep himcontained, but far enough to avoid a slashing forel eg.

Del slipped in next to ne. "Well," she said dryly. "I see he's up to his old
tricks."

| el bowed her in warning, then bent ny head casually as she glared. Softly,
suggested, "Let's be quiet a nonment, shall we?"

"Tiger--"

I laughed as if she had said sonething funny, then added quietly, "Let's just
see how far this goes... and how much noney is wagered."

Del shut her eyes. "I should have known."

| bent alittle closer to her ear, watching those around us to nake certain no
one could hear. "He's not hurt. And he's winning... there's nothing wong with a

little educated entertainnent.”

Del smled sweetly, nmuttering sardonically through clenched teeth as she | ooked
at me in feigned anusenent. "Besides, it's not |like we haven't done simlar
things before. Is it?"

A shout went up. Another mark had fallen for the bait. Big, tall, blond man,

| ooking much like all the others. He stepped forward, grinned and made comments
to his noisy friends, swaggered into the circle, and said sonethi ng about being
willing to tane the horse

Tame the horse. Fat chance.

The stud's handler rattled off a fewthings in Northern, which pronpted nme to
ask Del for a translation.

"He says the rider has to put up a share toward the purse. If he rides the stud,

he gets it all. If not, he forfeits the entry fee."

"Seens sinple enough... unless you know the stud."

Del slanted ne a glance. "If anyone here tunbles to the know edge that you know
this horse so well, | can't answer for the reaction. And | can't prom se you'l

survive the drubbing."

| shrugged, grinning. "That's the risk in any scam bascha. And besides, we've
faced it before.”

"That was in the South."

"Ch, | see. In the North you want themto win."

"Let's just say | don't want to see you get your gehetties ripped off by an
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angry Northerner."

"Not a chance, bascha."

Del grunted. | watched the Northerner attenpt to nount the stud.

He was, of course, doing it all wong. Having witnessed the other disasters, he
was taking his time. He grasped the reins in one hand. Put foot in stirrup, then
rose. Hung there a long moment with all his substantial weight slung on one
side, waiting for the stud to expl ode; when he didn't, the Northerner swung his
right leg over the saddl e and pl opped hinself down on top of the stud. He was
big and ungainly, and suprenely blind to the intelligence of the aninmal he
bestrode.

Not to mention the determ nation

"Maybe three hops," Del predicted.

"Not even two, bascha."

It took all of half a hop.

The stud is not a particularly large horse. Neither is he a particularly
attractive horse, being a typical desert nount: nedi umsized, nmedi um boned,
heavy of head and deep of chest. His eyes are spaced too wi de for good | ooks,
but it's because there's a brain in there. He's conpact, not |eggy or

| ong- bodi ed; he wasn't born to race. He's not nuscle-bound, but what's there is
tightly coiled, explosive in strength and style. He's plain old medi um brown
with snudgy dark points on all four legs and a straggly black tail. H's mane |
al ways clipped; now it stood straight up in spikes as high as the span of a
man's hand. And his coat, ordinarily snmooth and sl eek, was putting on |ength and
vol une.

I frowned. "He's all fuzzy."

Del nodded. "He's growing winter hair."

"He never did before."

"Down Sout h, who needs to? But he's North, now, Tiger. You wear wool and

| eather, he'll grow hair."

Yet another reason, | thought glumy, to go home as soon as we coul d.

The handl er was shouting again. | asked for another translation

"He says the horse is getting tired."

"No, he's not. He's hardly even wi nded."

Del sighed. "Do you want nme to translate, or not?"

| bit back a retort. "Go on."

"He says that because the horse is getting tired, he'll only accept one nore
rider. But that if he wins, he wins it all--he'll also win the stud."
"What ?"

"The stud is part of the winnings."

Suddenly | becane | ess interested in seeing sone stupid |ug of a Northerner get
dunped on his head than in clainmng nmy horse. "Put sone noney on ne, Del. Let's
cl ean everybody's pockets."

"Tiger--"

But it was too late. | stripped off ny harness, handed it to Del, went to stand
in the center of the circle while announcing | wanted to ride.

The stud rolled a dark eye in ny direction. Stared at ne a | ong nonent, during
whi ch he flicked black-tipped ears up and down. Then he pinned them again. Bared
| arge, yellowed teeth. Cocked a powerful hind | eg and begged nme to cone cl ose
enough.

I just smled.

The handl er was a ni ddl e-aged bl ond man who showed years of experience with
horses in old bite scars on bare forearns. Hi s | egs were bowed--one was

deci dedly crooked--and he wasn't much intimdated by the stud's bad manners. He
just stood there and held the headstall, absently avoiding a nip, and asked if |
was sure | wanted to risk ny Southron neck

I told himyes, in Northern, then asked hi mwhy he was willing to put up the
horse as a prize in addition to the purse, of which he would get a cut.

He jabbed the stud's reaching lip with a practiced finger. "Too nmuch trouble,"
he said in accented Borderer speech, mxing Northern and Sout hron easily. "I'm
horse-nmaster, not beast-naster--1 want to sell clean, unbitten horseflesh. This
one has tried to nount every mare in ny string, broke the left leg of nmy best
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hor seboy, nearly crippled the stud | do like." He grinned, assessing ne to see
if he thought | could ride the stud. "I want to be rid of this one, but only at
a profit.”

"Way did you buy him then?"

"Didn'"t. This one came down out of the hills and right into nmy canp. Looking for
mares, |'d bet. Doesn't seemto nmind a bit and bridle, but won't | et anyone on
his back for nore than a junp or two."

I nodded, showi ng the stud false respect for the Northerner's benefit. "How | ong
does a man have to stay on in order to w n?"

The horse-nmaster jabbed a thunb toward a boy standi ng nearby. "See the sandgl ass
in his hands? Wien you nount, he'll turn it upside dowmn. Ride till the sand's
run out, and the horse--and the purse--is yours." H's tone belied a decided |ack
of confidence in ny abilities.

"And if | come off before the sand's run out?" Wth the stud, it was al ways
possible; | amnot a fool to swear | can win every tine.

The Northerner shrugged. "This one's no good to ne the way he is, and no one
will buy a horse that can't be ridden. He's too small for Northern tastes, so no
one'd want to use himfor stud." He shrugged again. "Doesn't |eave nuch, so Il
give himto the |andl opers.”

I frowned. "But you just said no one wants him"

The horse-master grinned. "In the South, you eat goat and sheep and dog. Here,

| andl opers like the taste of horseflesh. 1'd hate to see this one butchered, but
if he can't fill ny purse at least he'll fill a few bellies."

It took all | had not to plant a fist in his face where he stood. "I'Il win," |

said flatly. "If | don't, you can butcher ne."

The Northerner told me the price of the ride, took it as | handed it over, gave
me the reins. "I like ny neat rare. Your hide's too charred for ne."

I heard himcalling out the stakes as | turned ny attention to the stud. The bay
horse was staring back at ne in plain, pointed challenge. He had just spent part
of the day dunping nen off his back, and that the next one was ne appeared to
make no difference to him He knew what was expected of himand intended to
del i ver.

Del's warning rang true in nmy ears. If all the bettors did tunble to the truth
about ny relationship with the stud, they'd be in their rights to beat the
hoolies out of ne. So it was inportant that | not treat the stud any
differently, or try to suborn himinto conpl ai sance

Therefore, all | had to do was nmake himdo his best to throw ne, then nanage to
stay on.
"Hoolies," | muttered, "I wish this were a sword-dance." The stud flickered an

ear.
I sucked in a deep breath, caught a handful of reins and mane, swung nysel f
aboard without benefit of the stirrup. It placed me square in the saddl e before
the stud could blink, feet hooked into stirrups. | took as deep a seat as

coul d.

Now, it was possible he m ght decide his fighting days were over, at |east for
the nmonent. It was possible he might recall precisely who | was and surprise ne
by accepting nme easily. In which case the game was decidedly up and they'd
probably butcher ne in addition to the stud.

So | planted booted heels deep into his flanks and dug in for all | was worth.
The stud blew up like a deadly simbom all hooves and teeth and noi se.
Well, the first part of ny plan was working. Now all | had to do was stay aboard

whil e the sand ran out of the gl ass.

I was dinmy aware of shouting and | aughing. Dimy aware of staring eyes and open
mout hs. Even nore dimy aware of the human circle falling back, back, away...
giving the stud roomto work. But | was quite aware of the i medi acy of the
threat; the stud was doing his best to unhorse ne as violently as possible.
"--stupid son of a Sal set goat--"

--hop- - hop- - eap- -

"--do you want to be butchered--?"

--pl unge--buck--tw st--
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"---do you want to renove any chance | night ever sire a child--?"
- -1l unge- - buck- - st onp- -

"--ought to nmake you a gel ding--"

Spin--spin--twst--

"--you arrogant son of a--"

- - BUCK- -
I was, of course, tossed forward. Collided with his head. Got smashed back into
the saddl e, where | was whipped fromside to side. All | wanted was to get off--

So the stud hel ped nme out.

When you're thrown fromthe back of a horse, sonetinmes you don't know whi ch end
is up. Al you know is sonehow you have becone separated from your nount,
through m sfortune or violence, and are now hangi ng, however briefly, sonmewhere
inthe air. R ght side up, upside down--you never really know.

That is, until you | and.

| | anded.

Thi nki ng, --stupi d son of a Sal set goat, now they're going to eat you--

And then | stopped thinking entirely, because the stud was standi ng by ny head
nosi ng ny bl ood-sneared face.

Hoolies, all it would take is one stonp of an iron-shod hoof, and ny danci ng
days were done.

Any days were done.

Nostrils blooned large in ny face. Hot horse breath crusted the filmof blood by
my nose. He sucked air, then snorted noisily, spraying danpness all over ny
face.

| sat upright, cursing, trying to w pe blood and nucus fromny face. In the end
sonmeone handed me a danp rag, which hel ped. The horse-naster caught the stud and
led himover to nme as | clinbed all the way up to ny feet.

I looked at the innocent dark eyes and the quivering of whiskers. "Let ne buy

himfromyou," | said. "He may have won the battle, but 1'd hate to see him
but chered. "
The Northerner grinned as | nopped ny face. "Now, if | was a di shonest man, |'d

agree and take your noney. But |'mnot." He handed over the reins. "He may have
tossed you off, but he did it after the sand ran out." | stood there with the
reins in right hand as the horse-naster plopped a | eather pouch into the left.
"I've taken ny share out," he said. "The rest of it is yours." He eyed the stud
askance. "He'll kill you before winter's done."

"Or we'll kill each other." | turned, nade ny way through the crowd of

onl ookers, now clanoring for wagers won or |lost, took the stud to Del

She stood cradling harness and sword. Nodded a little. Took the rag fromny hand
and reached up to wi pe away bl ood. "Not too bad," she said, "but you cut it a
little close. One hop earlier and you' d have | ost him and the purse."

"Barlier, later... didn't nmatter, bascha. He wasn't paying attention to anything
| said or did."

Del patted the stud's big jaw. "Not a bad day's work."

"You won a purse and won a horse... now we only need to buy a nount for ne."

And a belligerent voice asked, "Wat about for ne?"
Del swung around. "Massou," she said, surprised. Then, with infinite gentleness,

"Massou, you'll go on with G priana and your nother."

H s face was defiant. "I want to go with you."

"You can't," she told him "Tiger and | nust go on into the uplands, far beyond
Reiver's Pass. You'll go on to Kisiri with your nother and sister."

"l don't want to."

"Massou--"

"l don't want to."
The stud reached out and bit him

Ei ght een
It wasn't really bad. Not nuch nore than a nip. The stud sinply reached out,
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caught the top of Massou's right shoul der and bit.

Del shouted. | swore. Massou screaned. And then punched the stud as hard as he
coul d smack on the end of his nose.

This reaction, of course, didn't particularly please the stud,

who- - under st andabl y startl ed--shied back violently and snapped reins taut; this
reacti on subsequently snapped ny armtaut. (Hoolies, the inpact nearly
dislocated ny el bow.) | stunbled back as the stud retreated, caught ny bal ance
with awkward effort, hung on to the reins and cursed himall the while.

The Northern horse-nmaster, passing by, thought it was very funny.

Del, neanwhile, was trying to exam ne Massou's shoul der, but Massou wasn't
having any of it. He cried, but silently, and the tears were from anger, not
frompain or fright. H s face was blotchy red. Blue eyes blazed with rage. Both
hands were clenched in fists as he pulled away from Del, advancing on the stud.
Who, of course, retreated. Since he was attached to nme by virtue of the reins

(and | had no intention of letting go), | also retreated. It didn't much please
me to be caught in the niddle of an argunment between an ani mal who outwei ghed ne
consi derably and a boy who barely came up to ny waist. It was, | felt, lacking
in dignity.

"Enough," | said testily. "I know he bit you, Massou, and |'msorry, but if you

try to punch himagain you night get hurt worse."

Massou spat out sonething angrily in indecipherable Northern, then turned on his
heel and ran. Wiich left me facing Del

Warily, | waited.

"l suppose it is too much," she began very quietly, "to expect the horse to have
manners better than the man's."

Hoolies. She was blaming ne. "Oh, Del--conme on... howwas | to know he'd take
such a disliking to the boy? He never warns nme about these things. He just does
t hem "

Because she was so calm the anger was enphasi zed. "Perhaps we ni ght have been
better off if you had lost the contest."

"Ch, no," | answered instantly. "If |I'd |lost, the stud would be soneone's

di nner. "

Arched brows and pursed nouth told nme that was precisely what she'd neant.

| scowl ed back as the stud pushed nuzzl e agai nst spine. "Conme on, Del--"

She cut nme off easily. "I'mgoing to go see how Massou is. | don't think the
bite was bad, but still--"
I waved a hand. "I know," | said, "I know. No need to say it, bascha."

"Sonmebody has to." She dunped harness and sheat hed sword into nmy arns and
slanted a black | ook at the stud. "Just keep an eye on your horse."

| sighed deeply as | watched her wal k away, pushing the stud's nibbling lips
away from a harness strap. "Now you've gone and done it."

The stud chose not to answer.

Soneone stopped beside ne. "I'd rather keep an eye on her."

It took ne a moment to realize he was responding to Del's parting conent. Which
meant he'd overheard. But since we hadn't been speaking loudly, it neant he'd
done nore than merely overhear. It meant he'd been |i stening.

| | ooked. He was young, male, arrogant, sure of his strength and appeal. The
kind of man | hate for a variety of reasons

He cast ne a slanting sideways gl ance out of pale blue eyes, waiting for ny
response. Instead, | stared hi mdown.

It amused him He snmiled. The snmile was for hinself, but directed squarely at
me. "Ah," he said with irony, "the Southroner doesn't speak Northern."

He used Borderer speech, not the pure upland dialect, which neant he intended ne
to understand him Wich neant he was | ooking for trouble.

Inwardly | sighed (I wasn't really in the nood), then nimcked his own snile
pl easantly, conplete with curled lip. "Only when | choose to... or when the
conmpany's worth it."

The Northerner's snile froze, flickered, then stretched wi de, as pale eyes

narrowed appraisingly. |1've seen the | ook before; he wanted to judge nmy worth
before initiating hostilities. "Southron--"
"Save it," | said briefly. "If you want to fight, we'll fight, but we'll do it
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inacircle instead of here with words. Insults waste ny tine, and you're too
young to be any good."

He stared back in shock. He was fairer even than Del, which nmade his hair al nost
white, and his eyes were the palest, iciest blue | had ever seen, fringed with
equally frosty | ashes. On one hand, it was incongruous; it gave himthe | ook of
youth as yet untested, when obviously he had been. On the other hand, it |ent
hima transparency that was al nost ot her-worldly.

O course, the jagged scar across his upper lip did dimnish the innocence of
his features. It looked Iike a knife had cut it, and done a long tinme ago.

He | ooked at the tangle of leather in ny hands. He | ooked at the sheath and
hilt. Wiite brows lifted. "Sword-dancer?"

"Sword-dancer," | agreed. "Do you wish to enter a circle?"

Lids flickered. Pale | ashes screened pale eyes. After a nmonent he spread his
hands, smiling to show innocent intent. "I have no sword. My weapon is the
knife."

I shrugged, clicking ny tongue. "Well, that is too bad. | guess we'll have to be
friends."

He ignored that altogether, jerking his chin in Del's direction. "lIs the wonman
your s?"

It woul d have been so sinple to answer yes, to stake a claimto Del and warn him
away to another. But | had | earned, thanks to Del, that a wonman coul dn't be

clai med; that a woman coul dn't be owned, and where she went was of her own free
choi ce, not dependent upon a man.

It woul d have been so sinple. But it would have been a lie.

"Ask her" | suggested, "but you might not |like the answer. She's a sword-dancer,
too."

Pal e brows rose consideringly. He stared after Del, though she was gone, then
narrowed icy eyes and gl anced again at ne. \What he thought was plain: ny

di scl ai mer made nme a f ool

The stud nuzzl ed ny shoul der. Renenbering Massou's experience, | shoved nouth
away from flesh.
It made the Northerner smle. "I won coin on you."

| blinked. "You bet on me to wi n?"

"I know horses."” The smile was secretive. "Perhaps better than the horse-naster
who was so willing to give this one up. It is ny trade, if after a different
fashion." The smle widened a little and twi sted the upper lip. The scar didn't
entirely ruin his |ooks, but did draw attention. And | think it pleased him

i nstead of warping his nature. (I knowa little about scars.) "I would have
tried himnyself, but you spoke before I could.”

"That doesn't tell ne why you bet on ne."

He rubbed an idle forefinger across the twisted |lip. "The horse knew you," he
said finally. "There is a | anguage private to horses, but | know how to speak
it." He shrugged. "Not in words or thoughts, but in feelings. This one knew you
well, so | knew you would win the contest."

| grunted. "You mght have told nme first and saved nme a bl oody nose."

He grinned, which stripped away the arrogance and replaced it wi th genuine
anmusenent. "But | wanted to win. The odds were in ny favor, because everyone

el se bet against you."

| apprai sed himmuch as he had appraised ne. Tall, but |acking bulk, though not
as tall as ne. Graceful even in stillness; the boy knew how to nove. He wore
wool and | eather as | did, cross-tied at calves and forearns, but his pale hair
was very long and divided into two braids, one for either shoulder. He knotted
themwith | eather thongs adangle with beads of blue and silver. They rattled
when he noved

"Then | think you owe ne a drink."

He blinked. Then sniled. "Are we to be friends, then? O enenies over the
wonman?"

"Ch, we can be either; that depends on you. But if you're still here when Del
conmes around, you'll see it doesn't matter."

He | aughed. Inclined his head. And, in fluent Southron, invited me to his canp.
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| agreed. Drinking a man's liquor is better than fighting him

Unl ess you can do bot h.

He spoke Southron as well as other |anguages, although nostly he kept to the
Borderer mix even | could understand. H s nane, he said, was Garrod, and he was
a horse-speaker. When | asked the difference between horse-speaker and
horse-nmaster, he said the second was a nmisnoner, that no man could naster a
horse. | thought one nane as good as another, and told him so.

Garrod sat on the ground on a bl ue-and-gray woven bl anket, |eani ng against a
convenient tree stunmp. It was a tiny little one-man canp, consisting of a fire
circle filled with ash, a junble of |eather tack, and five magnificent horses.
He tilted his head a little. Braid beads rattled. "As nmuch difference," he said
quietly, "as between stallion and rmare."

I snorted ny response, enjoying the pleasant glow of Northern liquor as | sat on
Garrod's blanket and drank Garrod's amit. "You canme to sell your horses, didn't
you? It sounds the sane to ne."

"Horses, to nme, are nore than things to be sold. Mre than nerely ani mal s who
have been trained to carry or pull." H's icy eyes were oddly unfocused as he

| ooked at his string of five, staked out in lush green grass. "Horses are ny

magi c. "

I was his guest, and there are rules; | refrained fromlaughing outright.
Instead, | held out the bota. "Have another drink."

Solemly he took it, drank, smiled conpanionably back at nme, "I could have
ri dden your horse. | could have nade himmne."

"By talking to him | gather."
He gazed at nme thoughtfully. His expression told ne nothing, other than he

apprai sed. And then Garrod sniled, twisting the scarred upper lip. "It would
have saved you a bl oody nose."
| took the bota back. "I need to buy a horse.™

"For the woman, or for yourself?"

"For her. For Del. Depending, of course, on price."

Garrod shrugged indifferently. "I would need to see her. To |l et them see her."
"Who? The horses?" Incredulously, | stared at the five grazing nmounts. "Do you
mean to tell me you ask themtheir opinion?"

Hi s tone was one of infinite patience; he'd net disbelief before. "Men choose
horses for wong reasons. They think of thenselves, not of the animal. They buy
or trade stupidly, and often the horse suffers for it." He smled. "Or the rider
does. "

"You mean ne."

"I mean you." Garrod sat upright, shifted his position, |eaned back again,
tugging left braid fromunder an arnpit. "You and your horse could be better
friends if the partnership was equal. You spend too nuch tinme telling himyou
are the master, while he tells you the same thing." He shrugged a little,
rattling beads in thick pale plaits. "He is happy enough, and so are you, but
you both coul d be happier."”

|'ve heard of strange things before, but never of a nan who could talk to
horses. Or of horses who would |isten. "Garrod--"

"Let them see her," he said. "I will sell you the one who is best for her."

| thought about Del's response. "She night not |ike any of them"

Garrod snmiled. "She's Northern, isn't she?"

"Del ? Hoolies yes... nearly as fair as you."

"Then she will understand."

Garrod and | shared the rest of the bota, trading stories full of truths and
fal sehoods, and generally enjoyed a pleasant afternoon. Once I'd had to tie up
the stud again, since he'd pulled free of the treelinb |I'd tethered himto, but
I caught him before he could do any damage to Garrod's horses and nade sure ny
knot was tight.

Since then he'd done little nore than stare norosely at the others, or shred
thi ck-woven turf and spit out globs of nuddy roots.

Garrod | ooked up at the sky. "Sun's going down."

About this tine Del arrived. "I've been |ooking all over for you."

| shrugged, content on Garrod's blanket. "You said it wouldn't be hard to find
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me. "

"l thought not," she agreed, "but then | foolishly neglected to renenber that
you'd nost likely drink yourself into a stupor."”

I raised ny brows. "Had a bad afternoon, did we?"

Garrod smiled and tossed her the bota. "W saved a swallow or two for you,"

Del caught the bota but did not drink, appraising each of us in silence. Her
gaze stayed on Garrod | onger, giving nothing away; even | couldn't tell what she
thought. But | didn't think she was pl eased.

"Massou is all right," she said finally. "The bite will bruise, but nothing

nore."

"Could have told you that." | gestured toward nmy host. "Nane's Garrod

Hor se- speaker, he says."

"Hor se- speaker?" Del frowned, |ooking nore closely at the young nan | judged her

own age. "You are young for it."
"True talent doesn't wait on age,
you, couldn't |1? He says you are a sword-dancer
"Not to nmention you're a wonan."

Uh-oh. Not a good begi nni ng.

Del stared himdown. Then di sm ssed himw th surpassing speed, turning to | ook
at nme. "W have made a canp, and Adara has cooked a neal ."

I sighed, recalling Massou's tenper and Adara's weary depression. "How much

| onger are we to nursenmid thenP"

A fleeting expression told me she was as weary of it, though she said nothing to

Garrod answered. "But | could say the sane of
" He paused pointedly a nonent.

give the thought away. "One nore night," she answered quietly. "W'Ill buy thema
horse and wagon in the norning, and then we are free to go-"
Clearly, she was ready; | saw the subtle signs of tension in her face.

Garrod shifted against his stunp, rubbing at his knife-scarred lip. "He says you
need a horse."

Del's face masked itself. "And you have one to sell."

He waved a negligent hand over his shoulder. "I have five to sell."

Del | ooked at the horses. Quietly they grazed, staked out |ike dogs on a | ead.
Bi g, sturdy horses, fuzzy fromw nter hair. Two bays, two sorrels, a gray. They
| ooked content enough with their lot; considerably nore so than the stud. But
then that wasn't sayi ng nuch.

She flicked a glance at ne. | shrugged a very little, lifting one shoul der

al nost i mperceptibly. She was asking me what | thought of Garrod and his claim
of equine magic; frankly, | didn't know what | thought.

Del's nmouth tightened, twisted faintly, |oosened. "I think not," she said,
now. Perhaps in the norning."

Garrod's smle was slow. "By norning they may not be here."

Hor se- speaker or not, this |anguage even | understood very well. Horse trading
and haggling are as old as tinme itself.

"By norning," Del suggested, "you may want a |ower price."

The Northerner grinned. "By norning they may cost nore."

"Al right, all right." I was tired of the gane. "Let's go get sone food,
bascha--we'l|l hunt a horse in the norning."

She cast Garrod a sideways gl ance of cool dismssal and turned on her heel to

| eave. Loose bl onde hair swung agai nst her back, hiding nmuch of the harness and
sheat h.

But it didn't block the silver hilt, which rose above her |eft shoul der

Garrod | ooked up at ne as | got to ny feet. "A word of advice, friend Tiger
never trust a woman with a sword. Her tongue is bad enough.”

I laughed. Then stopped as Del swung back. Showed her an expression of

i nnocence, then shot a grin at Garrod. He raised his bota in salute.

"Men," Del remarked, as if it said everything.

And | suppose, sonetines, it does.

for

Ni net een
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Del and | threaded our way back through nmen, wonen, children, dogs, horses and
other assorted |ivestock, w nding around wagons, cookfires and open canps,
ducki ng and dodgi ng vari ous ganes as we went. The sun deci dedly was goi ng down;
it tipped the nmountains with gilt and bronze and deepened the purples to black
"Kind of rude to Garrod, weren't you?" Del is very tall; our steps were evenly
mat ched, particularly as | was | eading the stud.

"I don't like him"

I grunted. "I sort of gathered that nuch. Wy, is the question. O nmaybe, why
not ?"

She shrugged. "I just don't."

| suppose | should have been glad. Scarred lip and all, Garrod was a good

| ooki ng young buck, and considerably closer to Del's age than | am But because
we' d shared a bota and swapped lots of stories, | felt |I knew himwell enough
not to feel threatened by youth or good | ooks, which |'d | ost sone tine ago

(al though sone wonen might argue otherwi se; |I'mnot conpletely hopeless.) So
could afford to be offended by Del's sonmewhat illogical dismnssal of Garrod.

"You don't even know him How can you judge himso quickly?"
"The same way you judge an opponent when you step into the circle," she said

dryly. "It doesn't take a lot of tine."

The stud tried to walk over the top of me; | el bowed himback. "But you didn't
i ke me when we net."

Del | ooked thoughtful. "True," she adnitted, nodding. "You were a lot like

Garrod, then: snug, arrogant, dom nating, convinced of a nonexistent superiority
She shrugged. "But you settled down a |ot once | beat you in the circle.”

"You never beat nme in the circle.”

"Ch? What about the tine we danced in front of the Hanjii and their painted
worren? | seemto renenber you taking | eave of your neal."

"And | seemto renenber you jamed a knee into--"

"--your brains?" Del smled blandly. "A man's eternal vulnerability."

| forbore to answer that, preferring to forget our initial sword-dance, which
had been a travesty. "Nothing's ever really been settled between us," | reninded
her. "We've danced, yes, but nostly it's just been sparring. W' ve never done it
for real, to establish who's the best."

"l have a good idea."

"So do I, and it isn't you."

Del sighed and flopped an armin an easterly direction. "Canp's over this way..
Tiger, | don't mean to nmake you angry, but you should know by now that--"
"--what? You're better? No, | don't know... because it isn't true." A rag bal
rolled out of play into our path. The stud stopped short; so did |I. He breathed
noisily, ears touching at tips, and eyed the ball uneasily. | told himhe was a
coward, bent and scooped up the ball, tossed it back to the waiting boy. "I'm

bi gger, stronger, nore powerful --"

"And |'m considerably swifter, and much nore subtle with ny strokes." Del thrust
out a wist and flexed it. "Wen it cones to using patterns--"

"But that's the Northern style. |I'ma Southroner."

She swung to face ne. "But we're North, now, Tiger. You' ve got to use ny style."
"Why?" | asked flatly. "I'mvery good at ny own."

"Because--" Abruptly, the urgency spilled out of her tone. Briefly, she closed
her eyes, then | ooked at me once nore. "Because a good ishtoya is al ways
prepared to |earn."

| kept ny voice very steady. "I ama seventh-I|evel sword-dancer," | said
clearly. "Not first, not third, not fifth. Seventh, Del. There aren't very nany
of those."

Del wet her lips, fingered hair out of her face, seened oddly apprehensive.
"Sout hron," she said, "Southron. This is the North, Tiger... we nust adhere to
Nort hern custons. "

"You nust adhere to Northern customs. |'mjust ne."
"Tiger--"
"This isn't doing us any good," | said curtly. "You can't make nme sonething |'m

not, anynore than | can nmake you sonething you' re not. Wuld you have ne denmand

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (83 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:05 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

you put down your sword for good and keep house for ne all hidden behind

Sout hron vei |l s?"

Del's face was stiff. "There's a difference between sword-danci ng and keepi ng
house. "

"I's there? One is a man's work, the other a woman's." | paused. "Usually."
"You don't understand."

A woman's eternal defense, although | didn't tell her that. "Probably not," |
agreed. "All | know is, you' ve been acting funny ever since we crossed the
border."

Her face was grim which was a shane; Del's features denmand better treatnment. "I
have responsibilities."

"So do we all, Del."

"And as for acting funny, so have you. Especially lately."

| scratched ny scars. "Yes, well...things haven't felt right, lately. | don't
know what's wong, but I'magetting the sane prickles | got before."

Del's brows shot up. "Prickles?"

| sighed. "I don't know how to explain it. Things just don't feel right." |
gestured. "Shall we go find the camp?”
She hesitated a nonment |onger, then turned abruptly and marched off. | foll owed

nore sedately, slowed by a distracted horse

Canp indeed, such as it was. There was the famliar rainbreak, though no wagon
to hook it to, as well as spread blankets and a fire. Adara squatted by the
stone ring, stirring a pot of sonething that snelled a lot like stew. Ci priana
hel ped her nother by pouring cups of tea. Massou, bowl in hand, sat on a bl anket
and gl owered at the stud.

The little canpsite wasn't exactly private, being wedged in between the road and
nunerous scattered wagons w th adjacent open canps. But it would do, and
certainly until the nmorning. | took the restive stud aside, not wanting to
troubl e the boy, and staked himout by a plot of turf as yet untranpled by
wheel s and boots and hooves.

Del followed ne over. "Kynri are cause for celebration. Tonight there will be
singing and dancing." It was, | thought, an apol ogy of sorts.

| slapped the stud on the shoulder. "I"'mall for celebration, but | can't do

ei ther one."

"You dance in the circle."

"That's different."

"And |'ve never heard you sing. You might be very good."

I grinned at her. "Bascha, have you heard a danjac bray?"

She | ooked bl ank. "A who?"

"A what: a danjac. Beast of burden, down south.” | smled. "Not nuch known for
their voice,"
"No, |'ve never heard one."

"And you don't want to hear ne."

She frowned a little. "Don't you ever sing?"

"Never ever, bascha."

Del shook her head. "A sword-dancer should sing."

"Waste of breath, bascha."

"Not when you want to win."

"Yes, well, | seemto do fine without naking any noise." | renoved ny boot from
the patch of turf the stud wanted to plunder and turned back toward the canp.
"Just because you sing--"

She caught nmy arm "Tiger--1ook--"

I looked. Didn't see nuch of anything out of the ordinary, just three nen riding
down the road, while a fourth wal ked out to neet them A pale-haired nan with

br ai ds.

"Garrod," | said, "so? He's here to sell his horses."

Del's fingers bit into ny forearm "Those nen... Tiger, | know them They are
Ajani's nen."

I haul ed her back before she could take nore than a single step. "Del--wait."

"I know them Tiger."
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"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"And what do you want to do, stormout there and challenge themto a
swor d- dance?"

She tried to break free by twisting her arm | hung on. "Tiger--you don't
under st and- - "

"Yes | do. | also understand that right now probably isn't a good tine to
chal | enge them"

She stopped struggling. Color stood high in her face. "And when is a good tinme?"
"Probably in the norning, if you insist. W' ve spent the | ast two weeks tronping
all over these hills, bascha--why not at |east get a good night's sleep? They'l
be here. And so will Garrod. |If he knows them he might just know Ajani. O not;
they may sinply want his horses."

"They have horses, Tiger."

"The least we can do is ask himbefore we spit himon your sword."

"Then let's ask himright now "

"Let's not." | haul ed her back again. "Del, I'Il even help you, but let's wait
till nporning."

"W have to | eave in the norning."

"And find a horse and wagon for these people.” | tilted ny head in the direction
of Adara and her children. "It's our |ast night together, bascha... don't you

think they might want to spend it without w tnessing bloodshed in the circle?"
She gritted teeth. "You are a sentinental fool."

| gripped her armnore firmy. "Better than just a fool, which is what you're
bei ng at the nonent."

"Those nmen owe me bl ood-debt," she hissed angrily. "Each and every one of them
owes ne bl ood-debt ten tines over, for what was done to ny famly. And if you
think I can let themride through this kynri without calling theminto the
circle, you are the fool!"

"And if they refuse?" | released her and saw the reddeni ng handprint on her arm
"They probably will, Del. They're Southroners, after all. They won't take the
invitation seriously. What they will do, however, is cut you to pieces when

you' re not | ooking, because that is how they live. They have no honor, Del. And
you'll die because of it."

"Not till I find A ani."

Sonet hi ng inside of ne squeezed. "I don't want you to die at all."

The sun was nearly gone. Fading light softened the Iines of Del's face and
altered her expression into sonething nore sangui ne than former anger. She

| ooked back at ne blankly a nonent, then drew in a deep breath. "No. Neither do
|."

"Then let's nmake sure you don't.'
|l et's have sonmething to eat."

In an oddly private silence, Del went to the fire.

The stew was very good, although |I m ght have preferred better conpany. Adara
remai ned | ocked in depression, only rarely breaking her silence, and Massou
continued his sulk. Del tried to draw himout and he responded a little, but
sullenly, as if he blaned ne for the stud's hostility.

Vel |, maybe whatever | felt also affected the stud.

Ci priana, on the other hand, had a strange bright glint in her eyes, sniling to
hersel f, occasionally touching the neckline of her tunic. She served me in place
of her mother, tending my cup until | told her to stop, and filled my bow to
brinmrng three tinmes running.

Del, of course, sawit, smiled wyly, said nothing. On one hand, it was nice not
to suffer the sulks of a jeal ous woman; on the other, it might have been nice to
know she cared. Del did not appear to--or else she dism ssed Cipriana as not
wort hy of consideration as real conpetition

It becane patently clear, however, that C priana did.

After dinner | went back to the stud, who was nmaking a | ot of noise. He stonped,
pawed, dug hol es, snorted, peeled back Iips to show yell owed teeth. | thought
maybe there was a mare in heat close by; it doesn't take nuch to set himoff

| soothed himas best | could, but he wasn't particularly interested in anything

The nen were gone, Garrod with them "And
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I had to say, nor did a pat or two still his restiveness. | tried scratching the
firmlayers of nmuscle |ying between the | ong bones of his underjaw, which
usually resulted in a silly half-lidded expression of contentnent. This tine al
it resulted in was a wet, nmessy snort of abject contenpt.

"Fine," | told him "stay out here and sulk. I'mnot taking you to any nmare no
matter how nmuch you beg."

Cipriana cane up to ne, nelting out of the fireglow. It was dark now, and the
entire kynri was shrouded in snoke and glare, snelling of food and |iquor

"Ti ger ?"

The stud bared teeth; | slapped his nose away fromthe girl. "Yes?"

"Coul d you--" She broke off, gathered her courage, asked it. "Wuld you wal k
with me?"

Hool i es. Oh, hooli es.

"Not far," she said. "Just--out there.
beyond the stud.

She is a girl, | told nyself. What are you afraid of?

Wl |, nothing, Nothing, really. G her than being wary of what she wanted, while
having a feeling | knew. Part of ne suggested | say no and go back to the fire,
avoi ding the situation; another part jeered for being such a coward.

But | had no experience with fifteen-year-old girls, | |ike ny wonen ol der.
Still, there was no dignified way of refusing. So | didn't even try.

We | eft the stud behind, viciously digging holes in the turf. Side by side we
wal ked out of the light fromour fire into the gl ow cast fromother canpsites
In the distance | could hear the ringing of tanmbors, the clatter of

A wave of her hand indicated somewhere

rattl e-bones, the trilling hoot of wooden pipes. | thought G priana deserved to
go dancing instead of walking with ne, and said so.
She shrugged. "I wanted to be with you."

Hoolies. "You' ve been with all of us the past two weeks."

She wal ked with arnms fol ded across her chest, head bowed. Pale hair fell forward
to obscure her face. "Because | wanted to be with you."

| sighed. "Cipriana--"

She stopped and rai sed her head, snapping hair out of her face with a deft tw st
of her head. "I'mconfused," she said. "Things happened today that | don't
understand, and | need to ask sonmeone." She shrugged agai n, hugging herself. "My
father is dead and Massou is too young. There is no one else but you."

Oh, hooli es,

| drewin a deep breath, trying to buy tine. Trying to cone up with an answer.

"I think--"

"Men | ooked at nme today," she said, "Men | ooked at me, and followed nme with
their eyes... sone nen even followed ne. And they said things, sone of them.."
She didn't |look away, plainly waiting for an expl anation

"Maybe it would be better if you talked this over with your nother.'
answer, | thought.

Ci priana shook her head. "She's too tired. She won't listen."
"Wl | --what about Del ?"

Bl ue eyes wi dened. "Del woul dn't understand!"

I frowned. "Wiy not? She's a woman. She knows about these things."
Cipriana was nonentarily at a loss for words, searching for the right ones.
"Because," she said finally, "because all she cares about is her sword, and the
swor d- dance. "

A safe

I amnot entirely stupid when it cones to wonen, even young ones. | know
jealousy when | hear it. | can snell it.
"Cipriana," | said firmy, "when you have survived the hardshi ps Del has, and

have | earned how to live freely in a man's world no natter what the stakes, you
can say sonething like that. But you are too young and too innocent to
understand what Del's life has been like, so | suggest you nake no judgnents."
The girl was undeterred. "They | ooked at nme," she said. "One even gave ne this."
I watched as she tugged sonething from beneath her wool en tunic. Sone sort of
neckl et; beads strung on | eather, or stones. They were dark and | unpy, |acking
symmetry. The thong tied at the back of her neck
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"And you took it?" | was nore than a little amazed.

She shrugged, clearly confused. "He said | should have it. That | was pretty
enough for it..." She snmiled a little, eyes bright. "Am | pretty, Tiger?"
Hool i es, hoolies, hoolies.

"You will be," | told her, floundering, "but | think maybe you shoul dn't accept
presents from strange nen."

"I would fromyou." She stepped close. "Even you watch ne, Tiger. |'ve seen you
doit. I've seen you follow me with your eyes, and then you | ook at Del. You

| ook at her, as if conparing us; hard-edged wonan and soft young girl." She
snel | ed of nusk and | avender, swaying closer yet, whispering, "I'msofter and
younger than Del... and |'ve never killed a man."

The stud squeal ed. Hands reached up to lock in nmy hair. | took two steps back,
caught her wists; discovered soft young C priana had the strength of a
full-grown woman who nost distinctly wants a nan.

"Cipriana--no--" | jerked her hands away, set her aside nore roughly than

i ntended, realized the tingle was back in nmy bones. "Sonething's wong," | said
sharply. The hair stood up on ny flesh. "Something is wong."

Al'l around us the nusic played. People | aughed, shouted, sang.

"Tiger--"

| shivered. "Hoolies--what is it--?" O its own accord, nmy hand went to ny sword
hilt and jerked the blade out of its sheath. Ci priana fell back a step, gripping
her | unpy neckl et.

The stud squeal ed again. | heard himstonping in the turf, digging deeper hol es.
Whatever it was, he felt it as strongly as I.

Firelight glinted off nmy bared bl ade. N ght-blackened runes knotted and broke as
| shifted nmy weight, turning fromside to side.

Ci priana put out a hand and touched the naked bl ade.

"Don't," | said sharply. "You know better."

"Do 1 ?" Fingers curled around the edges. "This is a sword of power."

"Once," | agreed, distracted. "Not anynore. The man who bl ooded it is dead."
"You killed him"

"Yes." | was curt, too curt, but my bones itched inside ny flesh. "Hoolies,
can feel it--"

"So can |," she said. "It's here, in the sword. Wanting to break free--"

Carefully I noved the blade away from her hand. "Theron is dead and buried in
Sout hron sand. The Punja has scoured the flesh fromhis bones. There's no life
left in this sword." | noved away fromher, trying to | ocate the source of ny
unease. It was growi ng stronger, too strong; | felt vaguely sick. "It's
everywhere," | said, noving in a circle around the canpsite. "It's com ng from
every direction. Can't you feel it?" | turned as she followed. "Go back to the
fire, Cpriana. Go back."

"I want to cone with--"

"CGo back." My palms were wet against the hilt. | let go |l ong enough with one
hand to shove Cipriana toward the fire. "Del!" | shouted.

She cane. Her bl ade was bare in her hands.

"Something is wong," | told her. "Sonething bad."

Her sword flashed in the fireglow The feeling of wong-ness intensified with
that flash, making ne queasy and a little disoriented. | felt hatred. Hostility.
A burni ng dedication comng steadily forward to surround us in the darkness.
"Somet hing--" | said again.

The fire was at her back. | could see nothing of her face. "Wat do you think--"

But she never got a chance to finish, because people began to scream

Twent y

"I't stinks," | said.

Del cast me a gl ance conbining disbelief with inpatience. "Nowis not the tine
to worry about what offends your nose."

"It stinks." | repeated. "Can't you snell it? It's magic, Del... and not meant
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to be kind to us."

The kynri was in a shanbles. No nore piping, no nore singing, no nore dancing.
Everyone was in flight.

The enemy was as yet unseen. But that one existed was plain. | felt it, |
snelled it, and knew it was powerful enough to destroy any nunber of people. The
hundreds gat hered here would never stop it. Never even slowit.

Del and | are canny fighters. W know very well when the odds make victory

i mpossible, and we're prepared to retreat w thout concern for how others may
view the flight. We were prepared to fight or run now, but not know ng who, what
or where the eneny was nmade it inpossible to do either. All we could do was
remain with Adara and her children at the canpfire, while all around us

| andl opers pani cked and fled into the darkness beyond the snudgy firegl ow

Fl ed, and di ed.

By the screams we were able to tell fromwhich direction the eneny approached.
The know edge didn't please us; the kynri was surrounded. Fromthe hills and
mountains flowed a river of hostility, slipping |like waiths through the
darkness, devouring anything in its path.

"Eyes," Del said tersely. "Look at all the eyes... human? O ani nal ?"
"Too low to the ground for human, unless they're crawing on hands and knees."
Whi ch was a possibility. "I think they're aninals."

Del was frowning. "Too nmany for wolves. They're everywhere."

W stood on either side of the fire, our backs to one another with the Borderers
in between, huddled around the ring. Canpfires still burned by other wagons, but
all were unattended. People fled or clinbed into and under wagons, calling on
various Northern gods.

"Dogs?" | said. "Dogs go nad sonetines."

"I don't think so. The kynri dogs are silent."

They were, which disturbed ne. The stud stonped and pawed and generally made his
uneasi ness known, as did other horses tied at neighboring canps, but the dogs
were oddly silent, all of them as if they understood the eneny far better than
any of us, and accepted the role of subnission wi thout a single show of

rel uct ance.

The river flowed closer, The eyes were all around us, fixed and eerily feral
Slanted, slitted eyes, with the shine of ice in the darkness.

There was no doubt in ny nind that we stood a better chance nounted. But we had
only one horse for five.

That is, until Garrod arrived. He rode the gray, |eading the bays and sorrels.
Al were bridled, but he'd had no tinme at all for saddles.

"Waste no tine," he said tersely, "the beasts are all around us. There are
enough to pull down the horses, but if we run we stand a better chance of
breaki ng through the ranks."

Del and | sheathed our swords and took the reins he tossed us. "Adara, up," |

sai d.

"Massou and Ci priana--"

"--will be fine. Cone here." She cane; | tried to give her a boost up, but the
sorrel shied away. | pulled Adara aside, scowing up at Garrod.
He was frowning. "They shouldn't--" But he broke it off, saying sonething about

beasts, and began speaking to the horses.

It was in a Northern dialect | didn't know, but | heard nuances of peacenaking
and placation, a song of soothing prom ses and endl ess enpathy. Al of the
horses settled al nost at once.

"Adara," | said, lifted her up, made certain she was settled firmy on the
sorrel's back. Then | turned to take another horse from Garrod, one of the bays.
"Cipriana."

She was there instantly, saying nothing as | nade a step with | ocked hands and
tossed her up. She landed awkwardly in a tangle of woolen skirts, belly-down
across the horse's shoul ders, but tw sted around and yanked skirts out of the
way as she pulled herself into position

"They are good horses," Garrod said, watching. "The best. But none of themis
gentle."

Cipriana gathered reins, grimfaced. "I can ride," she said firmy. "I will stay
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aboard. "

| saw a brief glint of appreciation in Garrod's pale eyes, and then he was
twisting his neck to | ook back at Del, nmaking certain Massou was safely settled
on the other bay. It left the remaining sorrel for Del. She swung up lightly,
maki ng an easier job of it than C priana because she was, as al ways, skirtless,
wearing gartered trews, gaiters and hi gh-wapped boots very like nmy own.

It left only ne. | went to the stud and pulled the stake. 1'd left himbridled,
which is not uncommon, tied to the earth by nmeans of a halter, rope and picket
stake. Now | | ooped one rope and reins and brought himcloser to the fire.

"Did you know?" | asked Garrod plainly. "I snelled the stink, horse-speaker--did
you know they were com ng?"

He shook his head. Pale braids tw sted agai nst shoulders, rattling beads that
glinted in the light. "Not until the horses told nme. By then, it was nearly too
late. | had tinme only to cone for all of you."

I caught a handful of spiky mane, |eaned back, swing a leg up toward the stud's
runp. Up and over, settled, hauling in reins and rope. Bareback, he was
slippery; | clanmped buttocks and | egs against his flesh, feeling the play of
muscles. "All of us? But you knew only Del and ne... why did you think of all of
us?"

"Because | saw you," he said quietly, "when | cane down to talk to Ajani's nmen."
I looked at Del. | knew we were thinking identical thoughts: Ajani's nen stole
people to sell theminto slavery. Were we making it easy for then?

"Cone on," Garrod said sharply. "Do you want to | et them eat you?"

G ven a choice, |I'd rather fight nen than beasts. W turned the nounts | oose and
ran.

Garrod took us toward the end of the little valley. There was no question he
knew his business; | fully expected the spirited horses to prove difficult, but
Garrod apparently had "spoken” to them They were swift and alert and
responsive, but they didn't panic. They didn't |ose their riders.

The stud, neanwhile, wasn't particularly pleased with the direction of the
flight, since he'd wanted to go the other way. | fought himw th hands and
heel s, keeping himtightly reined as | nuscled himthrough the kynri. Garrod

| ed, while Del and | hung back to herd Adara and her children after him All
around us were abandoned fires, bl ocky Northern wagons, huddl ed hunans and
frightened |ivestock.

And eyes.
We ran, and they ran with us. | began to see shapes, little nore than snatches
of shadows as | fought to stay aboard the slick-backed stud. | saw | ow sl ung

heads, gaping jaws, tongues lolling out of nmouths. Saw the hard shine of eyes
and teeth. Heard the whine and whistle of panting breaths. They were four-footed
creatures with brushy tails, and a nane across hunched shoul ders. Snudgy gray,
but dappl ed silver. Not wolves. Not dogs. Not foxes. Sonething in between.
"Hounds of hoolies," | muttered.

Del's horse was next to ne. "Wat did you say?" she asked.

"--bedtime story in the South." It was hard to tal k over pounding hooves and the
noi sy breathing of running horses. "Supposedly they're the fam liars of Dybbuk
hi nsel f."

"Who?"

"The lord of hoolies, which is undoubtedly the place I'mbound for, if we keep
going the way we're going."

"Ch." Her sorrel stunbled. Del snugged reins, drew up the gelding' s

whi t e- spl ashed head, set himto running again.

"For what it's worth," | said, "I don't think Garrod's turning us over to

sl avers."

Del tilted her head in consideration. "Maybe not at the nonment. But once we're
free of the valley, who's to say what he'll do?"

I grinned. "A pair of sword-dancers, maybe."

"Tiger--watch out!"

Sonet hi ng snapped at the stud's hocks. Swearing, | saw the flash of teeth and
the shine of pale, slanting eyes. The river had reached us at |ast.
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"Keep going!" Garrod called, twisting to shout over one shoul der. Pale braids

whi pped. "If we slow, they'Il pull us down. Just hold on and | et the horses go!"
Massou and Cipriana were hunched forward, clutching reins and flying manes. They
made t hensel ves very small, pulling knees and ankles upward to present snaller

targets to the | eaping "hounds." Massou certainly was snmall enough to succeed,
clinging to his bay like a tick to a dog. G priana and Adara, |onger-|egged, had
nmore troubl e, but managed, just as Del did. | was bigger than any of them and on
a less predictable nount; inwardly | swore and reached to jerk Theron's sword
fromthe sheath slung across ny back

"Bascha--let's cull the pack, shall we?"

Del gl anced over, saw the netallic glint, smled. And freed her own

bl oodi ng- bl ade.

Answering i nmedi ately, the beasts began to bay.

"Through the canyon!" Garrod called. "The opening's just ahead."

We went into the canyon, all six of us, cutting a path through bl ood and bone.
Del and | flanked the others, swept around the edges, closed in. The hounds
shapped and how ed and yipped, trying to pull down the horses, but they were no
mat ch for slashing blades or crushing hooves. W cut them down, smashed them
down, broke through their vicious ranks. And |left themfor their brothers.

Bl ood sprayed up. Del and | were liberally splattered. But it was nothing we
didn't know.

The river continued to flow. The hounds didn't slacken pace, sonehow keeping up
with the horses. Garrod | ed us through the canyon and out of the kynri valley
onto an open plain that stretched on into forever. It provided better footing,
spread the river into a flood, allowed us to judge the nunbers better

"Hoolies," | said curtly. "How many of them are there?"

"Too many." Del was snappish in frustration. "Wy do they keep comi ng? Wy don't
they turn back?" A glance at her face showed ne anger and an unrelenting

grimess. "If it's only a neal they want, there are plenty of dead back in the
val ley."

"So they're after something nore." | |eaned down to the right, unleashed ny
sword in a vicious sw pe, took off the head of one of the hounds. "I told you

it's sorcery, Del. They're not doing this on their own. Someone with power sent
t hem "

"You' re sandsick." She used my own expression. "There's no reason for anyone to
kill everyone at a kyrmi ." Del shook her head, sword flashing in her hand.
"There are fights, yes, sonetines, and nen do die, but there's no reason for
this. Wy kill everyone?"

| swore as the stud junped over a shadow, caught ny bal ance, gripped harder with
knees and ankl es. "Not everyone is at the kynri anynore. Six of us are out here,
and the hounds are follow ng."

"Not all of them.. are they?" Del twisted to | ook back the way we'd cone. "Oh,
Ti ger--"

"I know. That's what | nmeant. One of us is the target."

"Or nmaybe all of us."

"Not all of us are in danger of being proscribed for killing a Northern
an-kaidin."

"You think it's me?"

| shrugged, "It's a thought."

Del swung her sword. | heard a hound yelp. "No, Tiger--no. It doesn't work that
way. They woul d send nen, not beasts. And they'd never kill the innocent."

"l said it was just a thought."

"Keep that one to yourself."

The flood rolled out across the plain, flanking six fleeing riders. No | onger
were the hounds | eaping at us, trying to catch flesh and tear. Now they appeared
to be herding us, running us straight toward the edge of the plain.

It was, | thought, past tine to take the initiative.

Garrod still rode ahead, but just barely; Del and | gall oped abreast to break a
way through the flood. But the flood was beside us now, giving us acres of plain
bef ore.

I crowded his gray, still holding ny bloodied sword. "Turn," | urged. "Sw ng
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left. Cut through the flank. Let's get off this plain."

He nodded and suited actions to nmy suggestion. Del and | dropped back to play
outriders to Adara and her children, knowi ng they might be too tired or too slow
to heed the change in direction. As it was Del and | squeezed themin between
us, knees bangi ng, |egs caught between quivering horseflesh, hunching forward to
gui de the horses.

"They can't run forever!" Adara cried. Her hair had come | ocose and streaned in

the wind Iike a ruddy pennon. "If one of them goes down, the rider will be
killed... or one of us could fall--"

Al'l true. But we had no other choice.

"Just hang on," | told her above the beat of pounding hooves. "Stay with the
horse; he'll follow Garrod. Del and | will hold off the hounds. Just ride."

"I have children--"

"--as well as yourself." | bent across, |lowered ny sword in a flat-bladed slap
across her sorrel's runp. "Massou and Cipriana are doing fine. Del and | are
watching." | pointed at Garrod, whose fair-haired braids flapped behind him

"Stay with him.. don't fall behind!"

Adar a | ooked over one shoul der at the running hounds. "They haven't cone for
us."

It was distinctly unappreciated in light of the risk Del and | were taking for
the Borderers; without them we stood a better chance of escape. "Well, then," |
said rudely, "why don't you just stop? If there's no need for you to run, don't
waste the horses."

Adara flicked a glance at ne and shook her head in denial

"Then run, worman! Do what | tell you to do!"

It was, | admit, a bit on the heavy-handed side, but it had the desired effect.
Adara ran.

The stud, | knew, was tiring. He was tough, he was gane, he had heart, but even
trenmendous stam na gives out when tested too far. | couldn't begin to say how

shredded his legs mght be fromrepeated attacks, or his belly, or how nuch

| onger he could run before he stunbled, falling, to tunble ne onto the plain
into the river of beasts.

Not a happy thought. So | nade nyself stop thinking it and begged the stud for
all the heart he had to give.

The hounds started to fall behind. Their yapping faded, the eyes w nked out, the
fl ood began to abate. | didn't for one mnute think the distance would be
enough--they'd proved to have a single-mnded devotion to their task--and | knew
they wouldn't stop. Fall behind, yes; stop conpletely, no. They had settled on
their prey.

Garrod reached the edge of the plain and took his gray northwest, skirting the
shadowed drop. Moonlight was hel pful, but it didn't really give us nmuch to go
on. W all swung left as he did, saw the flood spread out behind us, and knew
wi t hout speaking we'd have to find another course.

Del sheat hed her sword and thrust out a splayed hand. "Wait," she said, "there
may be a way."

We sl owed as she did, hideously conscious of the hounds. Intently Del searched
the edge, and then stabbed a hand at it. "Earthfall," she said. "Follow ne
down." And plunged off the edge of the plain.

The earthfall was soft and deep, swallow ng | egs past the fetlocks, teasing at
hocks and knees, threatening heaving bellies. But it slid easily aside as the
horses floundered, plow ng through; breaking way soundlessly to carry us down
fromthe plain. The stud snorted and quivered, disliking the shifting earth, but
he obeyed a firmhand on the reins--the other clutched his mane--and didn't try
to | eap away.

Four pal e heads bobbed on rigid necks. Then ruddy-haired Adara, |eaning back
agai nst downward nonentum And ne, the Sandti ger--brown-haired, brown-skinned,
green-eyed--bringing up the rear: Southron sword-dancer on Southron stud.
Sonmehow, | didn't fit.

Was it nme they mght be after?

I shook it off; maybe. And if | was? So what. |'d handle it, as al ways.
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"Hounds of hoolies," | mnuttered.

The stud was sweating. Danpness soaked through nmy woolen trews. Salt and
horsehair nmade ne itch, but at least it was easier to stay astride a wet horse
than a dry. | hugged himwith | egs and | eaned back, staying off his withers. A
m sstep could render nme tenporarily uninterested in wonen--or, rather,

i ncapabl e--for at least a day or two; | sort of wanted to spare nyself
unnecessary di sconfort.

Down and down we went, sliding through soft earth. And then we hit bottom firm
bottom and stopped | ong enough to stare back up at the edge of the plain. It
was bl ack agai nst the sky, nothing nore than a silhouette. For the noment, it
was enpty, but we knew it wouldn't |ast.

"Where are we?" Massou asked, gasping.

The earthfall had funnel ed us down into a rocky canyon. To the left--the
south--stretched a wide, dry riverbed, fouled with sand and boul ders. To the
left the riverbed narrowed significantly, turning into little nore than a crack
between the plainside cliffs and another nottled wall

Garrod shook his head. "Let's just keep riding. W don't dare stop now, not with
those beasts on our trail... naybe at sunrise."

"Sunrise!" Adara blurted it. "You can't expect us or the horses to go on

t hr oughout the night."

"If we have to, we will." Cipriana surprised us all with her vehenence

Garrod's brows went up. He tilted his head thoughtfully and grinned. "W do," he
said, "and we will."

"Let's go," Del said abruptly, jerking her chin north. "Let's try this way..
the riverbed is too open. W'll just follow the canyon and see where it goes.
It's better than being up there with those hounds."

"Besides," Garrod said, "we can't let the horses stand." He turned his gray and
headed north, patting the | athered right shoulder. Talking to him naybe?

"Co," | told Adara. "Del and | ride behind just in case they follow "

"They will," Mssou decl ar ed.

| frowned. "Why do you say that?"

"I just know." He glared back, still sulking over the bite.

| flapped a hand at him "Go."

He went. Cipriana fell in behind him Del and | brought up the rear

"They will follow, " Del said quietly.

"Yes. | think so."

"I'f they corner us--"

"I know. Let's just pray this isn't a trap-canyon."

Del drew in a deep, slow breath. "I have always known | might die," she said
qui etly, "but never like this."

"W're a long way fromdying, Del."

She turned her head sharply and | ooked at nme, very deliberately, for a |long,
arrested moment. And then she snmiled a little. "You told me that once before,
when the Hanjii left us to die in the Punja."

"And | was right."

She nodded, lost in the nmenory. "But there are no Sal set here to rescue us."
"Maybe we'll rescue ourselves." | smled at her and shrugged. "It's not

i mpossi ble."

Del sighed. "Maybe not."

"Have faith, bascha."

Pal e brows rose. "In what, Tiger? | thought you didn't believe in things |ike
gods and divi ne deliverance."
"I don't. | believe in nmyself."

"Ch, good." Her face was perfectly blank. "Now | can rel ax."

I grunted. Grinmaced. dared. "Now you can nake your horse stop rubbing his
head--and hi s teeth--against ny knee."

Del | ooked. Laughed. Pulled aside her horse... after he bit ny knee.

Such a hel pful girl.
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Twent y- one

Qur flight ended as abruptly as it had begun. There, suddenly, was Garrod,
reining in his gray before it could run snmack into a cliff of |ooni ng stone.
There too was Adara, white-faced, hissing something bitterly in vicious
Borderer. And al so her son and daughter, drooping on their horses, turning back
to look at Del and ne hopefully as we stopped our weary mounts.

"Trap-canyon," | said briefly. "All we can do is turn around.”

"Turn around and go back?" Adara stared at ne in shock, face half-curtained in
tangl ed hair. "You nean, we've conme all this way--"

"W had no choice,"” Garrod told her, quietly interrupting. "At least it bought
us a little time."

"Time," she said bitterly. "Tine to die here instead of there?"

I 1 ooked at her children. Massou was nmostly asleep on his horse, all hunched up
and stiff as if he'd |l ocked his joints hours before. H's head bobbed a little
and eyelids drifted closed, no matter how hard he tried to keep them open.

G priana wasn't much different, although her |lids were nore cooperative. Legs
hung sl ackly agai nst her mount, npostly bared by rucked up skirts to show wool en
| eggi ngs. Blonde hair straggled linmply; she shoved it back with effort.

"What do we do?" she asked

I 1 ooked around at the place that now entonbed us. W'd nmade our way through a
narrow, w nding conduit cutting through plainside cliffs and freeside rocks, al
knuckl ed fromw nd and water. The ground itself was solid rock with only a thin
crusting of dirt, and in sone places it was nothing at all but naked stone.
After a while, in darkness, the canyon had blurred into nothingness, defined
only by looming walls and a trace of diluted noonlight.

But now dawn repl aced the darkness. And in the distance | heard a how .

The hounds would, | knew, follow very soon. At this very nmonent they were
probably at the edge of the plains, eyeing the earthfall into the narrow canyon
Maybe they were even over the edge already, pouring down in a white-eyed river.
I 1 ooked at Del, who sat quietly on one of Garrod's sorrels. "W could go back
to the narrowest part of the canyon and bl ock them you and I. Turn them back
Keep them from getting through.”

It was, | knew, only a tenporary device; it seened likely the hounds, with their
vastly superior numbers, would eventually kill us both and continue on to catch
t he ot hers.

Unl ess, of course, we were the ones they wanted. In which case, maybe they'd

| eave the others al one.

Del unsheathed her sword. "I have a better idea."

I looked at Boreal. It occurred to me to wonder why Del hadn't used her before
now. "Bascha--"

"You saw what happened before." She knew perfectly well what | nmeant. "You felt
what happened before. Loosed |ike that--uncontrolled, undirected--she can injure
the innocent as well as destroy the eneny... on the plain | didn't dare."

I glanced around. Dawn was filling the tiny trap-canyon with a weak, pinkish
I'ight, divulging countless holes and crevices cut into the walls thensel ves. And
it occurred to ne that Boreal's backl ash m ght be redoubl ed here.

Ilml--ll

She thrust out a rigid hand. "Do you see the throat? I'll use it to direct the
power, and let the walls protect all of you."

Throat. As good as another word, | guess. At the nmouth of the trap-canyon was a

bul gi ng of w nd-scul pted stone that forced a narrower entryway. A natura
shield, of sorts, swelling fromeither side--a throat of solid stone--barely

wi de enough to offer admittance to a horse, though it had swallowed six of them
"VWhat are you going to do?" Massou demanded sharply.

Del gl anced back at him As always, with him her expression softened. Massou
was Jamail to her. "I'mgoing to try and turn back the beasts."

Bl ue eyes wi dened. " How?"

Del was never one to lie, or even to blunt the truth. Not for anyone's sake.
"Wth magic," she said evenly.

Ci priana urged her bay closer to Del's white-faced sorrel. "Magic," she said.
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"Magi c? How? What will you do?"

Adara shoved tangled hair out of a tired face. Sonething glinted in her eyes: an
odd, bright awareness. "She's going to use her jivatm."

Four pairs of eyes fixed thenselves on the sword. | didn't bother, having seen
Boreal before; instead, | |ooked at them At Garrod, clearly startled, who only
now real i zed Del was precisely what she clained; and at Adara and her children,
staring avidly at the blade. As if they were dying of thirst and knew it would
succor them

Lastly, at Del, who was sliding off her horse. "You would do well," she
suggested, "to find places in which to hide. That way if |I fail, perhaps you'l
still escape the beasts.”

Places in which to hide. Wre there any? The trap-canyon was little nore than a
pen of rock, and we the gathered |ivestock

Garrod tipped his head back, |ooking up. Beaded braids dangl ed, sweepi ng agai nst
his mount's gray runp. "There are holes," he said. "Ledges and shel ves and

hol es. "

So there were. The walls, curving around to trap us within sonething akin to a
semcircle, were freely pocked with hollows and holes. It was possible the walls
that trapped us m ght al so provide a neans of escape fromthe hounds.

In the distance | heard the yapping of the beasts, threading down through the
narrow canyon. | junped off the stud and went over to the nearest |obe of cliff.
The norning light was very thin, but growi ng stronger by the nonment. Shadows
slid down nottled rock onto a stone floor stair-stepped by a now bani shed river,
| osing thensel ves in snudgy darkness. "Any hol es | arge enough?"

"Any we can reach?" Methodically |I checked for cubbies we could use.
"Massou--over here."

He cane at once, peering up at the hole I'd found. "Too high," he said.

"The whole point," | agreed. "Here--1'Il give you a boost. Cone on."

Garrod di smounted and conducted his own search, motioning G priana and her

mot her to dismount and join him It didn't take long for himto discover a | edge
just |arge enough for two. He boosted the girl up, then Adara, and told them
both to stay put.

"What about you?" Cipriana asked. Her voice echoed in the canyon

He was clearly pleased, though he answered calmy enough. "I will stay down with
the horses."

"But--if those things break through--"

"I will stay with the horses," he repeated, with a strange dignity. "They wl|

be frightened also. | can nmake them feel better."

I shot hima sardonic glance as | led the stud to the wall and | ooped his reins
over an outcrop. "By talking to them Garrod?"

He was unoffended. "I've heard you talk to your stud."

"That's different," | pointed out. "That's just talking. He doesn't really

under stand ne."

Garrod grunted. "Do you want nme to find out?"

I thought about it. If he could talk to the stud--no, never nmnd. "Nah," | told
him "He and | do fine."

Del stood by her "throat." She frowned a little, intently studying the interior
of the canyon, the narrow entranceway, the bul ging | obes of stone on either
side. And then abruptly made a decision; she turned and wal ked swiftly straight
to Garrod, who stood talking quietly to his horses.

"l need one," she said.

Interrupted, he | ooked at her with an oddly unfocused stare. "Wat?"

"I need one." Del repeated, gesturing to his horses. "Now "

Garrod frowned. "Whay? Do you nmean to ride back? | thought Tiger said this was
the best place to turn them"

"It is," she agreed evenly, "but we need sonething to block the entrance, |ike a
stopper in a bottle."

I understood instantly, admiring her plan, as well as her courage in asking
Garrod to make such a sacrifice. Watching the interplay, | scratched
thoughtfully at nmy scars; Garrod wouldn't like it at all, once he understood
exactly what she neant.
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For now, he didn't. Braid beads rattled as he shook his head. "Wen the beasts
come, the horse will never stand. He'll try to run, and you'll |ose your

st opper."

"Not if he can't run." Del's hand was nore inperative. "Gve ne a horse, Garrod.
I can ride double with Tiger,"

Abruptly, he understood. Pale eyes w dened in astoni shed disbelief, then
narrowed angrily. | don't know exactly what he said, since he said it in

upl ander dialect, but clearly it wasn't polite. It also wasn't agreenent.

The yapping intensified. Del ignored Garrod's diatribe and reached out to catch
the reins to the nearest horse. It was the sorrel she had ridden

He is fast, the Northerner. He had his knife out before |I could reach him but |
swept aside the angry attenpt and carried himback agai nst the wall.

"No," | said calmy, squeezing the knife fromhis hand.

He didn't even glance at nme, though I held him pressed against the cliff.
Instead he stared past ne at Del, who led the sorrel to the opening. H's

fair-skinned face was blotched with anger. "She can't kill him-she can't kil
him-"

"She can," | said quietly. "lIt's to save our lives, Grrod."

"How can she kill a horse?"

Del positioned the sorrel so that he stood sideways in the throat, blocking the
openi ng.

Garrod lunged off the wall, set me back two steps, tried to twist free. He
nearly did it, too; | only just managed to swi ng hi mback around and snash him
against the wall. "W don't have tine for this, Garrod--"

He swore viciously, cutting ne off, and spat out sonething in uplander slang.
Sonet hing, | think, about an old nman and a nanny goat.

I leaned on hima little, smling. "If you like, we can use you to block the
gate."

Garrod struggled fruitlessly. "You don't understand--"

"Al'l I need to understand is that when it comes down to it, our survival is nore

i mportant than that of any horse. You' d agree, if you had any brains.”
"I'"'m a horse-speaker, you fool! Don't you know what that means? Don't you

under st and?" He strained against ne. "I feel what they feel--sense what they
sense--"

In the canyon, comng closer, | heard the howling of the hounds. "Ri ght now
don't care if it neans you're ready to drop a foal yourself,” | told him "Del's

trying to save our lives."

He spat out another angry oath in Northern. This tinme Del was the target.

| sighed and forcibly shut his nouth. "Any time, bascha."

Garrod nmunbl ed urgently against ny hand, then went perfectly rigid. | didn't
wat ch Del dispatch the horse, since ny attention was on Garrod, but | heard the
famliar wailing whistle of an unkeyed jivatma in use. The horse fell heavily;
Garrod' s eyes squeezed shut. Then he sagged against the cliff.

Del swung stiffly fromthe dead horse. Her face was oddly tight. "Wen you have

seen Ajani kill your famly, killing a horse is nothing."

Garrod' s eyes snapped open

Del's tone didn't waver. "When we are free of here, | have questions to ask of
you. Questions about Ajani."

Garrod said nothing at all, still struck dunmb by the death of his horse. Del
turned away.

After a nonment, certain Garrod now woul d do nothing, | went over to her. "I1'lI

be with you, bascha."

Her voice was slightly unsteady, "You might do well to get up high."
"I mght," | agreed, "but | have no intention of hiding."

Lashes flickered mnutely. "Because Garrod's stayi ng down?"

| didn't feet like biting. "Because | want to stay here with you."

Her eyes searched ny own. Wavered. Then lips tightened slightly. "I don't need
conpany to die."
"Neither do I, Del. But I have no intention of dying." | glanced through the

throat and to the cut beyond.
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Heard the yappi ng of the approaching flood. Took ny place behind her. If they
got past Boreal, they'd still have an enemy. "The hounds are com ng, bascha.
You' d better sing your song."

Del turned. She positioned herself just behind the dead horse, warded by
towering stone. Such a fragile, delicate gate, nade of flesh and bone. But |
thought it nmight be enough, because she al so was Boreal

Del lifted the sword and held her angled fromshoulder to hip. | knew,
underneath the soft-conmbed wool cross-wapped fromwist to elbow, Del's arns
were flexed and firm Her |egs were spread and set, knees only slightly bent.
She hel d her stance and wait ed.

She is tall. She is strong. She is conpletely unrelenting. Not a soft wonan, as
C priana had needl essly pointed out; what Del was, | knew. a dedicated soldier
in the service of her oath.

My sword hissed as | unsheathed it. But the nusic of the steel was lost in the
song of Delilah's naking.

The canyon di sgorged six hounds. The vanguard had arrived.

Hool i es, bascha, do it--

Twent y-two

Sonething flickered at the corner of ny eye. Something high, up in the cliff
wal | , and not where Garrod and | had cached any of the others. \WWich nmeant maybe
the hounds had found another way in, and the vanguard was only a decoy.

Quickly 1 glanced at Del, who began to sing her sword alive. She was, for the
monent, untroubl ed by the hounds, who nerely crouched agai nst the canyon fl oor,
creeping forward to show her their teeth. | glanced up at the wall again, saw
the blob of a face in one of the holes, knew it was man instead of beast.

| sheathed, crossed the trap-canyon in two | eaps, caught the convenient
handhol es. Toeholes as well; | clanbered up easily, chinned nyself on the |edge
some forty feet above the floor, pulled nyself up with caution. | wasn't rmnuch
interested in having nmy eyes poked out.

No danger of that. The hole was enpty, but it wasn't entirely a hole. It was a
tunnel in the rock, snoothed by wind, water and tine. Feeble Iight blushed it
pi nk and apricot, which nmeant the tunnel gave out beyond the trap-canyon,

provi ding a neans of escape.

"Garrod!" | shouted. "Garrod, get the others down. Bring them over here. |'ve
found a way out." | swung nyself down, around, clung a nonment to the lip of the
| edge, caught toes in convenient hol es, began the awkward descent.

I was down, jumping the last five feet, as Garrod hel ped the wonen down from
their ledge. | retrieved Massou and steered himto the crude | adder in the wall.
I'"d found the hand- and toehol es spaced ridicul ously cl ose together, carved nore
for a boy of Massou's size than a man's. But there was no tine to wonder about
it; it sinply meant Massou would find the going easy. He was quick and agil e,

and nore than willing.

Adara, however, was not. "Up there?" she asked, aghast.

"Straight up," | agreed. "There's a solid | edge, once you get up, and a tunnel."
"But you don't know where it goes!"

"Qut of here," | said firmy, and caught her around the waist. "Hi ke up those
skirts and clinb."

"But--"

"Cdinb, woman! O woul d you rather be eaten?"

Hastily she gathered skirts, kilted themup into her tunic belt to display blue
wool en | eggings, turned to face the wall. | boosted. Awkwardly she thrust hands
and feet into holes.

Beyond Del's throat and the dead horse gate, more hounds gathered. Ugly hounds
they were, dappled silver against dull gray, with | ow sl ung heads and prom nent
jaws, displaying awesone teeth. They had raggedy, wolfish ears, except the ears
| acked hair, being |eathery, grayish things that now stood firnmy upright, fixed
upon the song. Hindquarters were slight in conparison to heavy shoul ders made
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heavi er by tangl ed manes. Brushy tails hugged genitals, curled tightly against

| ean bellies.

In the faint glow of dawn, slanting eyes were colorless. By night, | knew, they
were white, throwi ng back the Iight.

Del sang, | felt the tenperature drop. Down and down, until ny breath pluned the
air. | knew it was only backl ash; the wi nding conduit in front of Del would
suffer the worst of the storm But it still rmade ne shiver, although I wasn't
certain if the response was born of cold or superstition

The hounds, too, felt it; felt something. As Del |oosed the sword, each of them
tilted back an ugly head and howl ed to the skies.

I shook ny head, staring. It resenbled nothing so much as sone uncanny form of
obei sance. To Del? Or to the sword? O nmaybe to the nmagic?

Hoolies, | hate magic. There's nothing clean about it.
"Conme on," | told G priana brusquely as her nother reached hal fway. "Your turn."
Her skirts were already kilted. She turned to face the wall, then abruptly swung

back. She caught ny neck, hugged hard, kissed ne before I could say a word. And
was clinbing the | adder of holes, |laughing to herself.

Oh, hoolies. Wat possesses sonme wonmen?

Massou' s expressi on was one of enbarrassed disgust. Garrod's one of startled
specul ation. Then he frowned. "Do you have a harem Sout hron?"

"She's young," | nuttered, reaching to scoop up Massou. "She doesn't know what
she wants." | put the boy against the wall, steadied him sent himup behind his
sister. As |'d expected, he took to the clinb with ease.

Garrod's breath weathed his face. "Wat about the horses? Do we take them back
t hrough the canyon?"

| sighed. "You don't learn too quickly, do you? No, Garrod, we don't take them
back through the canyon. W | eave them here,"

"Leave them-" He stopped short. "You hope the beasts will be satisfied with
theminstead of with us."

"I"'mnot counting onit." | jerked a thunb upward. "Your turn, horse-speaker."
"What of your stud?"
It took all | had to shrug unconcernedly. "He doesn't have w ngs, does he? So

guess he stays with your horses."

Garrod gl anced back. Four Northern horses stood huddl ed together against the far
wall; the fifth lay dead in the entrance to the canyon. | saw his face go stiff,
and then he was clinbing the | adder.

It left me. And Del

Del's song faltered. Then stopped. | might have told her to keep singing in
order to hold the hounds, but clearly Boreal's power was not what kept them from
attacki ng. Maybe sone form of geas?

It didn't sit well. | was not at all fond of the idea that the beasts were nore
than predators, but under a kind of guidance.

Del voiced sinmlar thoughts. "They're creeping closer," she said as | joined

her. "See? Right now they're watching nme, judging nme... they're thinking out the
attack."

She shivered slightly. "They have intelligence, Tiger. As nmuch as you or |I.
I looked out at the hounds. Dozens of them crouched down in front of the dead
horse, tongues lolling in apparent idleness, but it was belied by the al ertness
in pale eyes. Del was right; they were judging her

I wet my lips. "It may not be intelligence," | said, "It nay only be direction."
"What do you nean?"

"They cut us out of the kynri and herded us out onto the plain. They |ost us
briefly in the canyon, but now they've got us pinned. And yet they don't

attack." | shrugged. "I still think it's sorcery... and | think they' ve been
bewi t ched. "

"If that's true--"

"It doesn't matter," | interrupted. "There's a way out, Del. The others are
free--it leaves only us." | gestured. "There, bascha--up the wall and out.

There's a tunnel . "
Del stared at the | adder of holes. The swordsong had taken all of her
concentration, making her deaf and blind to the rest of us. | saw her surprise
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transformitself into relief, and then she frowned, glancing at the horses.

"The stud..." She let it trail off, |looking at ny face. "Ch, Tiger--"

"Cinb," | said evenly. "I can be as hardhearted as you."

I'"d nmeant it as a joke. It came out otherwise. But it was too |ate to apol ogi ze;
Del was heading for the cliff.

The hounds noved to foll ow

Oh, hoolies. It was Del they wanted.

"Up!" | shouted. "Get up!"

She turned back, saw the hounds comni ng over the horse.

"Cdinb!" | shouted, unsheathing. "It's you they want, bascha. Get up that
wal | --get above them-get out of their reach."

"Tiger--"

"Just do it, bascha--1 can hold themoff."

well, | could try.

Del was hal fway up the wall as the hounds poured over the horse into the
trap-canyon, nmaking it their owm. | felt their hot breaths, the scrape of claws
on | eather boots, the thrust of shoul ders and chests against ny legs. | stood

knee-deep in a river of beasts.

They snapped, slashed, clawed, tried to thrust nme aside. Most bit only

hal fheartedly, out of reflex. It wasn't ne they wanted, but if | got in the way
they'd take pains to put nme out of it.

Well, | intended to get in the way. And let themknow it, leveling nmy sword |ike
a scythe. | took heads, severed spines, opened gaping holes in chests and ribs.

I made nysel f soundly disliked.

Del was gone. Accordingly, they turned fromthe wall to ne, pressing ne back,
forcing nme across the canyon, Behind ne, Garrod's horses were restless; the stud
st onped uneasily.

The stud. Hoolies. Wiy do this on foot?

I pulled free of the spangled river, caught the stud, swng up onto his back
"Well, old son, let's say we try this one together." | gathered reins in one
hand, hefted the sword with the other. "Let's stonp sone dogs, old man."

Most of the hounds seened distracted by Del's disappearance. O hers nelted back,
licking at the ones I'd killed or wounded. But a few came for us. They snapped
at pasterns, hocks, knees. Slashed at belly, genitals, flanks. Tried to pull him
down, to shred him to turn himback fromflight. But the stud was angry and
frightened, doing his best to run, and when a horse as single-mnded as ny old
man deci des he wants to run, nothing gets in his way.

Not even the man on his back.

There is sonething exhilarating about fighting the odds while astride a very
good horse. Sone elenmental enption that strips bare the so-called civilization
we' ve undergone in order to live in settlenents and cities, or to travel the
sands in a caravan. Sonehow | was not just a man anynore, but a nan in tandem
with the horse. It nade ne strong and proud and oddly content, all at once, with
a powerful surge of enotion that translated itself into an intensity that, to ny
altered perceptions, slowed the attacking beasts to a crawm. And it nade it easy
to kill them

It was a strange detachnent. | felt the bunching of the stud's nuscles beneath
my buttocks, sensed the powerful anger, heard the snorts and squeals of rage. He
struck unerringly with iron-shod hooves; together, we were invincible.

I smelled bl ood and urine and excrenent. The stink of fresh-spilled entrails.
Mostly, | smelled power, and the stench of sorcery.

"Sorry," | said aloud, "but I amnot inpressed."”

I knew better than to give the hounds a chance to pull us down. They stil

out nunbered us badly, and the stud and | couldn't hold themoff forever.

waited until the flood paused to reconsider, jamed heels into the stud's
heavi ng sides, took himthrough the snarling hounds.

There was, | knew, a chance he might refuse to junp the dead horse. In which
case we were fairly trapped, because he couldn't hold out nuch | onger. On foot,

| stood little chance. So | ainmed himat the opening, fed himrein, slapped the
flat of ny borrowed bl ade across his bl ood-fl ecked runp.
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He junped, my gane old nman, and cleared the body easily, landing with a clatter
of iron on stone beyond. And, since he had nmomentumin his favor, | didn't
bother trying to stop him | nerely gave hima second slap and bent down over
hi s spi ke- maned neck

"Now s your chance!" | shout ed.

oligingly, the stud ran away with ne.

Twenty-t hree

We were noisy, the stud and |I. Hooves cl opped and cl attered agai nst hard stone,
scraping grit, crushing small rocks, scattering bits and pi eces against the
looming walls. It was easier to see now that the sun was up, but | was still a
stranger to the canyon even though I'd ridden through it only the night before.
At a dead run and bareback, the stud was hard to stay aboard. | hugged himwth
all the strength in thighs and calves, locking ny left hand in the stiff

upst andi ng hair of his undi pped mane. My other hand was full of sword, which
did not, at this speed, dare to put away. |'d probably cut off nmy left arm

We t hreaded our way through the canyon, dodgi ng overhanging cliffs and junping
ribs of rock. At times the cliffs | oomed perilously near ny head, threatening to
scrape off ny ears, but | bent low and tried to stay as unobstructive as
possible. At this particular nmonment the stud didn't need ny hel p; he seened to
know what he was doing. But then again, during a runaway, the stud usually does.
At | ast we reached the earthfall. | knew better than to try riding up it to the
pl ain; the footing was inpossible, too soft for stud or man. And so | went
straight, |eaving the narrow canyon behind, and entered the riverbed instead,
the wi de floodplain of vani shed water. A canyon renai ned, but here the walls
parted, taking | eave of one another. To ny left reared the plainside cliffs, to

my right the low, ridged line of reddish wall, rem nding ne of the tunnel |'d
sent the others into.
The others. | cursed, twisting on the stud, to | ook back the way we'd cone. The

canyon vanished into little nmore than a thready bl ack |ine, made invisible by

di st ance.

Hool i es, where was Del ?

Where, for that matter, were the hounds?

Was it possible--? No, probably not. And yet it wasn't ne they' d been after, but
Del . And Del had wal ked up walls, disappearing into nothingness. | had no idea
how wel | the hounds took a scent, but it was possible they'd | ose her entirely.

It was even possible, | hoped, they' d give up chasing ne.
Briefly, | patted the stud. "Bet you'd like that, old man."
He | abored beneath me. | didn't like the sound of his breathing. If he ran nuch

| onger at this speed, he could break his wind. O throw shin splints. O even
break his legs. Al of which would render himuseless to ne or to anyone el se.

And a horse no longer useful... | swore violently. No. He deserved better than
t hat .

I twisted to | ook back again. No hounds, though | could hear howing in the

di stance. | sucked in a deep breath, considered things a brief nmoment, made ny

decision. Carefully | eased the stud's headlong gallop, slowing himto a | ope,
then to a jagged trot. And, at long last, into a stunbling wal k.

I hooked ny leg over and slid off the right side instead of the left in order to
keep the sword clear of the stud, who stunbled and weaved so badly | was afraid
he m ght swing his head and smack into the blade itself. |I caught up the reins
and led him searching for a break in the |ow canyon wall. | wanted to get out
of the riverbed, wide as it was, and find higher ground, a place where | could
keep an eye out for hounds while | gave the stud--and nyself--a rest.

Sonet hi ng caught ny eye. A notch in the ridged wall. It was possible... yes; not
only possible, but definite. The notch was a jagged break that cut through the
line of wall clear to the riverbed. A rough, treacherous stairway up to | eve
ground.

Rai n had snoot hed the stone, wearing down jagged edges. There were hol | ows where

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (99 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:06 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

puddl es gat hered, shoul ders curved |like a woman's, cranni es w de enough for

booted feet and shod hooves. It was not, thank the gods of valhail, incredibly
steep, but it would still be a tough clinb for the stud. He was horse, not
nmount ai n goat .

Tough clinb for nme, too, | didn't dare | ead himup because once he'd gat hered
his willingness he'd also gather speed. Horses, when left to thenselves, clinb
such things in |l eaps and bounds; 1'd end up splattered all over the rock. And

couldn't ride himup; it was too steep, too treacherous to burden himwth mny
wei ght, and--without a saddle--1"'d probably conme off. But | doubted he'd go up
it alone without sonme sort of encouragenment, so | stuffed his head into the
break, tugged the bit forward, stepped aside quickly as |I slapped himonce again
with the flat of Theron's sword.

Maybe he was a mountain goat after all... three lunging strides took him hal fway
up, where he slipped, slid, scrabbled, then caught hinself and |unged upward
again, until he cleared the top

"Wait for nme," | said lanely, and sheathed ny sword at |ast.
He did wait, being too exhausted to go on wi thout ne. Upon topping the break
mysel f, | found the stud engaged in standing still, head drooping in weariness.

Lat her flecked chest, shoul ders, flanks; sweat ran down between his ears to drip
off the end of his nose. He was breathing like a bell ows.

"Sorry, old man... nothing else we could do." | caught a rein and exam ned him
quickly, gritting teeth as | noted the damage. Red flecks stained salty white

| ather. Blood ran fromchest, flanks, hocks, ankles. The hounds had stri pped
hair and flesh away in their bid to pull himdown. He needed rest, attention,
food and water. And | could give himnone of it; the hounds were far too cl ose.

| shivered. danced skyward. It was early yet, but again clouds snuffed out the
sun and gave nme gray light instead of yellow, softening the hard edge of the day
into one of danpness, of nuted sounds and colors. Wen the rain began to fall, |
was unsurprised, and equally unhappy.

It was little nore than a heavy mist. But | was mi serabl e nonet hel ess, |onging

for my desert. | wanted warnth. | wanted sunlight. | wanted sand beneath ny
feet, instead of turf and |eaves.

And now that | had the stud again, | also wanted Del

"Hoolies, you're sandsick." | said it aloud, and enphatically, generally

di sgusted by the intensity of ny longing. "You spent thirty-sonme-odd years

wi t hout anyone, and now you're bleating |like a newborn danjac begging for his
mot her." | scratched the stud's wet face. "First of all, you'll undoubtedly find
her soon enough--they're not that far from here; second of all, even if you
don't, it means you can go hone again. To the South, where it's warm and bri ght
and nostly free of this thrice-cursed rain. Were cantina girls sit on your knee
and nen buy you aqivi, counting it a privilege, telling stories |ater of how
they spent tine with the Sandtiger. Wiere the circle is drawmn in sand, not nud;
where opponents don't mutter of Northern patterns and Northern an-kaidin; where
the tanzeers know your nanme and offer gold if you'll do thema service. And
where, for that nmatter, you don't have to worry if the Northern bascha m ght get
herself killed in the circle, |leaving you alone in the world again--"

| stopped. The exhausted stud stared back at me with an abi ding disinterest.

"Ch, hoolies... | amsandsick." | turned the stud north and wal ked. Hunting the
Nor t hern bascha
The hunt took until |ate afternoon, and when it ended | was the hunted, not the

hunter, because it was Del who found nme instead of the other way around.
I was relieving nyself when she nelted out of the nist, danp hair straggling

down her back. She saw the stud, not nme; I'd left himin the open while | sought
the trees. | considered calling to her, then discarded it. The reunion could
wait until 1'd finished.

Del went directly to the stud, speaking to himquietly. He whickered a little,
nosed her, rubbed his head on her shoul der as she stepped close to stroke his
neck. | finished, took two steps, stopped. Said nothing. Instead, | listened to
her, and | ooked.

"Poor boy," she said softly. "Poor brave boy, so torn by teeth and cl aws. ..

you' ve been badly used, haven't you? Asked to run and fight and run sonme nore...
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and given no chance to rest."” She smled a little as he butted agai nst her and
rubbed harder, relieving the unpl easantness of danp hair agai nst equally danp
wool . "Poor Southron-bred boy, so tired of all the cold and rain and danp... as
much as your rider hinself, ny poor bel eaguered Sandtiger, so far from what he
knows. "

Del gl anced around, still rubbing the stud's head. She'd scraped wet hair back
fromher face, which sharpened the angles of her features and robbed them of
fem nine softness. | realized, |ooking at her anew, she'd | ost weight, and

tension had tautened the flesh at the corners of her eyes and nmouth. It aged
her, nmade her | ook nore determ ned than ever; stole away the |ightheartedness of
youth to show i nstead the burden of responsibilities no one should ever have to
know, regardl ess of gender

My poor brave Delilah, so driven by the dual needs for forgiveness and
retribution.

| stepped out of the trees and went down to her, watching the alteration in her
eyes as she saw ne; the brief glow of relief that said, "he is alive, he is
whole, he is still the Sandtiger."

In which case, | had an imge to live up to.

"Well," | said lightly, "took you | ong enough."

Del smled, showing teeth. "W did consider |eaving you."

"So why didn't you?"

"W needed the horse."

So we did, since five of themwere dead. "How are the others?"

"Adara is tired and letting everyone know about it. Garrod is still upset over
the |l oss of his horses; he's a horse-speaker, after all. Massou considers it al
an adventure, and Cipriana--well--" Del shrugged. "She wanted to cone al ong, but

Adara nade her stay behind."
| scrubbed a hand over ny face. "Hoolies, Del, what am| to do with her? She's

just a girl--"

"And if she were older?" Del smled again, arching suggestive brows. "She's not
really all that young, Tiger. I'"'monly five years ol der."

"I know, | know... don't remind ne." | sighed. "Sonetinmes | think you're too

young for ne."

"Me, too." Heartlessly. "Soneone |ike Garrod, now..
el aborately thoughtful

"No," | said flatly, "not Garrod. Not for you. Not a man who m ght have taken
part in the nmurder of your kinfolk."

It effectively robbed the nonent of hunor. The ice was back in her eyes. "Garrod
did not," she said coolly, "but plainly he knows about it. He would have to; he
has ridden with Ajani."

"Ridden with hinP" | frowned. "Knowing himis one thing; riding with himis

anot her."

"He knows him He said so. He's ridden with him too. But not |lately, he says,
and never to nurder people."” Del's tone was so flat it underscored her anger
nore than shouting could have. "There is a distinction somewhere, but | have yet
to see it."

Garrod's habits were worth discussing, | thought, in viewof his link to A ani,
but there were nore pressing matters. Like the hounds. And | said so.

Del shook her head. "For the nmonent, they've disappeared. But | think they' |l be
back." She braced as the stud rubbed agai nst her again. "You may be right,

Tiger. | think they're after soneone--or sonething--in particular... and | think
they're conjured beasts. They aren't natural. O herw se they wouldn't be so

sel ective, so single-mnded. And they'd never have | et you and the stud break
free."

"l sort of wondered about that nyself." | gathered dangling reins. "He's too
tired to carry double, bascha. W'll have to walk, if you'll lead the way."

She gestured in a northerly direction. "Back that way a couple of miles. In a
canyon ..." She sniled oddly a nonment. "A very renarkabl e canyon."

"Not another trap-canyon." | started wal ki ng, |eading the stud.

"No. Oh, no. And there is no danger of the beasts attacking there. The magic is

Her expression was
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too strong."

"Magic." | stopped wal ki ng. "Magi c?"
Del nodded. "A very powerful magic, |ike nothing you' ve ever seen."
I grunted. "lI've seen a little in ny lifetinme, bascha, and | haven't liked any

of it. The hounds thenselves are nmgi c--even you admit it."

"BEven | admit it," she agreed patiently. "Yes, the hounds are born of magic; and
yes, a malignant magic... but the Canteada aren't."

"The what ?"

"Not what: who. The Canteada." Del sighed, |ooking uncharacteristically fatuous.
"Ch, Tiger, if only you could understand..."

"I try!™ | said dryly. "Explainit to nme."

Del shook her head. "Explaining won't help. You wouldn't understand. | don't

thi nk you can understand; not you."

I wasn't particularly pleased by her conviction. "How do you know that? |'m not
entirely blind--"

"Not blind," she said, interrupting, "deaf. At |east deaf to nusic."

"Music." | sighed, scrubbing ny face again. "Bascha, can't you be a bit nore
specific? All this jabber about nusic and magic--"

"Al'l this 'jabber,' as you put it, is as specific as it gets." Del pointed
north, suggesting we continue our journey.

I urged the stud forward again. "You're telling me these Canteada people are
nmusi ci ans. "

"No," she said softly, "I'mtelling you the Canteada are nusic."

I grunted. "Sane difference."

"You are surly, aren't you?" Del shook her head. "I said you wouldn't

under stand. "

"What | understand,"” | told her plainly, "is that we've been singled out by a

sorcerer who's set the hounds of hoolies on us for no particular reason, as far
as | can see, except maybe for sone sort of peculiar entertainment. And | don't

much like it." | scowed at her. "I don't like it, |I don't like this, | don't
even like this country." | sucked in a deep breath, stopped wal ki ng agai n,

conti nued unabated, since she was listening, "I've been wet since we got here,
hal f-frozen by your sword; attacked by |oki, Iive and dead bodi es; savaged by

conjured hounds, made to suffer the anorous advances of nother and daughter, all
the while being turned neatly away by you. Do you blane nme for being surly?"

Del gazed at ne thoughtfully. "You're tired," she said finally. "You'll fee
better when you've eaten.”
"Eaten, schneaten," | snapped. "I'Il feel better when we're done w th whatever

it is you need to do and we can go back South again, where it's warm and bri ght
and dry."

Del took the reins fromne. "And if we don't start noving, Tiger, we'll never go
anywhere."

Surliness, like the rain, was conpletely unabated; |I turned on ny heel and
nmoved.

Twent y-f our

To our right cut the narrow canyon the stud and | had traveled tw ce, once in,
once out. To our left jutted a danmp, rocky wall rising well above our heads. Its
face was gray and blue, slick and sleek with rain as it drizzled out of the sky.
The cliff wall | ooked |ike someone had hewn it out of the earth with a giant ax,
|l eaving it choppy and sharp and striated. But the jagged, angry face was
softened by nobss and fallen | eaves, littered green and gold and carnelian, wth
a touch of faded plum

"The colors are different here," | said, rustling through rai n-washed | eaves.
Del gl anced at ne, then | ooked at the craggy cliff face, at bare-branched trees,
at | eaf-softened, otter brown ground. After a nonent, she nodded. "They are
deeper, richer, older... not inpermanent |ike the South."

"I mpermanent." 1t sounded odd.
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"Ch, yes. In the South the colors are subtler, nore subject to whins of weather
To sinooms, blow ng sand across the nmiles. To | ack of water, sucking noisture
and col or out of trees and vegetation. And to the sun, stealing the life from
everything, nman and aninmal alike."

I frowned. "You told ne once you liked the South."

"I respect it. | admre its strength, its fierce beauty, its determ nation to
survive. But this--this--" One arm enconpassed cliff, canyon, forest, "--is what
I have known since birth. These colors are nmy own; even the snell of the North,
the taste of rain-soaked ground. This is what has shaped ne."

Sonet hi ng bl ossoned inside me. Such a tiny little bud, threatening to unfold.
"You sound |ike you nmean to stay here."

Del | ooked at nme sharply. And then gl anced away.

The bud becane a bl oom and showed ne the colors of ny fear. "Bascha--when this
is all done, we're going South again. At least, | am Aren't you?"

She still didn't look at me. "I haven't decided yet."

Wmen are spontaneous creatures. They don't generally think things through on a
| ogical level, relying nostly on enotion. They tend to nake snap judgnments and
stick by them stubbornly nerely for the sake of appearances, to save face and
salve pride, even if you show themthey' re utterly wong. Rarely do they | ook at
all the angles, seeing only what they desire. They see, they want, they take, or
find a man to get it for them

They talk off the top of their heads, regretting it later, always, then denying
they ever said it.

Worren are fickle creatures

And not so different fromnmen. Wich neant | knew what Del's evasi veness

i ndi cated, regardl ess of what she said.

She said she hadn't decided, which neant, of course, she had.

| stopped wal ki ng abruptly, which stopped the stud. "Do you nean to tell ne
you' ve dragged ne all the way up here on some thrice-cursed m ssion of

forgi veness, yet you have no intention of going hone?"

She didn't answer at once. Then, softly, she said, "I am hone, Tiger."

Hool i es. So she was.

My tone was curt. "Del--"

"I said | hadn't decided."

"And when will you decide?"

She shrugged. "Wen | do."

That was hel pful. | scratched at ny scars, dragging broken nails across the
distinctive claw narks. | hadn't been able to shave for a couple of days and the
stubbl e was driving me crazy. "And when, do you think, mght that be?"

"l don't know " Her shout echoed in the canyon, clinbed the cliff wall, |ost
itself in trees. The stud flicked his ears.

"Ah," | said, "I see."

Del's face bloonmed angrily. "How am| to know?" she asked tightly. "How am| to
know if | will even have a life to live until | have faced the ishtoya and

an-i shtoya, the kaidin and an-kaidin? | nust go before them and abase nyself,
ask their forgiveness, their judgnment, their penance. How can | say what | wll
do with ny life when they may not let ne keep it?"

"Ch. | think they'll let you keep--"

"You don't know that, Tiger!"

Clearly | had upset her. "Now, Del--"

"Don't!" she said furiously. "Don't patronize me. Don't dismiss nmy fear as if it
has no validity. Don't pat me on the head and say you'll make it better. Don't
promi se to chase away the shadows because you don't know what they are,"

Well, no, | couldn't. Unless she told nme, which she hadn't.

"I don't want to lose you," | said. Then regretted it instantly.

Luckily, Del only bristled. "You don't have ne, Tiger."

"No," | agreed, "not lately. You and your | oki obsession--"

She said sonething nasty about the |loki in succinct, scatal ogi cat Sout hron

"I imagine they'd like that," | pointed out. "After, all, you' re the one who
explained it to me... howthey're attracted to nmen and wonmen 'in congress,' as
you put it."
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"They are."” Only her lips noved; her teeth were tightly | ocked.

"Well, then, we don't have anything to worry about,"” | sniled sweetly. "Do we?"
Del swung around and wal ked.

It was the stud who warned us. Maybe by then Del and | both were sick of
wal ki ng, saying nothing but thinking a lot; we sinply didn't notice. But the
stud did, |uckily.

Ears snapped forward. He inhal ed deeply, then exhal ed noisly, as horses do when
they're unsure. And then he stopped dead in his tracks, popping the reins taut

in my hand.
I smelled thembefore | saw them | renmenbered the snell well--the putrid, nusky
stench of death--frombrief captivity in the canyon. "I thought you said the

hounds were gone."

"They were." Steel sang as Del unsheathed her sword. "They went back through the
canyon after you, then sinply di sappeared.”

"Well, they're back now "

We weren't following a path, exactly, just making our way on the strip of ground
bet ween canyon and cliff wall. Trees hedged both sides thickly, close-grown or
nmore widely scattered, while rain dripped frombare branches. There was little
coverage, but the hounds knew how to use what of it there was.

Wet | eaves don't mamke as nuch noise as dry ones. Water nuffles sound, glues them
together, provides a soggy carpet. But they aren't soundl ess, either, and

heard the hounds around us. Front and sides and back

No trap-canyon, this tine. This time they didn't need it.

It was, as always--at least to ne--a day of grays: ash, iron, olive. And now t he
hounds as well, dull slate and dappled silver, at one with the rain and at one
with the cliff, paying mind to neither. In silence they slipped through the
trees, heads dipped low, tails tucked, manes fl opping on big shoul ders.

One-handed, | drew ny sword. "What in hoolies do they want?"
"Us," she said.
"You. "

Del gl anced at ne sharply. "You don't nean--"

"l do. You went up that trap-canyon wall and they cane in after you. It wasn't
me they wanted. They only chased ne because you were al ready gone. Even then,
they were rather halfhearted about it. What are there--thirty? Forty? Fifty?
More than enough to pull the stud down, and yet they really did nothing at all."

"Not hing," she echoed. "I've seen the stud, Tiger, and |'ve seen you. That's not
all horse blood on your clothing."

Well, no, but | hadn't really taken the tine to inspect it. | was stiff and sore
and maybe a bit ragged around the edges, but I was well enough

"I'"ll say it again; it's you," | told her. "If they could speak, |I'd ask them"

Del said nothing, watching as the hounds spilled out to encircle us. They kept
their distance, giving us plenty of room yet | had the feeling that if we
nmoved, they'd go right along with us. Once again, they worked us, |like a dog set
on Sout hron goats.

"It doesn't nmake any sense," she said. "The voca woul d never rescind ny year of
response.”

"Who?"

"Voca. Those who gather in judgnent."

"Theron cane after you."

"Theron applied to collect the blood-debt. By voca law, he was required to give
me the choice between entering the circle or going hone to accept the judgnent
of ny peers and teachers." Her face was stark. "As you know, he chose to dance
against nme. He | ost, because of you. It neans no other may chall enge ne, unti
the year is up."

"We're awfully close, bascha. Wth all the delays we've had, it's only a matter
of weeks."

"Yes, Tiger. | know. But they would never have sent the beasts. It isn't the
voca's way." Her expression was grim "They would send nen, Tiger, and naybe
worren. All carefully trained sword-dancers."

"Then why do these hounds want you?"
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"Maybe it isn't nme."

| frowmed. "I knowit's not ne, Del."

"Not you, not ne." She lifted the sword a little. "Maybe they want this."

I shook ny head. "Wat would a pack of hounds want with a sword, Del? They can't
exactly use it."

"They' ve been herding us fromthe beginning."

"Well, yes--"
"They' ve never really attacked us, nostly driving us toward the north."
"Well, yes, it does seem-"

"She didn't hold them Tiger. Wien | sang. They seened to relish the power,
instead of fearing it."

I thought it over. They had. "Still, Del, | wonder--"

"They're escorting us to soneone. Someone who wants this sword."

| sighed. "Seens a bit farfetched to nme, Del. Wiy send a pack of nightnare
hounds when a man--or nen--could do as well, if not better? After all, hounds
don't have hands to carry a sword."

"They don't need hands. They've got us."

I glanced out through the drizzle. Gray on gray, perfectly still, in a perfect
perineter. Staring at Del and her sword. "It just doesn't neke sense, bascha."
"Bvil rarely does."

I glanced at her sharply. "Wat do you nean, 'evil'?"

"I't depends on your definition," she said, "but evil is usually bad."

The stud still stood and stared, watching the beasts rigidly. Hot breath warned
my shoul der. "Then you're saying there is a sorcerer--"

"Or loki," she said calmy. "Loki require power. And power lives in this sword."

I recalled how she'd yelled at ne not to use my borrowed sword in the |oki ring.
Coul d they have siphoned off whatever power renained and used it for thensel ves?
And now they required nore.

"Loki," | said in disgust.

"A sword is a sword," Del said. "Ajivatna is nore than a sword. |If | key her
fully, her power can be used agai nst us."

"Well, then, let's not go keying her, shall we?"

Del smled alittle, wyly. "How many do you think we can kill before they kil
us?"

"You just said they don't nmean to kill us."

"Probably not, if we cooperate. But | don't intend to go with them"

There cones a tinme when talk is exhausted and earns you nothing. There cones a
time when action is the only answer, regardl ess of the odds. Del and | had known
for sone tine that it would come to this; we'd put it off because no one wants
to admit his powerl essness over sonething that can kill him It's a way of
cheating death.

But it all runs out eventually, and what you want is bl ood.

I gave the stud his freedomas well as a pat on the neck. "Wll, then,
bascha--1o0oks |i ke we have a fight on our hands."

Del sucked in a deep breath. "Let's take it to them Tiger."

Qddly lighthearted, | grinned. "lIs there any other way?"

Twenty-five

Troubl e was, we never got to take it to anybody. Because even as we noved, ready
to comit carnage, sonething stopped the hounds. Something stopped us.

A sound. A high-pitched, whistling sound that dipped and rose, floated, wound
its way around trees, slid down trunks to splash against the ground, spreading
out to entrap our feet.

The stud, wandering off, stopped. Shook his head violently, flopping ears. Then
pi nned them back flat and curled his upper lip, displaying inpressive teeth.
The hounds, gray on gray, nelted back into the trees, runps dropped | ow,

| eat hery ears pinned, manes bristling. Beasts they m ght be, and conjured by
sorcery, but they responded |ike whipped dogs, running for a bolt hole.
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Del and | weren't nuch better off, until the sound altered. No nore the whistle
designed to pierce fragile ears, but a flirtatious, fluting song, weathing
branches and clinging, running and hunmm ng anid cracks in the craggy cliff face,
echoi ng out of the canyon. And then even that died, |eaving us in silence.

Del sighed. "Canteada."

"What ?"

"Cant eada," she repeated. "I think you' re about to neet one."

"One of these nusic people?”

"You heard him didn't you?"

I frowned. "You nmean it was nusic that sent the hounds away?"

"Music. Magic. One and the sane with the Canteada." Del put away her sword,
smling. "Look, Tiger. Do you see hinP"

I looked. No, | didn't; | saw no one.

And then | did, and stared. "Hoolies, Del! Wat is that?"

"That is a he," she said. "Canteada, and songnaster. Tanzeer, you m ght cal

him he's the authority in the clan.”

He. It, nore likely; he was like nothing I'd ever seen. Not even in ny dreans.
He was snall er than Massou, yet sonething spoke of greater age. Coning out of
rain it was difficult to see himbecause his coloring was simlar. Pale,
translucent flesh, oddly opal escent. And he was ugly. He was ugly. There was no
other word for it.

But he made ne forget it when he spoke, because when he spoke he sang.

*Came you here to kill?*

Al I could do was stare.

*Came you here to kill?*

He was | ooking at nme, not at Del. Slowy | shook my head, not know ng what el se
to do.

A delicate, blue-nailed finger lifted gently toward ny sword. * Steel song
kills.*

A polite way of calling ne a liar. "Del--"

"Your sword is naked," she told ne quietly. "Sheathe it; he m ght accept your
denial. R ght now he won't."

| sheathed. "Wat is that thing?" | whispered. "Not human. Not animal."

"Cant eada," she said softly. "As children we are taught they brought nusic to
the world. But | never thought |'d ever see one, until this nmorning. | wasn't
even sure they were real."

I looked at the little nman. He reached ny waist, barely, barrel-chested with
spindly linbs, and | ong, eloquent fingers. He wore only a leather kilt. H s eyes
were palest purple, a bit like Theron's blade. The pupils were weirdly catlike.
*St eel song kill s* he repeat ed.

Del drew in a deep breath. "Steelsong kills," she agreed. "But so do beasts |ike
t hose. "

The Canteada tilted his head. *Sendsong halts! Steelsong no | onger needed. *

I frowned. "What's he saying?"

Del smled alittle. "Don't you wi sh now you understood nusic better? He's
saying we don't need our swords anynore. The hounds have been sent away."
"How do we know t hat ?"

"Cant eada never lie."

"Ch, right. You yourself just told ne you thought they lived only in stories.
Now you expect ne to believe this little man is some magi cal creature who sings
instead of talks, and won't ever lie to us?"

"He has no reason to lie."

"Hunh. "

* Ar guesong di scordant . *

Del pronptly | aughed.

| sighed. Looked at the Canteada. Such a strange little man, with his proni nent
jaw and nobile mouth, and a throat that swelled when he talked, very nmuch like a

frog's.
"We'd prefer not to kill them" | said politely, "so long as they don't kill us.
If, as you say, your song has sent the hounds away, will it be for good?"

Birdlike, he tilted his head again. H s ears, too, were overlarge, vaguely
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poi nted, with the slightest suggestion of nmobility. His hair, thin and
silver-gray, rose froma peak at the top of his forehead and ran in a crest down
the back of his neck, feathering out on either side. It was nore |like down than

hair, | thought. And, like hackles, the crest could rise, speaking a |anguage of
its own.

*Di st ance di mi ni shes*Di m ni shment obscur es*

"What ?"

Del sighed. "I think he means if we get too far, the song di m nishes and the
spel |l stops working." She frowned. "Can't you understand anythi ng?"

"l know he's singing, bascha--1 can hear a few of the words--but noise is noise
to ne." | paused. "Wat do you hear, Del?"

She smled with a startling serenity. "Everything. Al the tones, all the
inflections, all the subtleties. It's clearer even than our speech, because it
expresses the enotions."

I was skeptical. "And this is the man--the thing--that rescued you this
nor ni ng?"

"When we clinbed out of the tunnel, he was waiting."

The threat of death drew him and sone of the others. Canteada despi se death."
"Don't they die?"

"l shoul d have said, Canteada despise nurder. No matter what the victim™"

| sighed and went over to catch the stud's dangling reins. "I'mnot too fond of
it nmyself, particularly when I'mthe target. Wll, what do we do now? WII| he
take us to the others?"

"I think it's what he cane to do."

"So what are we waiting for?"

Del sighed. "Maybe a little courtesy."

"Courtesy has its place," | agreed, "but right now so does pronptness. |'d sort
of like to gather together our little clan, take stock of things, then get the
hool i es out of here before we lose nore tinme." | stopped. "So should you, Del

It's your skin the voci want, not mne."

"Voci," she corrected
"Voci, loki, whatever. Let's just get noving, bascha.”
The Canteada, |istening, seenmed to understand before Del said a word. He turned,

| eaped up a tree, flung hinself through branches. Fromtree to tree he sped,
agile as a nonkey. In his wake floated a fragile, fluting whistle.

"Fol | owsong, " Del explained. "Well? You were the one in a hurry."

I clicked to the stud and wal ked.

The rain worsened before it got better. Del and | were both soaked to the skin.
Ri vul ets ran down ny back, tickled buttocks, squelched inside ny boots. Hair was

pl astered agai nst nmy head, spilling droplets whenever | noved. | was wet and
cold and miserable, like a cat caught in a downpour
Well, so | was; cat and caught.

I blew out an inpatient breath. It plunmed in the air nmuch as the stud's did,
weathing his nostrils in transient steam Dark brown ordinarily, he was nearly
bl ackened by the rain. Wet tail slapped at hocks and stuck, briefly, before
freed again by the notion of his wal king.

"Hoolies, | hate the wet. What 1'd give for alittle sun and warnth...."
Del didn't smile. "Wiat would you give?"
"What ?" | frowned, not following. "Ch. Hoolies, | don't know It was only a

manner of speech.”

"If you really want the sun, they can probably get it for you."

"Who can?" | followed her gesture. "Hi n? You' re saying that little man can
control the weather?"

"I think the Canteada can do anything."

"They're nen, Del... or sonething thereabouts. Just because he can scare away
beasts doesn't nean he can actual ly change the weather."

"OF course not." She was strangely solemm. "No nore than | can with ny jivatm."
So nmuch for a fair fight. "I don't understand your sword anynore than the

Cant eada, bascha, but I'mnot certain even their nagic can change the weather."
| peered up at thick dark clouds caught on the cliff to our left, rolling up to
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spill over its edge like bolts of crunpled, pearlescent silk. "If they could
control it, wouldn't they? Wiy live in rain and col d?"

"To maintain the bal ance," she answered, ducking a hanging linb. "Here in the
North, we believe there is a bal ance struck between heat and cold, good and bad,

men and wonen. Qpposites all, but inportant to one another. Wthout one, the
other would fail."
"Ch, | don't know. Sonetines | think men would be better off without wonen."

Her mouth twisted a little. "For a while, probably. OF course, nen don't |ive
forever. Too stubborn. Too violent." Her expression was innocent. "Once you'd
killed one another off, what would be left? A world w thout nmen or wonen."
"He's stopping,"” | said suddenly.

Del gl anced around, then nodded. "We're very near their canyon. This way,

Ti ger."

The trees were very thick, branches so tangled | couldn't tell one from another

Trunks were striped fromrain, gathering in crotches and broken knots until it
spilled over edges. Mud and | eaves balled on the soles of ny boots. | followed
in silence, still leading the stud, and hoped the homes of the Canteada were big

enough to house ne.

We cane, quite unexpectedly, face to face with the edge of the world. Qut of
trees into nothingness; the ground was no nore than a sword bl ade, and

bal anced on its edge, close to falling, until Del caught my armand pulled ne
back.

"I forgot," she said.

"Forgot what?" | cried, stunbling back. "Forgot the world stopped just as

wal ked of f the edge?"

Del signed. "It wasn't that bad, Tiger."

"Hoolies, woman--if | didn't know better |I'd say you were trying to get ne
killed." | paused. "Maybe | don't know better; were you?"

"Hardly." Her tone was dry, but she didn't |ook at ne. Then the tone changed
into wistful adnmiration. "Oh, Tiger, isn't it beautiful?"

To her, undoubtedly; Del was raised on uplands, downl ands, heights and
shar p- carved canyons. She had suckl ed on wind and rain.

But not ne. Not ne. | |ooked out into nothingness and saw only an enpti ness
filled with clouds.

The worl d had ended. What |ay before us was a canyon cut out of rock, but filled
to choking on clouds. | could see little but the layers, cluttering up the other
side as well as the distant bottom

Beautiful. Maybe. But | wanted a little sun

"How in hoolies do we get down from here?"

"Fol I ow hi m down, Tiger. The songmaster's waiting for us."

So he was. Against the clouds, against the rain, he was nearly invisible. He
flicked a hand and was gone, but | heard the thread of a whistle.

"Fol | owsong, agai n?"

"You' re catching on, Southron."

I went after the little nman, wary of the hidden canyon. It would be incredibly
easy to miss a step sinply because clouds blurred the edge, creeping insidiously
across the ground to nerge earth and sky with thensel ves. They clung to trunks
and earth, filling the spaces in between and lingering in the treetops.

"Gods," Del whispered behind ne, "I'd forgotten how beautiful."

"He's gone again, bascha."

"That's what the followsong's for."

"I don't like it, Del."

"You don't |ike anything."

Hoolies. There was no sense in talking to her. She was sandsi ck, or maybe

cl oudsi ck; her loyalties had changed.

| kept wal king, |eading the stud, not |ooking at the cloudbank. It rolled and
wi sped and caressed, reaching out to touch nmy face. It nade ne want to shudder,
but | didn't do it in front of Del

Not that she could have seen; the clouds were |ike a shroud.

Even I'lIl admt it, the Canteada's followsong was incredibly conpelling.

mar ched al ong, resolutely avoiding the edge of the canyon, and felt nyself
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| ocked in place. As if | knew the way as well as | knew nyself, which struck ne

as odd; who really knows hinself? At any rate, | was caught. \Wich probably was
just as well; when the ground suddenly sl oped downward w thout warning, | didn't
panic. | didn't even hesitate. | just kept on wal ki ng.

"Magi ¢, huh, Del ?" The ground continued to drop

"He's taking us into the canyon."

"I's this the way you cane out?"

"Yes. Only then there were no clouds; | could see the way easily."

I glanced back over ny shoul der. Del was nostly bl ocked by the stud, who anbl ed
bet ween us, but | could see her wal ki ng steadfastly through the shreds. It

| ooked |ike fog to ne.

She smled. Danp hair swung forward, sl apping agai nst her shoul ders. She was as

wet as |, but obviously |ess bothered. Her gait was snoboth and unforced,
conspi cuously free of tension. She even humed a little, echoing the lilting
tune. Her face was alight with contentnent.

Hoolies. I'mgoing to | ose her

Twent y- si x
I could see next to nothing except nmy boots and maybe a foot in front of them
Everything el se was fog or clouds or sone other conjured stuff.

"This is ridiculous," | nuttered. "Here | amin a place | have no business
being, following a little spit-colored man with blue fingernails who sings to
show us the way." | let that sink in a mnute. It didn't make any nore sense
aloud than it did in nmy mnd. "Hoolies, | nust be sandsick."

As if on cue, the clouds lifted entirely and we were done with clinbing down,
havi ng reached the bottom at | ast.
| stopped so short the stud wal ked into me and banged his nose agai nst ny

shoulder. But | didn't pay any attention, | didn't even nove--except to turn ny
head--as Del caught up and slipped by ne.
"What is this place?" | asked, though it was nostly of nyself.

"The home of the Canteada."

She had stopped not far fromnme, turning to watch ny astoni shment. She was
smling, if only alittle, pleased to see ny reaction

Well, it was an honest one. Now that the clouds had lifted | could see the
canyon clearly, and what | saw was amazi ng.

The walls were very sheer, jutting straight up fromthe canyon floor. The stone
was nmostly gray, flecked with chips of black and white, but richer colors
cascaded fromtop to bottom The walls were sharply cut and pocked by nassive
nat ural shel ves, as canyons often are, each holl owed shel f packed with noss and
grass and dirt. But this canyon differed. Each shelf spilled a fall of flowers
and vines, all tangled against the stone. Reds and bl ues and purples, dappled
canary and copper and |ine.

| looked up at the sky. Cloud/fog still blocked the sun, but had l|ifted out of

the canyon, clogging higher ground. | couldn't see the top, where | had nearly
wal ked of f the edge of the world.

"Ni ce coverage," | remarked. "No wonder no one believes they really exist; they
hi de t hensel ves down here."

"They have reason," Del said. "If they didn't, nmen would try to steal their
magi ¢, or nmake themuse it for selfish reasons."

The canyon itself was fairly small. It was a trap-canyon nmuch as the other had

been, although | arger, and as pocked with hollows and hol es, including the

fl ower-box shel ves.

| glanced back up the path we'd come down. Was glad | hadn't seen it, buffered
by fog and cloud. It was a narrow, switch-backed trail not nuch wi der than a

hor se.

The foll owsong had stopped. The songmaster, or whatever he was, had di sappear ed.
But | was still aware of a quiet humm ng, a thread of a sound that was
unobtrusive but still evident, like the buzz of bees on a sumer day, though
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consi derably nore nel odi c.

"What's that noise?" | asked.

"Wardsong," Del told nme. "Keeping the hounds at bay."

Sonmeone shouted ny nane. | turned, frowning, and saw C priana popping free of a
hole in the canyon wall |ike a stopper froma bottle. The hol e al so di sgorged
Massou, Adara and, eventually, Garrod.

Cpriana ran right up to ne, nmeking indications she wanted to hug nme; | sort of

slid out of it by pretending the stud was fractious and turned her enthusiasm
aside. Del stood there sniling, half-anused, half-resigned, and didn't move to
hel p, being disposed nerely to watch

Luckily, the stud picked that nmoment to be fractious, so ny nake-believe wasn't
make- bel i eve anynore, and | had to tend himclosely to keep hi munder control
Massou sai d somet hing nasty, rubbing the place on his shoul der where the stud
had bitten him

"Then stay back," | told him half-distracted by the stud but al so annoyed by
the boy's continuing bad hunor. "It's sort of obvious he doesn't |ike you; you
may as well just accept that fact and | eave hi mal one. Eggi ng hi mon won't
hel p. "

Garrod stood behind Adara's | eft shoul der, pale braids hanging to his waist. H's
fair-skinned face was pinched as he watched me with the stud, and | recalled he
had lost all of his nounts. | couldn't really blame himfor resenting nme for
keepi ng m ne.

The stud bared teeth, raised a threatening hind hoof, pinned tipped ears flat
back. Brown eyes rolled; he was glaring at Adara.

| sighed, thumbing the lip away frommy ear. "Look--let ne get himsettled and
then we can tal k. We have to decide what we're going to do."

"Go north," Cipriana said pronptly. "Aren't you taking us to Kisiri?"

I shot a quick glance at Del. She nmasked her face as the girl spoke, but | saw
the tension in her nouth. Mre delay, | knew, would not be tol erated.

"Like | said, let me get himsettled. Is there a place | can put hin®"

Massou shrugged. "The Canteada don't have horses.”

"Well, then, I'Il just stake himout. There's plenty of grazing here." | knew
better than to ask Massou to find a good spot; the stud, provoked, would
probably try to bite again.

"Let nme." It was Garrod, noving out from behind Adara. "He's upset, and you are
adding to the problem™

"Am | really? | think I know ny own horse."

"Sonetimes yes, sonetines no." Garrod put out a hand.

| considered it. Wondered if Garrod was the type of nan who, having | ost

sonet hing, wanted others to lose it as well. He had ridden with A ani, he m ght
be a vengeful man.

"Tell you what," | said lightly, "let's both go."

Del pointed across the canyon to the hole. "W'll be there,”

I nodded, turning to |l ead the stud away. Garrod foll owed, watching the stud nove
with an attentive eye. | heard himclick tongue against teeth in disnay as he
saw the tears and teethmarks in hocks and flanks, the wounds on shoul ders and
bel l'y.

"Hard-used," he nuttered.

"No choice," | told himflatly. "If |I'd stopped, they would have had him"

"As they had ny horses." His tone hardened. "Except for the one she killed."

| stopped, unlooped the stake and picket rope, bent to push the stake into the
ground. Stepped on it to anchor it. "She did it to try and save our lives," |
sai d evenly, examining nmy weary horse. "And it did slow them Maybe just enough
to let Del get up the wall... but | guess you'd prefer that she had died."
Garrod's tone was bitter. "She accuses ne of nurder. O killing fanmlies.
"You rode with Ajani."

"l sold horses to Ajani! Who is to say that's wong? | amtrying to make a

living."
"So is Del," |I said. "What's left of her life, that is."
Garrod watched ne in strained silence as | bent, lifted a foreleg, used nmy knife

to carefully cut away mud, inspected hoof and shoe. Braid beads rattled; he was
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shredding bits of hair.

"She says Ajani killed her kin."
"He did. He and his nmen."

"I was not there."

"But you do know Ajani," | set the hoof down, noved to the other foreleg
"I have traded with him yes. | don't kill people.”
"But you provide horses to those who do." | cleaned the hoof, pried a stone

| oose. "And do you also buy fromAjani the horses he steals fromfanilies?"
Garrod was conspicuously silent.

I lowered the hoof, straightened, |ooked at himacross the stud' s back. "I think
she is well within her rights to distrust and dislike you. You and nen |like you
make Ajani's trade possible."

"And you?" he accused. "Are you better, either one of you? Hiring out your
swords to whonever has noney to buy you?" He spat at the ground. "How many nen
have you killed in the circle? How nmany nen have given up their lives to you in
the ritual of the dance? Does it nmake it pretty? Does it make it right? Does it

make you feel powerful ?" Pale eyes were angry, hard and cold as ice. "I have
killed nmen in ny life, nen who have sought to cheat nme or steal fromnme or have
forced ne into a fight. I amnot Aani; | don't kill or steal famlies. But
neither aml you; | don't step into a circle and hold nyself above the rights of

other nen, justified by a jivatnma.
I had not for some tine thought about ny life. It was what | was and did:

swor d-dancer for hire. If you think about what you do and questi on why you do
it, it gets in the way of things. It nmakes you wonder why you bother to live at
all. And that's deadly in nmy profession

I shook ny head. "I'msorry about your horses, but provoking ne won't bring them
back."

H's face was tight. "I'ma horse-speaker; it matters. But that's not why | say
this now | say this now because | am accused of doing things | have never done,
nor have a wish to do. I amnot a nurderer."

"She has reason,"” | repeated.

"To her way of thinking, no doubt; it's easy to justify. But | think she is
warped. | think she is twi sted and warped and mni sshapen, all bound up by a need
for revenge that eats at her soul |ike a canker."

"Just because you two don't get along--"

He shook his head so violently the braids flopped against his chest. "I'm
speaki ng of other things. |I'ma horse-speaker: | know things of the enotions.

Things of nen's and wonen's enotions, which are not so different from horses,
when reduced to needs such as the one driving her." He paused, took a steadying
breath, put out a hand and touched the stud. "I dismiss none of Ajani's actions;
he is a ruthless, cold-hearted bastard. But she should | ook at her own actions.
Is she so very different?"

I felt a flicker of anger. "If you'd survived the sort of hoolies she did--if
you'd lived through what she did--"
"--undoubtedly I would be warped as well." Garrod nodded. "But she did survive;

she lived through Ajani's raid. Wiy let himtriunph now by shaping her into a
worman who has no ki ndness, no nmercy; a blade without a name?"

I frowned. "What?"

"Bl ade without a nane," he repeated. "A thing of Staal-Ysta." H's nouth tw sted
alittle. "Ask her," he said. "Ask her if she's a blade without a name. Ask her
if her song has an ending."

I shook ny head. "You're not maki ng any sense."

"No? Ask her. Ask her what | have said. And tell her--" He paused. "Tell her
even an upl and horse-speaker has heard of Staal-Ysta, and the honor codes of the
voca. "

| sighed. "Garrod--"

He cut nme off with a shake of his head. "No nobre of this, sword-dancer. Go and
see your wonan. Let me tend your horse. It is sonething | can do."

Eventually, | let him and went to see ny wonan.

No, not mine; | went to see Delilah
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Twent y- seven

In the South, I'mused to ducking down to enter |ow doors because |I'mtaller
than nmost Southroners. In the North, where men are routinely as tall as | am |
don't have to do it as much. This time, though, | did. | nearly had to craw.
The canyon walls, | discovered, were honeyconmbed with holes. The |argest ones
were at the very bottom half-buried in the ground to form an arched openi ng.
This, in turn, formed hal f-tunnels into the rock, which | ed into bigger caves.
It was a unique way of living, but I wasn't thrilled by it.

| bent down outside the hole. "Del ?" It echoed into darkness.

I waited. No answer. So, sighing, | bent down very |ow and ducked into the
openi ng.

Not a lot better here. | couldn't stand up straight. "Hoolies, | feel like an
old man."

The tunnel extended farther on. | pushed ny way through, bunping head and
scrapi ng shoul ders, tw sted sideways, pulled free, discovered the tunnel ceiling
was hi gher here. But the side walls were hardly w der than my shoul ders.

It hit me then. Sweat broke out, and trenbling, and | tasted the netallic flavor
of fear in ny nouth.

The wall's closed in, and suddenly | was back in Al adar's mne. No chains wei ghed

me down, but recollections did. And they were all incredibly clear.

The tanzeer had robbed me of nonths. The nonths had robbed me of ne.

Oh, hoolies, will | never forget?

Forcibly, | collected nyself. Looked ahead at the tunnel, know ng Del was not so
far. And managed to go on.

"Little men," | nuttered. "Little nen build little hones."

I wal ked on carefully in rmuted illumnation that filtered in fromthe canyon

behind ne. The walls were gray but glittery, catching sone of the light. The
passage itself was short, for which | was thankful, and opened rather abruptly
i nto another archway. Beyond, the |ight was quite good.

Shadows stroked the archway. Del's head appeared. "This way," she said. "Watch
out for your head."

I grunted, bent, clinmbed through. And stopped to gawk, for the cave was nore
i ke a cavern.

Candl ei ght. Lanterns. Bright bits of glass and polished netal. | saw beakers,
anphorae, cups, bows, platters, all made of polished nmetal. Not silver, not
copper, not gold. Not anything |I'd seen

| squinted. The motion of ny entrance caused the candl efl ames to gutter,
throwi ng back glints of light. "Sone house, bascha."

"This is the songnmaster's home,"” Del said. "He's hosting us for the night."

I glanced around. There were rugs and bl ankets, |eather furniture, wooden flutes
and pi pes, other things made of reeds or carved from gourds. Even sonme made of
mud with finger holes carved in hollow bellies, or small drums w th heads
stretched tight.

| spread inquisitive hands. "Well--where is he? | haven't seen any of these
Cant eada since | reached the bottom"

"Songcircle," Del answered. "Everyone neets to discuss things; | think they're
di scussing us."

"Private, | take it."

"Very."

I had not expected privacy in the cave, much as | wanted it, which was just as
well. Already Adara and Cipriana were rising to make nme wel come. The ceiling

arched hi gh overhead, swept down to meet the floor. Soneone had painted the
walls with nuted pigments: nelon, magenta and teal, offset with a trace of

lilac. The patterns flowed together like the runes on Del's sword, line after
fluid Iine, knot after tangled knot. Enough to confuse the eye.
Del saw ny frown of inconprehension. "Misic," she said, smling. "I can tell you

more later; right now we should discuss what |ies ahead."
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Cipriana stood very close to ne. "We'll go on, won't we?" she asked. "Go on to
Kisiri?"
"No horses," Massou said, staying behind in a tangle of blankets.

Hi s sister shrugged and tossed back | oose blonde hair. "Garrod can get us
hor ses. "

"Maybe," | said, "maybe not. Things are different, now.
In the glow of candles and |l anterns, Adara's hair was bronze. "How different?"
she asked. "WII| you forsake us after this?"

Oh, hoolies. Now we were forsaking.

Del's tone was carefully neutral. "Tiger and I nust go on."

"No!" It was Massou, tearing free of his blankets to run and catch Del's hand.
"You can't |eave us behind!"

She didn't try to disengage, but | saw the tension in her stance. "W have to go
on," she repeated. "Tine is running out. Tiger and | nust take a shorter route
through the Heights. Kisiri will be out of our way." The cave squashed voi ces
and flattened tones. It made her sound harsher than ever.

"You're just jealous," Cipriana accused. "You're just afraid he'll decide he
wants me instead of you."

Visibly, Del collected her patience. "No nan owns a woman; no wonman owns a man.
Ti ger does as he pl eases."

Ci priana was adamant. "And if it pleased himto take nme?"

Oh, hoolies. Gods keep nme from jeal ous wonen!

Still, |I felt a flicker of deep-seated pleasure. Del, Ci priana, Adara. Three
wonen for one man, and all of themw |Iling wonen.

Then again, maybe two. Del was still | oki-spooked.

Wi ch, rather abruptly, nade ne testy. "Enough," | said shortly. "Sit down and
we' |l hash this out." They sat, even Del, taking places on pelts and rugs. |

remai ned standi ng, avoiding comrtnent entirely. "W are guests for the night of
t hese people. Conme norning we'll |eave the canyon." | thought briefly of the
hounds, clustering in clouds to wait at the edge of the world. "W have one
horse: mine; Del and | will ride him"

"What about us?" Massou asked, staring steadfastly at Del

She, in turn, |ooked straight at Adara. "Your nother should have told you. Your
nmot her shoul d have nade it clear. You three are bound for Kisiri. Tiger and

are not."

"But you can't |eave us!" That from C priana. "How can you | eave us? How can you
desert us? What are we to do?"

This was not the girl who had proved such a staunch foe against the loki. This
was an entirely different girl. I didn't like this one.

"You'll do what you intended to do even after you buried your father," | said
firmy. "You'll go on."

"Alone!" Tears glittered in her eyes. "Two wonen and a boy, without a wagon,

wi thout a horse... w thout even supplies!"

"Del and | will talk with the Canteada. They may know a solution." | turned
toward the tunnel, thrusting out a delaying hand. "We'll go talk to them now.
You stay here."

| ducked out before Cipriana could raise another objection. |I felt Del com ng

behind ne, locked in silence. It wasn't until we were conpletely out of the
tunnels that | felt free again, sucking in lungfuls of cool, danp air. The day
hadn't known much sun, but it was setting nonethel ess. Shadows were deepeni ng.
"She's frightened," Del said sinply.

| grunted. "She's a pain in the runp."

"They're all frightened, Tiger. Even little Massou."

" '"Little Massou,' as you say, is as bad as his sister. In her own way, so is
Adara." | scratched at stubbled scars. "I'lIl be glad to be rid of them"

"It's so easy for you, then? To turn your back on responsibility?"

| stared. "Hoolies, bascha, it's for your sake we have to |l eave them Tine is
runni ng out."

She turned away, waving a hand. "Never mnd. Never mind. | shouldn't have said
it. I"'mjust--oh, hoolies, | don't know. I'mjust all twi sted up." She |eaned
back agai nst the canyon wall, next to the tunnel entrance.
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I'"d grinned as she used the Southron term But it faded when | thought about
Garrod's words. Warped, he'd said. Twi sted and m sshapen. And a canker eating
her soul

Ilml__ll

"Listen," she whispered. "Hear it?"

I blinked, cut off in md-stride. Shut ny nouth and |istened. Frowned a little,

then laughed. "It's Grrod," | said. "He's nuttering to the stud."

"No, no--not Garrod. Listen to the song."

Song. Al | heard was the sane little humm ng nel ody Del had | abel ed a wardsong
sung to keep the hounds away. "I don't hear--"

"Listen, Tiger! Can't you hear anything?"

| sighed. "lI've told you before, it's all noise to ne. Yes, | hear sonething,

Soneone's out there tootling on a pipe. Maybe two pipes. Maybe ten. Wat does it
matter, Del ?"
Del lifted both hands and pressed the heels against her eyes, threading rigid

fingers into hair. "I despair of you, Tiger! Gods, how | despair. Wat am!|
goi ng to do? How can you be what you nmust? How can | go before the voca
confident they'll accept ny blood-gift?" She drew in a noisy breath, let it out;
hal f sigh, half groan. "What am| going to do?"

Hoolies. |I'd never heard her |ike this.

"Del . Bascha." | reached out to pull away her hands. "Wat are you tal king
about ?"

Her fingers were linp in mine. Strain carved lines in her face. "l can't tel
you."

"If you don't--"

"l can't."

"Del - - "

"l can't."

It took all | had to stop asking. Instead, | turned the topic. "W could just

light out of here on the stud cone norning and head back down South. W could
just forget all about this voca-thing and this bl ood-debt and bl ood-gift and all
those other things that are driving you half loki." | smled, liking the phrase,
al though all Del did was scow . "W could just go back to being sword-dancers,
knowi ng the freedomof the circle.”

Del took her hands out of mne. "There is no freedomnow. There are things

have to do."

Sonething welled up inside nme, of realization and frustration, then abruptly
burst free. "I think Garrod's right! | think Garrod understands you perfectly,
maybe better than | do." | glared, "Hoolies, Del--do you ever stop to think
about anything el se? Anyone el se? Do you ever stop to think there are other
things in the world besides revenge and retribution?" Her face was still and
white. "Do you even know what you're going to do once this voci-thing is over?
Have you thought past anything but the trial?" | shook ny head. "No. You're so

| ocked into your course you give yourself no freedomto even think about
anything else. You're |like a horse who's been reined in so tightly all his life
that even once he's given his head, he keeps his neck bowed snug. Partly because
he's scared. But nostly because he can't make hinself relax and becone a horse
again."

I have never seen such a mixture of enmptions in a wonan's face and eyes.
Hoolies, even in a man's. There was shock, pain and anger, disbelief,
resentnment, realization, and an odd, renewed resolve. | saw Delilah build a wall
right in front of me, brick by brick by brick. Then she slapped the nortar in
the cracks to nmake sure nothing could get through

Once the wall was built, she reached for her deadliest weapon. "You |l ove ne,"
she sai d.

For a nonent the words neant nothing. Al | heard was the tone, nmade up of
strange and confusing subtleties. She was angry, was Delilah, but it was a
deadly, cal manger shaped of ice instead of heat, and an odd accusation

I felt alittle sick. Deep-in-the-gut sick

Is this howit ends?
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| drewin a slow, deep breath. "I ask you why--now, at this point, having done
so much to make yourself a person instead of a woman--do you turn to a wonman's
weapon?"

It cracked the ice a little. Cearly I'd surprised her. "Wapon--"

"Weapon," | said firmy. "Nowthat it's out in the open, am| supposed to tuck
my tail between ny legs? Am | supposed to roll over in subnission and bare ny
belly to you? Or is it neant nostly to castrate ne, so |I'll still be
occasional |l y useful ?"

Even her lips were bloodless. "Is that what you think it neans?"

"I think that's what you think it neans."

Del's breath was ragged. She covered her mouth with one hand. The other clutched
the front of her wool tunic. "Tiger--" she said "--help nme--"

Slowmy | shook ny head. "If you want nme to hold you now, as if nothing has
happened- - no. Because sonet hi ng has happened. |f you want nme to reassure you and
tell you everything' s fine, everything's forgotten--no. Because everything is
not fine. You have to learn that not everyone can afford to be as singl e-ninded
as you. Not everyone can hack off bits of hinself because it nakes the life he

chose easier." | wanted to touch her; didn't. "Not everyone," | said quietly,
"can force herself to be soneone she isn't, even when her conscience tells her
not to."

"Consci ence--?"

"I'"ve seen you with Massou. |'ve seen you with other children. Only with himand
only with themhave | seen the other Del."

"Qther Del," she said bitterly. "That soft, kind-hearted fool... the sweet,

gentle soul so many nmen desire their wonen to be."

"Some, yes. Maybe a lot. Down South, yes. And there are tines when | wonder what
life would be like if you were another kind of wonman." | shrugged. "But | don't
want to change you, Del. Not conpletely. Maybe just a little... maybe just
enough so that horse can unbow his neck and be a horse again.” Now | did touch
her. | reached out and put a hand on her right shoul der, closing my fingers on
the too-rigid tendons beneath her clothes. "I don't want you soft. But | don't
want you this hard. It's tearing you apart."

Del was shaking, a little. "You don't know -you don't understand--you can't know

what it's like--" She checked, shut her eyes a nonent, dism ssed the
i ncoherence. "No nman, especially a Southroner, can know how hard it is."
"No. "

"No nman can understand what it is to be a woman who doesn't bel ong because of
her sex, and yet bel ongs because of her skill."

"No, bascha. He can't."

"No nman can know what it's |like to watch nother, father, uncles, aunts, sisters
and brothers killed... and then be raped and hunmiliated, nmade to feel like a
thing, stripped of nane, of soul, of self--" She checked again, still shaking.
"You don't understand what it is," she said, "to know al nbst every man who sees
you wants you--not you, not really you, just that body, because it pleases
him.. you don't know, Tiger, what it is to have nen rape you with their eyes

when they can't do it with their bodies... and then you go away and vonit."

It took all | had to speak. "No," | said, "I can't. But what | do know is that
if you carry that guilt and grief forever, it'll nake you into a nonster. It'l]|
strip you of humanity. You'll beconme Ajani's triunph.”

Del's smile returned. "But | won't," she said in anusenent. "I won't carry it
forever. Only until | kill him Until Ajani's dead."

In silence, not daring to speak, | stroked back a strand of pale hair. Thinking
to nyself: Ch, ny poor Delilah... you have so nuch to learn

Twent y- ei ght

| heard Garrod before |I saw hi mbecause his braid beads rattled as he
approached. | turned fromDel, frowed a little, saw his expression matched
m ne.
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"Your horse is upset," Garrod said.

| scratched stubble. "He told you that, | suppose."”

"Not in so many words, no." Garrod was unanused, distracted by sonething el se.
"But he is bothered by sonething here."

Del shook her head. "Tiger's stud is always bothered. It's part of his--" she
paused, "--charm"

Garrod shrugged. "I can't say what he's like the rest of the tinme, but sonething
has made hi m uneasy for now. He wants to | eave this place."

"Ch, | see." | nodded sagely. "What | don't understand is, if he tells you this
much, why doesn't he tell you why?"

The horse-speaker sighed. "It would be easier if you respected ny profession as

much as | respect yours."

"Horse stealing is not necessarily the sort of profession anyone respects," |
retorted.

"I mnot a--"

"Are you not?" Del interrupted. "No, perhaps not--you only accept the horses

ot her people steal."

Garrod answered her in a dialect | didn't know at all. But whatever he said went
home, because | saw Del's color go bad again. She answered sharply, and her
fingers twitched as if she nmeant to draw her sword.

"Now, wait--" | began, and then suddenly the others were anong us.
Adara's green eyes glinted. "Are they going to fight?"
"No," | told her flatly.

"Are you going to fight?"

"None of us is going to fight, and |I thought | told all of you to wait in the
cave while Del and | talk to the Canteada."

Ci priana shrugged i ngenuously. "W heard you arguing."

Massou's bl ue eyes were wi de beneath a shock of ragged blond hair. "W had to
cone out," he said.

Del's patience quite clearly was at an end. "This is private," she snapped.
"This is private, and requires none of your attention. Has no one taught you
manner s? Has no one taught you respect?"

Massou's fingers plucked at her arm "Are you going to invite the horse-speaker
into a circle?"

Bl oodthirsty little brat. "No," | said, "she's not. But even if she were, it's
none of your concern."

Massou glared at nme. "I was asking her."

Rude little brat, too. "I think it would be best--"

In the distance, the stud nickered uneasily.
"See?" Garrod asked.

Massou gazed at Del. "I think you should fight him"
"I don't." Her tone was very clipped. "I think we should recall where we are.
think we should nend our manners. | think--" She broke it off. "It doesn't

matter what | think." Abruptly, she turned and left.

"Angry," Adara said

C priana nodded. "Lately, Del is always angry. Angry deep inside."

"And frightened," agreed Massou. "I can feel her fear."

It was, | thought, an altogether unnecessary conversation, and quickly going

nowhere. "What Del is, is tired of playing herd dog to your flock of sheep," |
told thembluntly. "W have business of our own, serious business, and you've
sl owed us down. W're running out of time; Del has that to think of."

"What about us?" Massou dermanded. "Are you just going to | eave us here?"

"No." | gritted it out between ny teeth. "I wouldn't do that to the Canteada."
Garrod | aughed softly, said sonething in uplander, then bent down and entered
the tunnel. Leaving us to our argument.

| tried to step around themall, but Cpriana was in the way. "Are you goi ng
after her?"
Ilo'p__ll

"Are you?" She nmoved closer. "Do you always trail after her like a dog who's
been abused, but conmes back begging for nore?" C oser yet. "You shouldn't. You
shoul dn't. You don't need her, Tiger. You don't need a woman |ike that; a woman
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hard and harsh and unfeeling, who'd just as soon stick you with her sword as
give you a kind word. You don't need--"

"What | need is sone tine to nyself,” | told her, setting her firmy out of the
way. "What | need is a little peace of mnd, so | have a chance to think."
"Tiger--"

I | ooked over the daughter's head to the nother. "Isn't it tinme you took a hand

in this? Your daughter has been running after ne like a bitch in heat. You're
her not her--do sonething!"

Adara's ruddy hair still lay tangled on her shoulders. "What am | to do? She is
grown, she is a wonan; it's her choice to nmake."
"Just as you nmade yours--and Kesar's for him" | nodded. "Well, then, perhaps

you shoul d both know that |'m not about to give up sword-dancing just for the
sake of a woman. Not for any woman."
Massou's eyes were oddly bright. "Not even for Del ?" he asked.

Hool i es, spare ne the questions of little boys... and the attentions of sisters
and not hers.

"I"'mgoing to speak to the Canteada,"” | said firmy. "Stay here. Stay here. Do
you under st and?"

Ci priana folded her arns. "There you go, chasing... but it's all right when you
doit."

"That all depends,"” | said, "on whether the other person desires your conpany."
Adara's tone was quiet. "lIs that why Del won't share your bed?"

Oh, hooli es--

| turned and stal ked away.

Del stood in the shadows with the little Canteada, the one she'd called a
songnaster. | marveled all over again at the pale, translucent skin, the
feathery cap of down with its eloquently nobile crest, the fragile |linbs and
heavy chest. His throat, at rest, appeared normal, but when speaking--no,
singing--it blewin and out like a frog's.

Her face was very solem. "They are concerned," she told ne. "He says there is
di scord here, grave discord, and it's affecting the lifesong."

"The what ?"
"Li fesong," she repeated. "The way they conduct their lives."
| sighed wearily. "Song this, song that ..." | saw her face. "All right, Del, no

nore jokes. Does he say why there is discord?"

She | ooked troubled. "W are alien to them |I|ike dissonance in pure nelody. W
kill living beings. It causes disharnony."

| smled. "One way of putting it. But the only thing we've killed lately are

t hose hounds. "

She shook her head, shaking |oose hair as well; it had dried in waves. "Doesn't
matter. To the Canteada, all living things are deserving of honor and respect.
Al living things, Tiger. It's why they only eat what they grow, not kill, or
what the | and provides. It's the lifesong, Tiger... an endless cycle of living
in harmony with the world."

"They never kill?" It seened inpossible to inmagine. "They go through their

entire lives without killing anything?"
Del nodded. "Canteada have great reverence for life. Any life. Even that of a
biting gnat."

"Those hounds aren't exactly gnats--"

"No. And the songnaster understands that, which is why he shaped the wardsong
and gave it to others to sing. But he insists that while we renmain here, we kil
or injure nothing."

"Not even a gnat."

"Not even a gnat."

"What about a--"

"Nothing at all, Tiger."

| grunted. "What if we were attacked? W'd have to defend ourselves."

Del smled. "Nothing will harmus here. This is a place of peace.”
"Peace, schneace," | said. "I respect their custons, but | don't believe in al
this wardsong stuff. If any of those hounds cone down fromthe trees, I'll be
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doing ny best to stop them"

"This is also a place of power," she warned. "Don't discount these people."

I was tired. "No. Al right. I won't. Now can we get a little rest? Maybe

sonet hing to eat?"

Del bowed to the little man. "Sul haya, songmaster. W accept your hospitality."
His throat inflated. *Dreansong offers rest/Heal song offers renewal . *

| |l ooked at Del. "What?"

"They' |l sing you to sleep, Tiger. They'll sing us all to sleep." Del touched ny
arm "Come on, let's go back. W all need food and rest."

W turned even as the little Canteada nelted away, but | was brought up short.
I'"d expected the canyon to be little nore than a pocket of darkness now that the
sun was gone, but 1'd reckoned w thout the efficiency of the people who lived in
it. Every entrance, chimmey, crack and airhole was bright with candlelight,
which I ent the canyon a snoky, nmuted | um nescence. Stone walls glowed like a
Sout hron funeral circle, where sword-dancers with candl es gather to give the
greatest of the shodos passage to val hail.

I looked around. | could still hear the lilting tone that kept the hounds away.
"Don't they ever get tired of singing?"

"Do you get tired of breathing?"

"There's a difference, bascha. | have to breathe."

"As nmuch as they have to sing." | felt cool fingers slide through mne. "Wen I
was little, my nother used to sing me to sleep. And then Janmil, when he was
born; probably ny brothers before me. And ny father woul d hum when he honed the
swords." She sighed, looking at the lights that danced in walls. "I can't
renmenber the first time | heard about the Canteada. | just seened always to
know, |ike everyone else. But the story goes that before the gods made the
Canteada, there was no nusic in the world. And people were sad, not know ng what
they | acked, but knowi ng they weren't whole." Her fingers tightened slightly.
"And so the gods nade the Canteada, and the Canteada nade nusic."

I let it sink in; there'd been no singing in nmy famly, because |I'd had no
famly. Only a bed with the goats. "Nice story," | said finally, "if alittle
hard to believe."

"Let's wal k." Del tugged on my fingers. "Do you renmenber all those patterns on
the walls of the song-master's cave? Al those lines and knots?"

"I remenber." We wal ked in candleglow. It was cool but not cold, although

wi thout my Northern wools and leathers | might feel differently. | was beginning
to appreciate them

"Well, those knots are notes. The line patterns are the flow of the song.

Toget her it makes nusic,"

I grunted. "Seenms awfully conplicated."

"It can be. But you don't have to read it, unless you nmean to sing or play
what's been sung or played before. You can just nmake it up as you go, or put it
away in your head for singing another tine." She smiled a little. "It's one of
the things an ishtoya is required to |earn."

"Along with | anguages, mathenatics and geography."

"Yes. And, of course, the dance."

Ah, yes, the dance. The thing we both lived for. "I think | prefer it less
conplicated. No song required."

Her fingers stiffened a little. "But in the North it is required."

I lifted one shoulder. "Fine for you, bascha. But | don't have to worry about
it; all I have to do is dance."

"But listen to it, Tiger... listen to the song...."

I listened to the song. Heard the rise and fall of the nelody, the mngling of
many voices. O whatever the Canteada used to nake their nusic.

"Ni ce enough," | said grudgingly, "if alittle nonotonous after a while."
"It's a wardsong, Tiger... shaped to keep out hounds, not entertain human ears."
I grunted. "It would take sonething to entertain ny ears."

Del sighed. W wal ked side by side, fingers laced, but only slackly, insisting
on nothing. Neither of us is much for pronounced di splays of affection, nostly
because it's a very private thing. But al so because | think both of us are

reluctant to use the silent |anguage of bedmates, for fear of giving away too
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much. O ourselves as well as to others.

"Do you ever just get tired?"

Her tone was odd. | glanced at her curiously. "Tired?--well, yes... just like
anyone el se."

"No. | mean tired. Tired of who you are... tired of what you do."

I didn't answer at once. W continued wal ki ng, going nowhere in particular, just
meandering through the canyon's candl egl ow. Ahead, the stud whickered; we were
near the songmaster's cave

Finally, | answered. "I think they're one and the sane."

Del gl anced at ne sharply.

I shrugged, made unconfortable by the turn of the conversation. "I

mean- - sword-dancing is what | do, but it's also what | am" | spread ny free
hand. "Sword-dancing is nore than a job. It's also a way of life."

"Not for everyone," she said. "Not for Alric, with his wife and two little
girls." She paused, smiling. "Maybe three by now, or even a little boy; Lena was
overdue."

I hadn't thought of Alric in nonths. The big Northerner had proved hel pful to us
bot h down South, although at first I'd distrusted him He was a sword-dancer,
Northern-trained, but didn't claimDel's skill or rank. Nor did he have a
jivatma, using a Southron bl ade instead.

I shook ny head. "It's not the sort of life a man should have if he keeps a
woman. "

Del smled. "I suppose you'd rather stay at hone while she tends you, the
cookfire and babies... or maybe you'd rather be in bed trying to nmake those
babi es. "

"Maybe," | agreed. "It's better than celibacy." | cast her a neaningful glance.
"Wel |, then? What about you? Fair is fair, bascha... what happens a year or two

fromnow? Do you start making babi es?"

Del's smile faded. Her expression turned pensive. "You said a man shouldn't be a
sword-dancer if he has a woman. Perhaps you're right; it would be difficult for
the woman to know how nmuch her man risks each tine he steps into the circle.”
She sighed, stroking back pale hair. "And so | ask nyself: Wat sort of parent
would | be? What sort of nother would | be if | risked nyself in the circle?"

"But you have a choice,”" | told her. "You don't have to be a sword-dancer..
once you start having babies, there'll be other things to do. The children wll
keep you busy."

Del's mouth hooked down. "And there it is, Tiger... a man does what he wants,
even after siring children, A wonman nust be a nother."

I frowned, puzzled. "Isn't it what you'd want?"

Del | ooked straight at ne. "Not every wonan wants children.”
"But it seens a natural thing--"

"Does it?" Her tone was inflexible. "Is that why your nother left you in the
desert ?"

Sonet hing pinched deep in ny belly. | felt alittle sick

Del's fingers tightened. "Maybe she had no choice. Maybe she was ill. Maybe you
were ill, and she thought you'd already died. Maybe--"

"Maybe not," | said dully. "Maybe it's like you said: she sinply didn't want
me. "

Del stopped wal king abruptly and raised my hand to her lips. "I want you," she
sai d.

Twent y-ni ne

It was the stud who warned us, although we weren't paying nmuch attention, being
rat her engrossed in sonething other than |istening to horses. And then,
suddenly, they were here, and we were no | onger al one.

Adara's hand was on ny shoulder, pulling nme away even as Massou slipped between
Del and I. "So long--" she said. "So |ong--"

"Now, wait just a--"
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Ci priana grasped ny right arm "You don't know how it is. You don't know how it
is."

| heard Del say sonething to Massou in a questioning tone, although the words
thensel ves were | ost beneath Adara and G priana. Massou didn't answer. He just
hung on to both her wrists.

"What in hoolies--?" | tried to twist free of them found | couldn't. Found they
weren't about to let ne.

"So long--" Adara whispered.

"Me first," her daughter said

"Power," Adara hissed. "Power in flesh, power in steel--"

"Get off--" But they weren't about to--

"Tiger!" It was Del, sounding uncomonly afraid. "Ch, Tiger--Ioki--"

No. It couldn't be possible. Loki? Adara and Ci priana? Especially Massou; it was
i mpossi bl e.

But it wasn't. And | knew it; it all came together

"Hool i es--"

| tried ripping away, shouting at Del to do the same. | couldn't see nuch, being
engul fed by two determ ned | oki masqueradi ng as wonen, and poor |ight to boot.
Al | knew was they were both incredibly strong, both incredibly forceful, and

if I wasn't careful they'd have ne spread-eagled on the ground before | could
say ny nane.

"Del --?" | wenched nmy head around, trying to see her. Saw Massou pushi ng her
back, pushing her back, until she smacked against the wall so hard her head
rapped rock. | heard the scrape of her sword hilt. And then | saw Massou, who

was no | onger Massou.
"Tiger--Tiger--"

Hoolies, |'ve never heard her sound so frightened. | tried again to wench free,
but Adara and Cipriana were too much for nme. | felt hands digging into belly,

i nto abdonen; |ower, between ny thighs.

Adara: "--power in flesh--"

Cipriana: "--power in steel--"

Hool i es, they were undoing the tie-string of my trews!

Del began to scream

I thought: If | can get ny sword free--But knew | couldn't. | was flat on ny
back on nmy sheath; the sword was |ost to ne.

Ci priana bent down, tongued ny cheek, traced out the scars. Sonething rattled
agai nst ny teeth: the necklet of |unpy stones.

And then | recognized it. Reddish, irregular stones strung on a thin |eather
thong. She had shown it to nme once before, no doubt flaunting it in challenge,
and | hadn't recognized it. Now | did. Now | knew it was the necklet Del had
made for her nother years before, thrown into the circle of stones as an
offering to the loki in hopes it would be enough

Qoviously, it hadn't.

They weren't wonmen. Not exactly. Mre. Denpons in wonen's bodies, using a woman's
wiles and a denon's strength. One was nore than enough. Two woul d be my deat h.
O whatever was |eft over when they were done with ne.

Del still screaned. Massou, who wasn't Massou, had forced her to the ground.
withed, twisted, rolled; saw only snatches, because the wonmen were too strong.
Del, like ne, was on her back, spitting and kicking and cl awi ng and scream ng,
but clearly losing the battle. Massou, who wasn't Massou, was draggi ng her |egs
apart.

But he's a boy, | said inwardly, even though he was not. There was no boy left,

only a thing flowi ng out of nouth and nose and ears. Something much bigger than
a boy. Bigger even than ne.

There was nothing left to fight. Del's eneny had changed, but was using a nan's
tactics. The ones a conqueror always uses to subdue a proud woman.

Hool i es, not again--

| tried spitting: Cpriana |laughed. | tried biting: Adara smiled. | tried

ki cking and cl awi ng, too, but nothing had any effect.

Del was sobbi ng now.

Adara's hand was where it shouldn't be. G priana |icked ny face, thrusting her
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tongue into nmy nmouth. | felt the pinching in ny belly and the acrid tang of bile
climbing into the back of ny throat.

Hool i es, not like this--

No. Not like this. Because sonethi ng was happeni ng.

A sound. A thin thread of a sound. Not a sword, not a knife, but a needle,

thrust into an ear. | felt nothing, but sonething was there. Sonething inside ny
head, piercing into ny brain.
Vision flickered. | snelled sonmething foul. Tasted it, too, though |I had

swal | owed not hing. My hearing wavered, then intensified, even as the shril
sound di d.

And then | knew what it was.

Gods bl ess the Canteada.

Hands fell away from ne. Bodies retreated, driven back by the song, and so did
the denons, trapped in human, alien flesh

| sat up. Adara, Cipriana and Massou stood stock still, hands cl apped over their
ears. Their faces were forned of pain.
"Del." | cramed to her, put a hand on her, felt her flesh contract. She |ay

face down in the dirt. "Del--"
And then, awkwardly, she was up. Up and scranbling away, scraping on buttocks
and hands, thrusting herself away. She scrabbled across the dirt until she

backed hersel f up against the stone wall, and there she sat, all janmed up
agai nst the stone as if she wanted to crawl inside it.

"Del ," | said. "Bascha--" But | broke it off because clearly she wasn't

| i stening.

Hoolies, but it is a frightening thing to ook into the face of madness.

Ch, bascha, not you.

Behind ne, the | oki stood trapped while the Canteada sang.

Oh, bascha, | ook at me, not at them

She had driven fingers into the stone. She keeps her nails filed short, but one
by one | saw them break, snapping agai nst the rock.

| knew better than to touch her

Behi nd ne, the | oki whinpered.

"Delilah." | said it quietly, with as nuch command as | could nuster
She | ooked at nme. Blankly, but at me, which was a distinct inprovenent.
"Delilah," | said again.

Li ps noved. Bitten, bloodied |Iips, already swelling. Shaping sonething

couldn't hear.

Very gently, a third tinme: "Delilah."

She stared back at nme. She saw nme. Sense cane back into eyes, |ooseness to her

i nbs, purpose to her novenents.

Del was Del again, but now she was angry.

Dirt coated her face. | saw spittle on her chin, and blood. Hair straggled into
her eyes, stuck itself in sweat and tears and bl ood. She shook so hard she could
barely stand, yet she did, and nmanaged to draw the sword

Gven time, even in her condition, she would have killed the bodies, the shells
that housed the |oki. But she was not given tine because the Canteada took it.
They took it, remade it, gave it back, in a song of surpassing strength.

It conpletely swall owed the thread of Del's wailing chant, the warchant, the
deat hsong, the sound that prom sed an ending. Swallowed it, chewed it, spat it
out upon the ground. Seeing it, Del broke off, beginning to trenble again.

I wanted to touch her but didn't, knowing she wasn't ready. Know ng the woman
before ne was not the Del | knew, but Delilah, the girl A ani had nearly
destroyed on the threshold of her life. She had crossed that threshold
eventually, but it was warped, planed of hatred and vengeance. She m ght have

di ed--worren did--but didn't, being Del, who gave no man a victory he hadn't
fairly earned. A ani hadn't earned it. He'd only stolen it briefly, and then she
had won it back.

Del stared at Massou, Cipriana, Adara. At the loki in human form who had
sonmehow repl aced human mind with I oki guile, human desires with | oki needs. At
the wonman, the girl, the boy, who had, sonmewhere on the journey, lost the battle
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to three loki | had unknow ngly freed.

Doors and cracks and chi meys gl owed, painted with firelight. Beyond the I oki
in the darkness, | saw shadows noving. Small, pale shadows, singing the binding
song.

They came from everywhere, the Canteada. CQut of and down the walls, carrying
candl es, creeping forward to forma circle. Even behind Del and me, conming
forward, nmoving us inward, to be clustered within the circle.

The | oki made sounds of distress.

It was cold. In darkness blushed with candl eflane, | saw nmy breath plume forth.
But the shiver that racked nmy body came fromw thin, not without.
The loki in human formwere nore than nerely human. | saw nadness in their

faces, and desperation, and despair. Bound by the song, all they could do was
suffer. As nuch, nmaybe, as the human hosts had suffered.

The circle closed. There was flane and song and faces, uncanny, inhuman faces.
Feat hery crests stood up frombrow to neck, rippling, tinged with firelight,

speaking a language all its own. |'d seen only the songmaster. Now | saw t he
others. Now | heard them sing
I amnot a man nuch touched by nusic, being deaf to its intricacies. |'ve said

it before: it's noise, no matter the intent. But this tinme, this tine, it was
far nore than noise. Far nore than song. The sound | heard was power.

Legs gave out; | sat. Even as others sat; as Del coll apsed beside ne,
| oose-1inbed, rubbery, dropping the sword beside her, awkward in the sudden |oss
of muscular control. The Ioki also; | saw them one by one, turned into |unps of

flesh like clay, waiting to be forned. Waiting to be shaped.

| opened ny nmouth to speak. To say sonething to Del; to ask her what it neant,
what they would do, what they wanted of us. She was Northern; surely she knew.
But | asked nothing because | couldn't. Because the song had becone mnmy world.
Flame nmelted, ran together, nmade the circle whole. | saw light, only light, and
then even that was too rmuch to bear. There was only one thing to do, and | did
it. I ran anay fromit.

Trouble was, it cane with ne. Just |ike the song.

*Bi rt hsong?* someone asked.

Bi rthsong. Birthsong? Blankly, | stared into the |light.

A pause. *Birthnane?*

Bi rt hnane. The neaning was different. Shaped to nake sense to ne.

I frowned. Thought about it. Realized | had no answer.

A mot her or father nanes a child. 1I'd known neither one. Wich nmeant | had no
bi rt hnane.

Barely, | shook my head.

The song changed a little. *Birthname* it insisted.

The songrmaster? | wondered. Again, | shook ny head.
The song grew insistent. It was unbearable. | felt pressure inside nmy skull
And then, suddenly, a cessation of disconfort. | felt a trace of surprise that

had nothing to do with ne.

*Cal | name?* it asked gently.

That one | could answer. "Sandtiger," | said.

The song lingered in ny head. Searched for truth or fal sehood. Found the answer,
then told me to withdraw.

Wthdraw. | frowned. Stared into flame. Then knew | was nmeant to wal k through
it.

| stood up. Drewin a breath. Wal ked slowy out of the circle.

| sagged agai nst the canyon wall, conscious only of exhaustion in mnd and body.
No | onger did | doubt what Del had said about the magic in their nusic. It had
gone into ny soul, and now | understood it.

| turned. Beyond the light sat Del, staring, as | had, into the ring of flane.

The light was stark on her face, and harsh, liming |lines of exhaustion and
tension. | saw bl ood and bruises and dirt, and an endurance al nost destroyed.
Del was cl ose to breaking.

I wanted to go to her. | wanted to go back into the circle and touch her and
| ead her out through the flame, through the song, through the circle of
Canteada. But | knew better. This time, | knew better than to ignore the
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exi stence of power.

Now it was Del's turn

*Bi rt hname?* the songmaster asked.

She stared into the flane.

More gently, it was repeated.

"Del," the sword-dancer answered.

*Birthnanme, * he insisted.

"Delilah,” the wonan whi spered.

I waited until she was free of the circle, blinded by light and tears, and then
I took her hand, led her forth, brought her to stand with me. Saying not hing,
asking nothing, nerely being there. Hoping it was enough

The song swelled. | heard dissonance in it, and harshness. An underlying denmand.
The songmaster was inflexible as he asked birthnanes of the others.

One by one, he asked them Adara. C priana. Massou

One by one, they lied.

The song intensified. | saw dozens of throats swelling forth, threatening to
burst. | heard the high nelodic wailing, the deep thrumm ng hum the md-range
staccato whirring. | heard the power in the song, and knew the | oki coul d never

withstand it.

Not hing could withstand it.

Massou broke first. "Shedu!" he screamed. "Shedu, Shedu, Shedu!"

The songmaster asked again.

"Shedu! " he screaned, in a voice too deep for his throat.

I | ooked at the boy, Massou. Who wasn't Massou any | onger. \Whose nane was Shedu
i nst ead.

Adara's turn. As had Shedu/ Massou, she broke beneath the song. "Daeva," the
worman whi spered. | saw anger in her eyes, and hel pl essness and despair. "Daeva,"
she said again, grinding teeth into lips. Blood fl owed down her chin. "Daeval!"
she cried, and it echoed in the canyon

Lastly, | looked at Cipriana. Slender, upright Cpriana: flirtatious, demanding
Ci priana, who had rem nded nme of Del. Wo had done her best to seduce ne. Wo
now repul sed the song with every ounce of her strength.

The question was asked.

"Cipriana," she answered.

The question was asked agai n.

"Cipriana!" she snapped.

Yet a third tine it was asked.

Pal e hair stood up fromher head. Rigid arns thrust into the air. "Ciprianal"
she cri ed.

| took a step forward. Del held nme back. In silence, she shook her head.

I waited. The song didn't waver, didn't break. The songnaster asked agai n.

The air crackled within the circle. | saw frenzy in her eyes, and hatred and
anger and fear, "Cip--C p--C p--" She stopped. Renewed her attack upon the nane.
| saw her features withe. Heard the song intensify.

*Bi rt hname* cane the commrand

Li ps peel ed back from her teeth. The nane was expelled from her nmouth, hissing
as it left. "Rakshasa," she said, sounding nore snake than human.
"Rakshasa- - Rakshasa--" Al npst as soon as she said it, the crackle died out of
the air. Hair settled back agai nst shoul ders, hands fl opped down at her sides.
"Rakshasa," she said, but it was a final defiance.

Shedu. Daeva. Rakshasa. | didn't know the nanmes, but Del clearly did.

"Bind them" she said, "bind them Set the stones around them Sing theminto a
captivity no one can ever break."

Inwardly, | winced, recalling howl'd freed them

"Sing it," Del said, "sing it--" She broke off, pressed a hand over her nouth,
bit into her hand.

The song altered. | heard the change, subtle as it was, and knew Del had her

wi sh. Especially as each Canteada formng the circle bent slowy, placed an

obj ect agai nst the ground, straightened again. Still holding the candles. Still

si ngi ng the song.
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The objects were stones. Round, snmooth stones, carved in runic patterns like the
ones |'d seen on the songnmaster's walls. Wardstones, then, like the ones |'d
seen on the hilltop. Like the one I'd kicked asi de, breaking open the circle.
Setting the | oki free.

Sonet hing thunped nme in the gut. Frominside, not out; | recalled, suddenly, the
day Massou and Cipriana had given up their |essons. The day each of them had
decl ared they had no nore interest in the sword-dance. No interest in the
circle.

Now they were trapped in one, as they'd been before.

"Del ," | said, "what about the others? What about Adara and the children? Are
they dead?"
Behi nd sweat-dried hair, pale brows neshed. "I don't know," she answered,

troubled. "Their bodies |ive, but the |oki inhabit them You can't have one
wi t hout the other."
"Can't the |l oki be driven out? They didn't have bodi es before."

Sl oWy, she shook her head. "I just don't know. "
I looked at the Ioki. No, | |ooked at the wonman and her children. And | knew
beyond a doubt the Borderers still lived. Sonewhere inside where the |ok

couldn't reach themlived the spirits that had made a wi dow and her children
continue an inpossible journey without the aid of a man.

"Let's see," | suggested, and we went to the songmaster. He wasn't part of the
circle. He wasn't singing the song. He had shaped it; his task was to give it to
ot hers.

"Songnaster," | said, "there is something left to be done. Those nanes you heard
bef ore--those are the nanes of real people. Those are the names of a woman and
her children. Nanes that deserve to survive."

His crest trenbled, stilled. *Bindsong binds.*

"Yes," Del said, "we know. But the |oki have naned their true nanes, reclaimnng
them they have freed the other nanes. The power has been dispersed. Can't the
worman and her children reclaimtheir nanmes?"

The Cant eada frowned

I wet dry lips. "You are the songmaster," | said. "Surely you can shape a song
that will give them back their freedom"

Hi s expression was troubl ed. *Dreansong powerful *

| looked at faniliar faces that had | oki living behind them "I think it's worth
the risk."

Li ke ne, he looked at them And then he fluttered delicate fingers, indicating
the entrance to his cave. There was command in the gesture that | didn't dare
deny.

"Bascha," | said, "let's go."

She was al ready runni ng.

Thirty

Garrod stood before the entrance tunnel to the song-master's cave. | saw his
expression of baffled curiosity as well as stunned inconprehension. Del brushed
by him quickly, hardly noticing him and ducked into the arched doorway. Garrod
moved asi de, then swung back to face mne.

"l heard scream ng," he said. "Screan ng--and singing--"

"Not now," | said curtly, waving his words away. Like Del, | brushed by him but
this tinme he foll owed us in.
The tunnel was incredibly confining. | wanted nothing nore than to be free of

the wei ght of stone and out in the open again, in the desert, beneath the

Sout hron sky. But | knew, deep in my gut, now was the time for hiding.

Free of the tunnel at last, | entered the songmaster's cave. | was dazzl ed once
again by the brillance of light glinting off netal and glass, the lush richness
of rugs. Painted knots and patterns made the walls into nore than stone.

"Del --" But there was nothing left to say. | saw her face as she sat huddl ed
against the wall, taut-wapped in a blue-gray blanket. | saw the dirt and bl ood
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and tension, but nostly | saw the fear.

So did Garrod. "What is it?" she asked sharply, but by then it was too late for
either of us to answer because the Canteada sang.

It staggered ne. Physically, it staggered ne, sending ne reeling against the
wal | . Left shoulder nmet it, scraped wool and |eather, rang sword hilt agai nst
the stone. | hung there a monment, in shock, then slid down upon ny knees.

Not knowi ng rusic, nor paying rmuch attention, |'d never understood what harnony
was. But now, hearing the full-throated singing of the Canteada, | understood.
Al'l the voices bl ended together, swooped upward, downward, tangled, drew apart;
slurred through incredible ranges of notes, high and | ow and in between,
blurring the sounds, but delicately, so that the ear heard the differences but
couldn't really identify any of them

Hool i es, what gl orious sound!

And then it altered. No |onger was it sound, but rmuch nore. It wasn't even a
song. It was the nusic of nenories, dragged angrily out of the soul. Misic that
slid into the cracks of ny life and rediscovered all the nightmares 1'd tried to
forget.

Some of them | had. But now | remenbered themall.

--a boy, maybe six, green-eyed and brown-haired, sprawling facedown with a nouth
full of sand. Trying not to cry as the shukar applies the lash in punishment for
heresy: 1'd said there were no gods, because why else would | be a slave?

Such questions are not tolerated any nore than heresy is.

--now twel ve, being beaten yet again, this time by a father for |ooking too |ong
and longingly at his daughter. The girl has teased himinto it, but now clains

i nnocence, tears stream ng down her face. But behind the tears she sniles.
Behi nd the bl ood, he doesn't.

--now a young nan at fifteen, larger on the outside than nost of the nen but
made tiny inside by ridicule and humiliation. Hands and feet prom se further
physi cal growth; Salset treatnent pronises continued spiritual shrinkage.

Until he nmakes hatred his god.

--si xteen, now becone a man in the eyes and hyorts of the wonen, who have the
right to use himas they mght use hide to soften their beds. And it is in their
hyorts, in their beds, that he | earns he has some value; that he | earns he can,
however briefly, be nore than a slave in a wonman's arns.

And it is in the arns of one particular wonman that he concocts a plan to escape.
The plan that nearly kills him

In the cave, still bound by song, ny hand strayed to my face. Fingers sought,
found, traced out the curving scars cut so deeply into ny cheek that stubble
doesn't grow through them The sandtiger had narked nme well, but he had al so

given ne freedom Even as |I'd stolen his in a slowriver of warm bright bl ood.
M ne as well as his.

--final nmenory of chula made man in place of slave. No nore the nanel ess thing,
but a free man to name hinmself. A man who has killed the cat who has eaten

Sal set nen and children, ignoring the shukar's magic. Wat |'ve done is a
powerful thing. | deserve a powerful nane.

And so | pay honorable tribute to the cat who provided the nmeans to escape.
Sandtigers born of the Punja are not owned by any one. Not by nan. By wonman. Nor

god.

My fingers still touch the scars, but now there are also tears.

And the Canteada sing on

Drained, | let the wall hold me up. | had no strength to nmove or even to blink
my eyes. So | let themshut, shut tightly, and tried to master nyself.

The dreansong was finished. Now all | heard, distantly, was the faint glory of

t he wardsong keepi ng the hounds at bay.

| looked at Del. Still she sat wapped in the blanket, pulled in tightly against
her neck to keep herself safe fromharm But the wool couldn't have done it;
only deafness mght. And | doubted even that would suffice in the face of such
power ful magi c.

Hoolies, | hate magic. You just can't trust it.
I heard novenent. Not Del. Garrod. |1'd forgotten all about him And realized,
| ooking at his face, he'd been as trapped as Del and |, maybe nore so; he'd
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expected nothing. Del and | had at |east been partly prepared. The horse-speaker
had known not hi ng.

Like ne, like Del, he sat huddled on the floor of the songnmaster's cave. But he
moved, a little, wapping hands around | ong pal e brai ds. Wapping, |ocking,
tugging, as if he nmeant to rip out his hair by the roots.

Dmy, | realized he nm ght.

| stirred. Craw ed. Reached Garrod, caught a wist, heldit. "No," | said
gently.

Li ps were peeled back fromteeth. He stared at ne out of white-lashed, ice-water
eyes. "What | have done," he said. "Wat | have done in this world."

"No," | said again.

"What | have done in this world!"

"I know," | told himevenly. "Do you think I"'mless guilty than you? C eaner of
bl ood than you?" | let go of his wist and showed himny palm "No bl oodstains,"
| said, "but 1've spilled nore than ny share in this world."

He still clutched the braids, but no | onger tugged themtaut. "Horse-speaker,"
he said. "I ama horse-speaker, which is a true gift, a magic of its own, here
in the North, and yet | have nade nyself no better than the whores, selling
thenselves to the man who will pay her price. | amthe whore, | amthe whore,

trading in thievery and trickery, turning ny back on what they have done if only
to nmake a profit. To profit even fromnurder." H s eyes were fixed on ny face.

"I aman unworthy man. | have besmrched nmy gift."

Wearily, | sighed. "Sword-dancer, horse-speaker... do you think it really
matters? Neither of us is clean."

Garrod stared at ne blankly, lost within his own thoughts. And then, without
war ni ng, he pushed ne aside, went to Del, knelt in front of her

"I have never killed a man who did not first intend to kill nme, and no man fully
i nnocent. Never a wonman or child. | have taken horses fromAjani to sell. | have
sold himhorses in return. | have taken his stolen nbney and | have nade profit

fromit, counting nyself clever. But | am a horse-speaker. Horse-speaker. Not
murderer. Not raider. Not Ajani's man."

Hi s braids dragged on the rugs. He waited for her answer.

Del gazed back at him "Does it matter what | think?"

Garrod bowed hi s head.

Her smle was very faint. "You need it as nmuch as | do." Then, very gently, she
touched the crown of his head. | don't know what nore she said because she said
it in upland Northern, but Garrod seened content. He rose and went out of the
cave.

I still feit shaky, too shaky to stand. The dreansong, as we'd been warned, had
been incredibly painful. Not physically, but enotionally; sometinmes the worst

ki nd of pain, though men only rarely acknow edge it. Enotions bel ong to wonen.

I sat hunched on the rugs and | ooked at Del. Then, slowy, | nade ny way over to
her, turning to rest ny spine against the wall. To sit next to her in silence,
of fering and taki ng nothing. Being together was enough.

After a nonment, she stirred. Pulled the blanket away from her body and offered a
corner of it tonme. | took it. Shifted closer, so that hips and shoul ders
touched. Settled the weight across legs and lap. In silence we shared the

vi ol ence of our songs, knowi ng no words were necessary.

Eventual Iy, Del tipped her head to the side and rested it against nmy shoul der.
The wei ght was negligible, but the trust in the gesture i mense. It touched the
edges of raw enotions and nmade them quiver in response.

Quietly, she said: "I thought it would be Ajani. | thought it would be the
deat hs. "
I frowned; so had |I. Both had shaped the woman fromgirl into sword-dancer

"What, then, bascha?"

"When | killed nmy an-kaidin."

So. There was nore to Del's scars. Deeper than even |'d thought.

"That song--" | began, but Del's tone cut nme off.

"It was easy," she said. "Easy. | thought it would be hard. | thought it should
be hard... but it was easy, Tiger."
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After a nonment, | nodded. "The mechanics of death aren't so difficult when
you' ve been properly trained. You were. So | think--"

Del's head rolled slightly against nmy shoulder. "I don't nean the nmechanics of
death. | nean the death itself. Wien | took the an-kaidin's life. Wen | took
himinto nmy sword." She paused. "When Boreal becane mne, truly nine, as a
jivatma nust becone... a blood-thirsty, blooded jivatm"

I could see little of her face. Mostly tangled hair. But her tone said nore than
enough. "Bascha--"

Yet again, she cut ne off. She sat up, throwing off the blanket from us both,
then lurched upward to her knees. A quick glance slanted ny way told nme to be
still; I was. And Del drew the sword

In the cave, it rang. It sang, as nuch as a Canteada. And | realized, in that
moment, that the world was nade of nusic. Lifesong, deathsong, dreansong. The
cycl e personified.

"Sword-singer," | said.

Del twitched, holding the sword. Turned her head to | ook at ne over a shoul der
"Sword-singer," | repeated. "The dance requires a song."

Delilah began to smle.

"I't's what you do, isn't it?" | asked. "Sing. To your sword. Your opponent. Your
gods. To pay tribute to the world." | nodded slowy. "I renmenber the old man's
words... the old Northerner in Harquhal, who sold you the |eathers and furs and
wool ." Again, | nodded. "He told you to sing well."

Del dragged in a breath. "No dance is danced in silence."
"And it's how you key the sword."

"Part of it," she agreed. "There is nore to it than that, but yes... the true
nane, the song--all is required."

"And | suppose the song nust be special, |ike the nanme? A personal song?
Sonet hi ng no one el se can know?" | frowned. "But that doesn't nake sense,
bascha. |If someone hears you sing, the song is no |onger secret.”

Del turned, still holding the sword. Still on her knees. And then she tucked

heel s beneath buttocks and sat, laying the jivatnma across her thighs. One hand
on the hilt. One hand on the blade. Wth infinite gentl eness.

"You neke a new one," she said, "each tine. You touch yourself--what you are,
what you were, what you can be--and shape it into a song. It's as nuch you as
your hand on the hilt, but drawn from a deeper |evel. Fromthe you no one el se
may know." Behind dirt and bl ood and tangled hair, the flaw ess face was sonber.
"You sing yourself into the sword, so the sword beconmes part of you."

"Then why bother to blood it?" | asked. "Wy all this nonsense about blooding it
by taking the life of an honored eneny?" | straightened a little, frowning.
"What happens if the eneny isn't honored? What happens if you have to kil

before you're ready?"

Del's tone was steady. "A sword requires blood. First blood is part of the
ritual; it is arite of passage." Gently, she fingered the blade. "A boy becones
a man. A girl becones a wonman. A sword becones a jivatma. Until then, it isn't
whol e. "

"You didn't kill an eneny. You killed a friend instead."

She didn't so nmuch as twitch. But then | saw bl ood on her fingers. Blood running
into the runes.

"In the name of ny need, | killed," she said. "I killed ny honored an-kai din,
and took himinto ny sword."

"And are you content with it?"

St eadf astly, she stared at the blade. "It was what | had to do."

"And are you content with it?"

Her hand tightened on the hilt. Tendons stood up in the flesh. "There are tines
| hate this sword. There are times | hate nyself."

"Do you regret what you have done?"

Del |ooked straight at ne. "No," she said, "I don't. And that is what frightens
me. "

We stood beside the loki ring at dawn: Del, nyself, Garrod, and the Borderers.
Fog gathered above us, skirting the top of the canyon. Below, m st clung to us,
danpening our hair. My nose and ears were cold.
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Massou tore free of his nother and ran to Del. "I'msorry!" he cried. "I'm
sorry!”

| saw her flinch. | saw her recoil. | saw her fight back the response that m ght
have destroyed him in his frenzy to nake things right.

"I"'msorry!" the boy cried, clinging to Del's waist. "It wasn't ne, | swear...
it wasn't... it wasn't." Sobs broke up additional words, rendering them

i ncoherent.

It was plain all of themknew. And all of themrenenbered. Cipriana' s face
flamed red. She refused to | ook at nme. Adara was less hunmiliated, but | saw how
hard it was even for her to neet ny eyes. She clutched her skirts in fists.

I cast a glance around the canyon. Once again the other Canteada were hidden,

| eaving the songnaster to represent them But | recalled them the night before.
Recal | ed themwi th candl es and wardstones, nelting out of the darkness to sing
the Borderers free. To inprison the loki inaring | wuldn't break

Such a delicate thing, the ring. So transient on the surface. Snpoth, rounded
stones placed in a careful circle in the center of the canyon, not far fromthe
songnaster's cave. In it resided | oki. Daeva. Shedu. Rakshasa. The denbns of
chil dhood' s dreans.

"W have to go," | said. "W can't stay here. This is a place of peace, and we
have warped the song."

| felt Del's glance. Well, | was just as surprised. But | knew what | said was
true.

"What about us?" Adara asked softly. "I know you nmust go on, but what are we to
do? As you say, we can't stay here."

Garrod stood just behind Del, whose face was freshly scrubbed but still showed
bl ui sh bruising. Hs lids were | owered, hiding pale eyes. But they lifted,
flickered, raised; he | ooked at the Borderers. "I'll take you," he said
Cipriana's head came around. She stared at himin surprise.

Massou still clung to Del. "Can't you take us with you?"

I saw plainly she was unconfortable, recalling the |oki-Mssou. Wth effort she
kept her tone steady and didn't draw away. "No," she said quietly, touching the
tousled blond hair. "No. | nust go on. There is a thing I have to do."

Adara was | ooking at Garrod. There was hope in her green eyes, but also a trace
of confusion. And | recalled that Garrod was nostly a stranger to them since he
had known only the | oki within them

The horse-speaker | ooked at me. "I'|ll take responsibility."

I raised brows. "Can you?"

The scarred lip twisted a little. "After the dreansong, yes. And | think it's
tinme | did."

Adara snoot hed her skirts. "W're going to Kisiri."

Garrod smled a little, flicking a glance at Cpriana. "Kisiri is a |ong way
upl and, but the uplands are ny hone. | wll take you there safely."”

I"lI'l admit it, | was relieved. Del and | sinply couldn't afford the tine to
escort the Borderers, but neither could we | eave them behi nd wi t hout worrying
about their welfare. Now Garrod could do it for us; it would be good for us all
Ci priana | ooked back at him "W haven't any horses."

Brai d beads rattled as the horse-speaker |aughed. "Leave that to ne. | know ways
of getting horses."

"Through trickery?" | asked. "The Canteada don't ride; there are no horses to
steal ."

I ce-wat er eyes apprai sed and found ne |acking. But the snile appeared again.
"The songnaster told nme last night there is a settlenent half a day south. |

plan to buy the horses, Southron... with the noney you will lend us."
"Lend you--"
"Or give," Adara said softly. "You did promise to buy us a horse and wagon to

repl ace the ones we |ost."

"Yes," Del said, "you did."

| scowl ed at her. Dug down to drag free nmy coin pouch. Counted out coin, passed
it over to Garrod.

Adara's hand flashed out. "I will tend the noney."
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The horse-speaker |ooked |ike he'd swall owed something sour. G udgingly, he
handed Adara the coin. She tied it into her tunic as Del nodded approval
Trust a wonan to want the noney. It's the worman who al ways spends it.

"Il go get the stud," | said, hearing himnickering in the distance.
He was happy to see ne, | think. Certainly pleased to stick his nose into ny
neck and bl ow rmucus all over nme. | swore, shoved the nose away, tugged the stake

fromthe ground. Turned and saw G pri ana

Col or stood high in her face. She hugged ribs and stared at the ground, wanting
to speak but clearly unable.

The stud reached out the ever-questing nose. Touched her face. Nuzzl ed. Then
snorted all over her.

Cipriana was | ess than pleased, w ping a forearm across her face. | pushed the
stud away, then abruptly knew what was w ong.

No. What was right.

"A'l that time," | said in discovery. "All that tine... He knew sonet hing was
wrong. Renenber?"

Cipriana just stared, still scrubbing at her face.

"He bit Massou," | said, "and was al ways restive around you. The stud knew

sonet hing was wong. Garrod even said so. He just couldn't say what or why."

As if to prove nme right, the stud sidled casually toward G priana. The girl
sidled closer to ne, then caught herself and |unged back. Color flamed in her
face.

| whacked the stud on the nose, but only halfheartedly. "It's all right," | told
her. "I don't blanme you--it wasn't your fault. You had nothing to do with it."
"But--all those things | said." The girl could barely speak. "Those things

said and did--"

"I't wasn't you," | repeated. "Not you, not your nother, not Mssou."

"But--1 liked you. | did." She sounded surprised, which was a bit disgruntling.
"And then | acted like such a fool, saying and doing those things... trying to
make you--want ne." The color stained her throat; | saw a filmof shanme-sweat on
her face. "I acted like a Harquhal cantina girl, selling herself for coin."

"You acted |li ke a woman who wanted a man," | told her bluntly. "C priana, you're

young, but not that young. You have nothing to be ashanmed of. There will cone a

day soon--" abruptly, | thought of Garrod "--nmaybe sooner than you think, when a
man will return that favor--" now | thought of her nother, "--after you are
married."

Shyly, G priana sniled a little. "That's what ny nother said."

"Then maybe you should listen to her. She hasn't done so badly." | turned,
headed slowy back toward Del. "Never blane yourself, G priana. Not for honest

feelings. It's better to say themout |oud."

Coyly, she lifted one brow. "And do you say themto Del ?"

Resi gnedly, | sighed. "Probably not enough."

She matched ny pace. Then held sonething out. "I don't want this,
was Rakshasa's, never mne."

I took it. Looked at it: a string of |unpy stones, red-brown against ny palm
Rubbed snooth from years of wear.

In my mind, | saw Del's throat. Saw nyself putting it on her, as she had put it
on her not her.

Cipriana sniled. Then ran ahead to her nother.

she said. "It

Thirty-one

The hounds were arrayed around us. 1'd forgotten how ugly they were.

The stud, naturally, was |ess than happy with the standoff. He recalled all too
clearly the bites and nips and clawi ngs he'd received fromthem before. He
stonped and pawed and snorted, trying to warn them away.

"Hoolies," | said, "now what?"

Del sat behind ne on the stud, hands | ocked into | eather. Thinking only about
the journey, we'd left the canyon far below us, as well as the wardsong,
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forgetting it was the only thing that had kept the hounds at bay.

"This," she answered quietly, funbling at her wool en tunic.

I didn't turn to look, not wanting to take ny attention fromthe hounds. So |
couldn't see what she did. Al | knew was, one minute we were surrounded by

whit e-eyed beasts, the next nonment they were gone. Fleeing |like beaten dogs.

Now | twisted a little. "All right, bascha... what'd you do?"

She | ooped sonet hing over her head, held it out to ne. | took it: a thin |eather
thong and a tiny netallic tube, glinting silver in faint foggy sunlight.
"Thi s?" | asked suspiciously. "Wat in hoolies is this?"

"Somet hi ng fromthe Canteada." She kicked the stud, urging himforward, even

t hough she was behind the saddle; it nade ne sit up and take noti ce.

"Hey--" | reined himout of a hop, skip and junp into a nore decorous pace,

still studying the thing on its thong. It was hollow. One end was open. There
was also a hole in one side. "A whistle?"

"The songmaster said it woul d keep the hounds at a distance."

"But not send them away."

"No. They appear to be under a geas, or sone other sort of binding. They'l
probably follow al ong, but at |east we won't have to worry about them keeping so
cl ose. ™

"I don't like it," | said.

Del sighed. "Is there anything you do |ike?"

| answered pronptly. "A sword, a circle, a good woman. A Sout hron sword t hat
is--1 could do without this one."

"And a Sout hron wonan?"

I guided the stud through the trees, slipping the whistle thong over ny head.
I've never been one to ignore an advantage, regardless of origins. "Southron
worren, " | said calmy, "have certain points in their favor. They're nore

bi ddabl e, for one; you don't nuch have to worry about themgetting all uppity if
you ask themto do sonething. And they're definitely good at donestic things,

I'i ke cooking and cl eaning and tending a man's gear. And they know how to pl ease
a man, in bed and out, being brought up to know who's in charge."

Del was silent a long, thoughtful nonent. | grinned at the stud's ears, waiting
for her response.

"I'f Southron women are so wonderful,"’
are so quick to steal Northern wonmen?"

My grin went away. Finally, | said, "Probably because they're different. In
coloring, custons, personality."

"Wi ch could nmean Southron nen actually prefer wonmen with nore i ndependence and
spirit.”

"Could," | agreed cautiously, "but never once have | heard a Sout hron man
expressing a desire for a contentious wonan."

"There is a distinct difference," Del said, "between a contentious wonan and an
i ndependent one."

"Only worren who are truly unhappy will seek out that sort of independence," |

she said at last, "why is it Southron nmen

countered. "I'Il bet if you asked nost Southron wonen which kind of lifestyle
they prefer, they'd take Southron over Northern."
"Maybe, " she agreed coolly, "at first, because they know it... but only unti

they had a chance to experience our freedom"

"Not if it cost themtheir nen."

"A true man woul dn't be threatened by an independent woran."

"How do you know what a true man is or isn't threatened by?" | demanded in
disgust. "Wth you sitting so close against nmy back, there's no way |'d nistake
you for a man. Wi ch neans you can't know. "

Del scootched back a little, which wasn't what |'d intended. "I can know, " she
answered readily, "and | can prove it by asking a sinple question: are you

t hreat ened by me?"

Oh, hoolies. She's so good at |aying traps.

"Wl ?" Del, again.

"Alot of nen would be--"

"Are you?"

"--and probably with reason. You're a nan's fantasy, maybe, but not the sort of
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worman--" | broke off there because the hole was getting deeper

"Tiger, answer the question. Are you threatened by ne?"

"If | said yes, I'd be lying. But if I said no, I1'd sound |ike an arrogant
fool . "

"That never stopped you before."

So nice, was Del. "No, |I'mnot threatened by you."

"Whi ch means that a true man can accept independence in a woman."

I chewed on that a little. I'mnot so stupid around wonen as to believe al

their flattery, backhanded or not.

"Now, " she said, "what kind of woman am | not?"
Hool i es. She'd noticed.

| sighed. "Not the kind of wonan Southroners marry."

"Only the kind they dream about...if they have roomfor inmmgination along with
i gnor ance. "
"Now, Del," | sighed again, giving it up; it wasn't worth arguing. "Of course

Sout hroners dream Al nen dream And I'd be willing to bet that Northern nen
dream about Sout hron wonen. "

"l have no argument with dreans," she said tartly. "It's when nmen oppress women
inreality that | becone concerned.”

"The North and South are two different places, Del... with different people,
different custons, different gods. One isn't better than the other... it's just
different." | paused. "And anyway, where'd you becone so vocal about wonen's

i ndependence?"

She didn't answer at once. \Wen she did, her tone was odd. "Mostly, fromny
famly," Del said softly. "My nother was a strong, strong-m nded woman who

rai sed her sons to respect her gender and taught her husband to, as well. | was
her only daughter... | grew up doing all of the things ny brothers and uncles
and father did, even to learning the knife and sword, and howto fight like a
man. But it was in Staal-Ysta where | learned to be nyself. Wiere | learned to
be a person instead of nale or fenmale."

Staal -Ysta. | recalled the nane fromsonething Garrod had said. Ask her, he had
told ne. Ask her of Staal-Ysta.

So | did.

Del didn't answer at once. And, sitting squarely in front of her, | couldn't see
her expression. All | had to go by to judge her reaction was the tension in her
body, by necessity close to nine.

Eventual Iy, | asked again.

"Place of Swords," she said finally. "That's what the words nean."

Poeti c enough, | thought. Appealing, too; being a sword-dancer, | kind of Iiked
the picture the words painted

But Garrod hadn't neant to ask her nerely about the nane. "What does the phrase
"a bl ade without a nanme' nean?"

Behind nme, Del stiffened. Only slightly, but | found it remarkabl e nonethel ess.
"Where did you hear that?"

I mght have lied. But | didn't. It seened a fair enough question. "Garrod. He
was angry... upset about the horses. He said sonething--" | paused, frowning,
"--sonet hing about you being a blade without a nane." | shrugged, guiding the
stud. "He said it was a thing of Staal-Ysta."

"So it is." Her tone was cool

"Sonet hing secret, | take it."

"A blade without a name translates to outcast, outlaw, wolf's-head," she
expl ai ned precisely. "It indicates soneone outside the honor codes of the voca."
"By choice."

"By choice," Del agreed. "Someone who can't |learn the codes, or can't finish the
training, is nerely told to go hone. But an an-ishtoya who refuses the fina
training that woul d neke hima kaidin, yet uses his sword skills for harm is
consi dered a bl ade w thout a nane."

"You didn't becone a kaidin?"

"No. But | chose to becone a sword-dancer, which is open to students as well.
And | live within the codes."
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Sonething tickled me in the belly. "How cl ose are you, Del? How close to
breaki ng the codes?"

"A matter of weeks," she said without hesitation. "If | fail to reach Staal-Ysta
within three weeks, to stand trial before the voca, | will be declared a bl ade
wi t hout a nanme and subject to execution by any who wish to try."

I'"d known that. Just not the |anguage. "One nore thing," | said. "Does your song

have an endi ng?"

She said nothing at all at first. And then: "Stop this horse."

At first, | didn't. "Del--"

"Stop this horse."

I'"mnot deaf; she was upset. She didn't yell, but then Del doesn't need to. She
knows how to use her tone. Accordingly, | stopped the horse. Looked around as
Del slid off to stand in danp | eaves. Saw the ice in her eyes, but also the

bl aze behind it.

Hoolies. Now I'd done it.

Il[bl__ll
"Conme down," she said
"Come up," | countered. "You yourself said there are only three weeks |eft

before the voca can make you an outlaw. Shouldn't we be goi ng?"

Del drew her sword. "Cone down," she said. In the distance, hounds bayed.

| scratched stubble. Considered entering into argunent. Decided against it; that
| ook in her eyes told ne to take her seriously and not waste any nore tine.

I swung a leg over and slid off the stud, retaining ny hold on the reins. It
woul dn't do to | ose himnow, after going afoot before

Del thrust the blade into the ground. It sank hal fway in the danp, decaying

| ayers of rain-soaked | eaves, then slid into nud and held. She took her hands
fromthe hilt.

"I can't give you the oaths," she said, "because they are private things. But |
swore themon the souls of murdered kin, wote themin nmy own bl ood, told them
to the runenmaster who set theminto the blade." Fingers indicated the alien

gl yphs running fromhilt to tip, though half-buried in the ground. "To abdicate
those oaths di shonors nmy sword, ny training, ny kin. Do you think |I could do

t hat ?"

"I only asked--"

"You asked if ny song had an ending."

"Well, yes--"
"Wthout knowing what it neans."
"Well... yes--"

"W thout knowi ng what you asked."

And again yes. "Garrod said | should ask you."

Her tone was bitter. "And do you always do what young Northern strangers ask you
to do? Especially one whose own personal honor is highly questionable?"

| ignored her questions. "Maybe Garrod was right to do it."

It took her off guard. "Wat?"

"He said even an upl and horse-speaker knows about Staal -Ysta and the honor codes

of the voca. It seemed to nake a difference. But |, being a Southroner, know
not hi ng about the place. Nothing about the customs." | | ooked at Boreal, then
over to Del. "Does your song have an endi ng?"

Her face was white. "You ask that, not know ng what you ask?"

"Maybe | would if | had an answer."

Del stared at her sword. It was plain I'd put her in turnmoil, though the

i ndi cations were subtle. Del nmasks her face well, but |'ve learned to read the
signs. She stared at her sword as if hoping--or honestly expecting--it would
tell her what to do, but in the end she decided all by herself.

"He'll have to know," she said obscurely, "one way or another."

Not what | call encouraging. "Del--"

"I swore oaths," she said, "as | told you. But these are oaths of a different
nature than the kind ordinarily sworn. They have to do with Staal - Ysta, and what
it makes you; what you beconme to nane a jivatnma." Her gaze was on Boreal. "I
have no doubts you have sworn oaths in your life, Tiger, and they are as binding
as you make them .. but in the North, it's different. In Staal-Ysta, nore
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different yet; the binding is permanent, nmade of blood and steel and nmagic and
the bl essings of the gods."

"Now, Del--"

She lifted a silencing hand. "I am giving you an answer to your question. Never
say | didn't warn you; it's nore than nost people get."

Part of me wanted to break it off; obscurity irritates me. But Del was clearly
serious, and it wouldn't hurt to listen.

At least, | didn't think so. "Al right, bascha... go on."

"When you set yourself a task, you nake yourself a song. And go on singing it
until the task is conpleted."

I frowned. "I don't understand."

Del's face was expressionless. "My first task was to find Jamail and bring him
honme. As you know, | couldn't do it; that part of the song was destroyed. But

there still remains another. A bloodsong, Tiger--a deathsong. My task is to kil
Aj ani and the men who acconpanied him Until that is acconplished, nmy song can
never end. And a song without an end is not a true song at all, but nerely
meani ngl ess noi se. "

In the distance, hounds yapped and how ed. | glanced around, then back at Del
"Sonmething like that," | said.

"Yes," she said, "but forever. Noise wi thout purpose or ending."

I nodded. "What it means is a sword-dancer out of control. One w thout purpose
or honor."

"I amhard," Del said. "Hard and cold and cruel. But ny song has an ending. My
bl ade has a nane."

"For how nuch |onger?" | asked. "If the voca finds you guilty and orders your
execution, your task will remain undone. Your song will never end. Your oaths
will all be broken."

"No," she said, "they won't. | nade a pact with the gods."

I wanted to laugh, but didn't. Del was too serious.

| pointed at the sword. "Clean that thing and let's go."

Thirty-two

| woke up because | was cold, and because soneone was spitting on nmy face. Not a
good way to start the day.

I swore beneath heavy bl ankets, heaved nyself up, realized the sky was doing the

spitting; wet, cold things were falling out of it. Not rain; | know rain.
Somet hing |ike sticky ice.

"Del !'"

She woke up. Peered at ne sleepily. "You're letting in the cold."

So | was. | lay down again, but stiffly, blankets hooded around ny head.

"Del --what is this?"

"Snow. " She hitched herself closer, hair catching on ny stubble. "Wy--what did
you think it was?" Wen | didn't answer, Del pushed herself up on one el bow and
| ooked at ne nore closely. And then she began to | augh

"Not funny," | muttered. "How was | supposed to know?"

Del was stretched against nme, feet intertwined with mine. | felt the trenbling
of her laughter; heard the giggles she tried to suppress.

I turned over onto ny side, facing her beneath blankets. Cold snuck into the
folds and chilled exposed flesh, turning it rose-red al ong the angles of

Nort hern cheekbones. | reached out and snoothed back hair. It was good to hear
her |augh, even at ny expense.

| pushed the blanket off her head. Snow stuck on hair and | ashes, turning to

droplets on her face. Barehanded, | touched her cheek. "How long has it been
since you | aughed? Like this, | mean; really |aughed?"

Slowy, the snile fell away. Tears of merrinent dried in her eyes. She said
nothing at all in answer, too startled by my question. There was wari ness in her
expression as well as bafflenent.

Her tone was odd. "I don't know. "
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| traced the thin lace of a silvery scar threading the flesh of one cheek. "A
week ago you stood before your sword and named yourself hard and cold and cruel,
sworn to avenge your family. | won't disagree; sonetines you are. But you can
al so be other things. A wonman of passion and |aughter."

She shrugged. "Maybe once."

| grunted. "Mre than once, bascha. 1'll swear to that. | share your bed,
remenber ?"

Del sighed. W are not a man and woman for soft words between us, being too
ruled by other things; |ocked too tightly into our roles and all owi ng no
latitude. But | would be a liar to say | didn't think them To say | didn't fee
them And | think Del would, too.

It was a soft and silent dawn, except for the streamnearby, and filled by
falling snow. It was cold, but we were not, for the noment warmed by new

t houghts and feelings, not thinking about the weather. And then she | owered
snowfrosted lids and shuttered her thoughts fromne, turning away a little.
"Don't," was all she said.

"Del, | don't nean to hurt you. | only nmean that if you push yourself any
harder, wind yourself any tighter, sonmething is going to break."

Tautly: "There are things | have to do."

"Not at the risk of destroying yourself."

"Ajani did that a long tine ago."

Inwardly, |I swore. Qutwardly, | shook nmy head. "And so you have reshaped the
real Delilah into soneone she is not."

"Am not," she said softly. After a monent, she shook her head. "I don't know
what I"'mnot. | don't know what | am other than what | have to be." Del

resettled the blankets. "Not so different fromyou."

| rose, took up harness and sword, stood up to neet the dawn even as it fel
down to neet nme. Such a soft, gentle thing, sneaking up |ike a woman's caress.
Fl akes fell out of the sky and took roost on any part of ne they could touch,
melting or sticking together. The world itself was blurred, softened by falling
snow. | couldn't hear anything but nmy own breathing as | exhaled a cloud of

st eam

"I'ma killer," | said. "Strip away the pretty words and the real ones cone to
the surface. Men hire me to kill; it is what | do."

She twisted to stare at me. Her face was pallid with shock

"Not always," | said. "Sometimes the job has nothing to do with killing. But |
am ef fective because | can kill, and people know | will do it. It frightens them
into docility, into paynent... into doing whatever | tell them being hired to
tell themthings. | don't take sides--or very rarely. Mstly, | just take noney.
| take noney to dance." | slid the sword fromits sheath. "I'ma whore in ny own

way, ruled by greed, not retribution. But | think |I'm happier than you."

Del fol ded back the bl ankets and sat up. Snow gathered on head and shoul ders,
clinging to her hair. "Wiy are you telling ne this? Wiat point are you trying to
make?"

"No point. | just want you to realize that it's an ugly sort of life you' ve
portioned out for yourself, in the nanme of retribution."

Del's mouth nearly dropped open in amazenment. "You don't think | should hunt

Aj ani down? After what he di d?"

"I didn't say that, now, did I?" | turned fromher, found a tree |linb, began to
draw a circle. Snow woul d eventually hide nost of the Iine, but it really
woul dn't matter. We'd know where it was. |In our hearts, if nowhere else. "l just

meant you ought to give yourself roomto be Delilah along with the sword-dancer
known as Del ."

Danp hair straggled on either side of her face. She gazed at ne blindly, |ocked
away in her head.

| straightened, tossed the linb aside. "I have hated as well or better than
anyone, in ny life, maybe even you. Because nuch of it wasn't a life. | never
had anyt hi ng--or anyone--to | ose, except mnmyself. | don't doubt that if I'd had
kin stripped fromnme as you did, as well as innocence, |'d be angry, too. |'d
want revenge, too. But destroying nyself in the process isn't a choice I'd
make. "
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Del's stare sharpened. She frowned a little, thinking about ny words, then stood
up and brushed off snow.

"A wonman is required to be stronger," she said quietly. "Even in the North, even
in Staal -Ysta. Tougher. Stronger. Better--if she is to be judged worthy at all
And so there are sacrifices--"

I didn't let her finish. "Did they demand t hose sacrifices? O did you sinply

of fer them determ ning themyourself?"

Del stood very still. "I don't know," she said nunbly. "I can't renmenber, now "
It made ne angry, that she could be so focused on hatred and revenge that she
could forget herself. | stal ked back through the snow to face her squarely. "Be
you," | told her curtly. "Just you, whoever that may be... that's what | want
fromyou. And if it neans traipsing across two countries to find the man who
killed your kin, so be it; | don't rmuch like him either. If it means going into
sl eet and snow and banshee-storns, I'll do it willingly. Not happily, but I'l

do it; there's enough between us for that, even if you won't admt it. But if it
means war pi ng yourself into a travesty of Delilah because it's the only way, |
say it isn't worth it. You deserve better than that."

Softly, she said: "lI'mafraid."”

"l know you are, bascha. 1've known it all along. But it doesn't nmke you a bad
person." | smled, reached behind her |eft shoul der, drew her Northern sword.
"Step into the circle, Del. Let's do what we do best."

Good idea, bad execution. I'mnot used to snow. And so | perforned badly, giving
Del an easy match, but in the end it served its purpose. She was thinking about
t he dance, not about herself, and it burned the tension out.

"No, no," she blurted, as | let one of her subtle wist patterns break through
my haphazard guard. "If you do that in Staal-Ysta, you'll inpress no one."
I grunted, noving away again. "I didn't know |I'd have to i npress anyone. W're

going there for you, renenber? Not for ne."

Her mouth was flat and grim "You are the Sandtiger. One of the greatest
sword-dancers in the South. If you think you can go to Staal -Ysta and not be
call ed upon to dance, you are sandsick."

One of the greatest, not the greatest... as usual, she knew how to provoke ne. |
beat her bl ade back, then followed it up with a slashing blowthat, had it
connected, woul d have severed an arm at the shoul der

"Better," she said grudgingly, skipping out of the way.

Better, schmetter. | was the best. "How long is this trial supposed to take?
mean, we will be done before spring, won't we? W won't have to wi nter here?"
Del nmoved warily, testing ny intentions. Snow still fell, but softly, clearly
not bothering her. But | could do without it. I don't |ike footwork foul ed by
sl ush.

"Maybe, " she said quietly, nostly under her breath.

"Maybe? Maybe? You nean--this thing could last for nonths?" | dropped ny guard
completely, calling off the dance. "Just what will you have to do?"

"I don't know. Tiger, don't stop. You need to |earn how to nove. Snow, nud and
slush can be difficult to dance in."

"I"'mnot dancing!" | shouted. "I'mcoming along for the ride, and that's it. |
suppose if sonmeone invited ne to participate in a friendly little wager
revol ving around a dance, |1'd do it, but that's as far as it goes. I'mnot a

perform ng dog."

"No, but you are ny sponsor."

Dmy | recalled having agreed to sone such title. "I said |I'd back you at the
trial."

"And if the trial is a dance?" Del had stopped noving, too. W faced each other
across the circle, fogging the air with our breath. "Here in the North, such
things are often decided by conbat. It seens the fairest thing."

"Wait a minute. Do you nean to tell ne that you' ve dragged nme all the way up
here to do your righting for you?" | stared at her in astoni shnent. "Hoolies,
Del, you're sandsick! For as long as |I've known you, all you've done is fill ny
ears with all this noise about you being as good a sword-dancer as any

man- -i ncludi ng ne--and now you tell me | might have to dance in your place?"
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shook ny head. "What kind of a deal is that?"
Del nodded grimy. "Not nuch of one, is it? But it may be the only deal. Wo can
say what the voca will do?"

"You," | accused. "I've seen that |look in your eye... you've got a good idea."

"No," she denurred calmy. "Now, about your footwork--"

"To hoolies with footwork, bascha... | want to know what | face!"

Del glared across the circle. "I don't know" she shouted. Then, nore quietly,

"But you just said again you'd go with nme, so | guess we'll find out together."

| said sonmething very rude in Desert dialect, because Del didn't knowit, and
because | didn't really want to call her nanes, but felt | had to do sonething.

So, all that being said, | continued to scow at her. "Sometines," | said,
"sonetinmes."

Del waited, brows arched.

"Sonmetinmes," | muttered again, stepping out of the circle.

"Where are you going, Tiger?"

"To wash ny face," | answered. "Maybe the cold will shock ne awake, and I'|

know this is all a dream"

| tronped down to the rushing stream sheathing nmy sword, and knelt down on the
snowy crust at the edge of the water. | had every intention of thrusting ny face
into the water, but sonething kept me fromit. Sonething told ne it would be
terribly, horribly cold; too cold, even, for anger. | paused, considering it,
and then felt the fanmiliar warning tingle in nmy bones.

"Magic," | blurted, disbelieving, then spun in place to warn Del

Unfortunately, the magic came frombehind. Fromthe water. It reached up and
dragged nme down.

The stream was no deeper than possibly two feet, no w der than rmaybe three. But
suddenly it felt like a river in full spate, sucking ne into the depths.

I was, of course, cold, being soaked through in an instant. | was al so
frightened and angry; what in hoolies had ne? And what could | do about it?

| gurgled Del's nanme. Knew she'd never hear that, but surely she'd hear ny

spl ashing. | was kicking like a danjac, trying to thrust nmy head above water so
| coul d breathe again.

Hands were on nme. For just a nonent | thought they bel onged to Del, comng to ny
rescue, and then | realized the hands were on ny front, not my back, and were
draggi ng ne farther down.

Can't be real, | thought. The streamisn't deep enough
Hands dragged nme down.
Hoolies, not like this... I'ma desert man--

And then | realized the water was warm Incredibly warm So were the hands,
tangling in ny hair. Threading fingers through ny beard. Pulling ny face toward
hers. ..

Her s?

Hool i es, |'ve gone sandsick. O have |? There's a wonan staring at nme...a
gray-haired, gray-eyed wonan, young, not old, but all gray, gray and pallid
white, but the lips are carm ne red.

Hool i es, | am sandsi ck

And then, abruptly, something grabbed nme by the hair and yanked nme up out of the
wat er .

It hurt. | yelled, struggled, splashed, was rewarded by yet another yank on the
hai r.

"Get out!" Del shouted. "Get out of the water now "

Well, | was trying. But so was the other woman, who reached up to catch ny
hands.

Hool i es, two wonmen?

"I't's an undine!" Del shouted. "Tiger--fight her off! She'll drown you if you
give in"

Red lips smled at me. G ay eyes beseeched nmy own. Wet hair tied itself in knots
around my wrists.

Del yanked harder yet. "Get out of there!" she yell ed.

Hool i es, one wonman wanted to drown ne, the other to pluck nme bald.

The hair was like wire around ny wists. | tried to twist |oose, failed; |unged
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toward the side even as Del took a harder grip. | |anded face down in the snow
with half of ne still in the water.

One hand was free. "Knife," | croaked, and felt Del press hers into nmy hand.
Quickly, I cut the hair that bound nmy right wist and felt the tension slacken
"Get up," Del said, "get away. She can still reach you fromhere."

I pushed to ny knees, to ny feet, staggered two steps, stunbled, got up and ran
again. Fell down again in exhaustion.

"Far enough," Del said. "Gve ne the hair, Tiger."

It was all | could do to breathe. | held up ny arm felt her strip the hair from
my wist. Watched, hacking loudly, as she threwit on the fire.

I thought the water would quench the flame. But for a nonent it burned very
brightly, red as blood, and then the hair ashed away into nothing, |eaving
behind an acrid stink

| sucked in a wheezing breath. "Wat in hoolies was that?"

"Undi ne," she told ne. "She wanted you for her own; unfortunately, she would
have drowned you. It's the only way she could have kept you."

"Kept nme for what?"

Del shrugged. "What nost |onely wonen desire... she wanted a man of her own."
Coughing interrupted nmy outraged expression of horror. I was wet and cold and
shivering; if | wasn't careful, I'd freeze. "That--thing--wanted to keep nme?"
"Legend says undi nes--al ways fenal e--can gain a human soul if they conceive by a
human man." She shrugged. "I guess she wanted a soul ."

| peered at her out of stinging eyes. "You're awfully calmabout it."

"She didn't want ne."

| tried to sit up and failed. "First the loki, nowthis. Is this how the North
is? Filled with frustrated fenale spirits?"

Del |aughed al oud, then snothered it, but the anmusenent renmined in her eyes.

"Here," she said gently, "I'Il build up the fire. You strip down and get under
the bl ankets; 1'll cone in beside you."
"At least you' re human," | croaked. "Hoolies, | hate this place."

But at |east the snow had stopped.

Thirty-three

Days passed. So did the storm but another followed on its heels. Just like the
hounds on ours.

They were always out there somewhere, slinking through the trees. The

war d-whi stl e kept themat a distance but didn't drive themaway. It nade us
irritable, snappish, because we weren't sure what they'd do, other than drive us
north. It was where we wanted to go, but we wanted to do it w thout escort.

Del hunched down in the snow, carefully nursing a tiny fire in an attenpt to
keep it burning. But wind made it difficult; wind and snow and danp wood. | did
what | could to forma shield, holding up a | arge bl anket, but knew the effort
was futile.

"Hoolies," | said, "I'msick of this! Wat |1'd give for alittle warnth!"

Del hunched over the flickering flanmes. "Wat would you give?" she asked.

"My beard?" | suggested hopefully.

She grinned, casting me a glance as she made a wi ndbreak with her hands. "How

many tines nmust | tell you?--you'll do better with a beard. It's a form of
winter hair, just like the stud wears."

"He's a horse, Del; I'ma man. And | prefer bare skin to a pelt, especially on
my face."

She | aughed a little, nodding. "As rmuch hair as you've grown lately, | begin to
think you're half bear."

Well, I was. The Canteada had given us bl ankets for bedding, but lately we'd
taken to using them as cl oaks against the increasing cold. | hadn't cut ny hair

or shaved in weeks; not nuch of ny face showed, except for my nose, the bare
pat ches beneath ny eyes, and the sandtiger scars on mnmy cheek. Everything el se
was covered by hair, wool and | eather
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Del, of course, didn't have the advantage of a beard, which neant she spent nopst
of her time wapped to the eyes in her blankets. Now she had set them aside;

wi nd chafed her face rose-red and stung tears out of her eyes.

"How much farther?" | asked.

She gl anced northward, frowning. The trees were naked save for frost, and the
snow caught in crotches. The storm had begun the night before and showed no
signs of letting up

Del sighed, shrugging a little. "In good weather, a week. But with the snow,
maybe two."

"Too long," | said.

She hunched again over the fire. "I know, Tiger. | know. "

"Wn't they give you extra tinme? | nean, what with all this snow..." | let it

trail off; Del was shaking her head.
"Unlikely," she told nme. "A year is nore than enough tinme. They would nerely say

I left it till too late."

"But you're making every effort, bascha. Wn't they give you credit for that?"
Snow sl apped her in the face, crusted in her hair. "I don't think so, Tiger. If
I'"'mlate, |'mlate."

The wind shifted. So did I, trying to block its strength so Del could coax the
firetolife. "How long do you think this will |ast?"

She nuttered sonething in Northern, cursing the failed fire, then lurched up
fromher kneeling posture. "I don't know" she cried. "Do you think |I know

everyt hi ng?" And then she covered her face with her hands. "Gods, oh, gods, what
i s happening to ne? Wiy am | always so angry?"

"You're tired," | told her flatly. "Tired and worn to the bone." | shoved ny way
t hrough cal f-deep snow, hating the heaviness, draped the bl anket around her

shoul ders and snugged the ends together. "Wen you cane South, all you had to

worry about was Jamail. Now there is nuch nore: tine, A ani, the voca, the
hounds, even bad weat her. Wat did you expect?"

The brief anger had spent itself. Now she was nerely tired. "I don't know what |
expected. At first, | was happy just to be hone. But now-now there are other
concerns. The ones you've nmade nme think about, like what | will do when the
trial is over."

" CGood. "

"I'f they let ne live."

"There's no question of that." | plowed ny way through snow to the stud, tied to

a tree. He had turned his runp to the wi nd, head hangi ng down; | pushed off the
bl anket of snow that turned himfrombay to gray. "After all, with the Sandti ger
as your sponsor--"

"Tiger--1ook out--"

I swung instantly, reaching for my sword, but the beast was already on ne. |
felt jaws closing on ny left wist, trying to gnaw through wool and | eather;
smel l ed the nusky stink; heard the snarling deep in his throat. Caught

conpl etely by surprise--and cursing nyself for it--1 went down on one knee; felt
the jaws conpress nmy wist.

Hool i es, the thing was strong!

| felt the stud behind me, trying to snap his rope. Heard his frantic squealing.
Fell backward against his forelegs and felt himquivering, trying to avoid nme. A

horse hates to step on a man, but will if there's no other choice.
Beyond the beast, | saw Del, Boreal raised to strike. But | also saw angui sh and
i ndeci sion; in her haste she nmight strike me. In delay, the beast might kill ne.

Some choi ce, bascha

She shifted her stance. Dropped to one knee. Altered her grip on the sword and
used it like a pike, thrusting into the underbelly. | was grateful she nissed

m ne.

Bl ood rained down, hot and acrid. The beast how ed, withed, released his grip
on nmy armto snap at the blade. H's entrails were hanging out; Del had done nore
than thrust. She'd ripped the guts fromhis belly.

I pulled away, staggered up, ran three steps past the stud sinply in reaction
Swung around and | ooked back, panting steantlouds in exertion

Through the snowfall, | saw her face. Pink from exposure, but also stained with
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bl ood. She put up one gloved hand to touch her cheek, sneared bl ood, took it
away again. Her eyes were on the beast, now lying dead in the snow.

I caught the stud's picket line. "Easy," | told him "easy." | untied him |ed
himthree trees away, tied himup again. He was still frightened by the beast,
but | dared not tie himfarther. Were there was one there were probably nore.

| trudged back through snow, marking the crinson bl oodstains. Was glad it wasn't
m ne.

Del rose slowy. "WIf," was all she said.

I frowned. |1'd expected to see a hound, and so | had. But closer inspection
proved her right. The beast was wol f, not hound.
"The whistle," | began, puzzled. "Shouldn't it keep wolves away as wel | ?"

"The Canteada nade it for beasts shaped by sorcery. This wolf was nerely a wol f,
doi ng what wolves do in winter: feeding a famly."

I cast her a sour glance. "Don't sound so regretful, Del; | mght have been the
di nner. "

She shrugged one shoul der, sword dripping blood to stain the snow. "He probably
wanted the stud. You just got in the way." She |ooked fromthe wolf to ne. "Only
rarely do they attack nmen, preferring other prey. But in winter, when gane is
scarce; when there are hungry cubs in the den, sonetines they turn to nen. O
anything they can find."

She was, |ike many wonen, an easy mark for animals, particularly the young.
recal | ed her defiance of Southron custom by briefly adopting two sandti ger cubs,
even knowi ng how deadly they'd be once poi sonous claws broke free of buds and
fangs replaced their mlk-teeth. Luckily, we'd gotten rid of them before they
coul d mature.

"No," | said flatly.

Del frowned at ne. "What do you nean, 'no'?"

"l know what you're thinking, bascha. You're thinking about two or three

wol flings holed up in a den nearby. Wll, | say no. They've probably got a

nmot her . "

"You don't know that, Tiger."

"What | do knowis, we can't waste even an hour hunting them we've got no tine
to spare.”

Del | ooked down at the butchered male. "No," she said, "we don't." And turned
her back on the wolf as she went to clean her sword.

| followed a nonent later. "We'|ll have to break canp now. Likely the body'l
bring down other beasts. I'd rather not risk it, Del, especially so close to
dark."

She cl eaned the blade, slid it hone again. "Let nme see your wist."

I twitched a shoulder briefly. "It's sore, but it'll do. He didn't break the
skin."

"Let nme see, Tiger. W don't nove until | do."

| swore, nmuttered, stuck out ny left arm Del peeled back the |ayers. "See?"
said. "No blood. Just alittle swelling."

She touched it. | winced. "Umm hmm" she nurnured, "I see. Swollen, as you
say..." Her voice trailed off.
| | ooked down on her bowed head, "If | didn't know better, |I'd say sonething--or

someone--was out to get ne."
Del didn't answer at once, deftly inspecting my wist. Eventually she asked why.

"Well, first there were the loki... then those hounds of hoolies... that water
witch--and now the wol f."
"The North is a naturally dangerous place," she said patiently, "like the South.

There is no one trying to get you."

"How do you know? You haven't been the target."

She gl anced up sharply. "No? Do you want to split up to prove it? I'll wager the
hounds follow ne. Me and ny sword."

I thought about it. "No, let's not split up--ouch!"

"I't will likely bruise by norning." Smiling sweetly, she worked the hand and
wist before | could flex it stiff. "Maybe sprained, Tiger, but then that wll
never bother a big, strong man |like you." She yanked the | ayers of |eather and
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wool back down, rose, slapped nme on the shoulder. "Get the stud and let's go,"
So nmuch for synmpathy. dumy, | went for the horse.

Two days later, the track took us above the tinberline, into the snowy
mount ai ns. Del called themthe Heights.

"This is Reiver's Pass," she said. "Fromhere, Staal-Ysta is naybe a week. W
m ght make it yet."

We stood on a treel ess escarpnent: Del, the stud, and |I. Behind us tunbled the
upl ands, farther yet the downl ands, bel ow that the borderlands and the pl ateaus
close to Harquhal . The snowstorm had finally died, but the cold was col der yet.
| shivered inside ny wool en bl ankets, wishing | was a bear. Because then |I'd be
hi bernating, oblivious to the cold.

There were nountains yet before us, blasted by wind and filnmed with ice. They
glittered in nmeager sunlight like sand crystals in the Punja. My eyes were
dazzled by the light; | put up a hand to block it.

"A good day," Del said. "The clouds are thin, and the sun shines through. See
the ring around it? It's w dening, not contracting; it neans the weather will be
good. The bl essing of the gods."

"Hunh." | wasn't so sure. "How do you live up here? How do you survive the

Wi nters?"

"You're surviving one." Del grinned at me, scraping back wi nd-tangled hair. "Mn
adapts, Tiger... even a man |ike you. Once you've adjusted--"

"Adj usted, nothing," | said rudely. "Once you're done with this trial, |I'm
headi ng South again."

Too quickly, Del |ooked away. "W should go on, Tiger. | want to avoid anot her
storm”

"You just said the weather would be good."

"Maybe | lied."

| sighed. d anced back the way we had cone. "I don't see the hounds."

Del turned. "The ward-whistle's still working."

"Then why don't they just give up?"

She shook her head. "I don't know, Tiger. Maybe they're like nme... maybe their

song hasn't ended yet."

I glanced at her sharply. Being cryptic, again; as always, it annoyed ne. "I
hardly think beasts--"

"I would," she interrupted, "if soneone has given themone to sing."

"Ch, Del, cone on."

She thrust out a pointing hand that indicated the treeline far bel ow our tracks
agai nst the snow. "Soneone set themon us, Tiger... sonmeone told themto stay
with us. The ward-whistle keeps them at bay, but it doesn't send them away. Have
you any other expl anation?"

"Maybe they're just hungry."

She cast me a withering gl ance.

| turned to the stud and swung up, suppressing a wi nce of pain. The wist was

still very sore, but | wouldn't tell her that. She'd only use it to clai msone
sort of odd, obscure victory of worman over nan.
"Are you com ng?" | asked.

Del grabbed ny wist, which hurt, and swung up, settling onto a furry runp. The
stud had | ost weight since we'd first picked up our shadows, particularly
carrying two, but he was tough and stubborn and valiant and | knew he'd never

gi ve up.

Not nore than Delilah woul d.

Thirty-four

Del | eaned sideways and forward, all at once, to press against my back. One arm
curved around ne, pointing. "There," she said. "Staal-Ysta."

| stared. | gaped; what she pointed at was a | ake, a cold, glass-black | ake,
huddl ed ami dst the mountains. In its center swaman island. "That?" | asked
succi nctly.
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"That," she agreed. "There's a pathway down to the shoreline."

So there was, wi nding down; | wasn't sure | wanted to take it. The | ake | ooked
bottom ess, and | can't swim "Bascha--"

But Del was off the stud, striding forward to pause at the head of the path.
Here the wind bl ew constantly, though not at gale force; it did, however, strip
the ground we stood on free of snow, baring dark earth and darker rubble. She
stood there, hair blow ng back fromher face, and stared down at the Pl ace of
Swords. What she saw | couldn't say, except to see what it did to her

| slid off the stud and let himgraze; the tough, fibrous turf growing in

swol | en patches here and there would keep himfromwandering. | stepped in
behind Del and put ny hands on her shoul ders. Strands of hair caught in ny
beard, bl onde on brown; smling wyly, | pulled them away.

Del drew in a breath. "Nearly six years ago | came here, alone, because it was a
thing I had to do. There was no other to avenge nmy fam|ly's nurder; no son, no
brother, no cousin. Only nme, a fifteen-year-old girl who knew enough of the
sword to know it could be her deliverance, and her brother's, if she chose to
take it up." Her tone hardened. "I chose. Then, | chose. But now | am back, with
my song unfinished, to have ny choice nade for nme: do |l live? O do | die?"

| stared out at the flanks of snowy nountains, ranked in rows around the | ake.
The island in the center was scall oped at the edges, like lace, thorny with
bare-linbed trees, veiled in bluish vegetation inpervious to the cold. The
colors were snmudgy and dull, like the w nterscape: snoke blue, steel gray,

i ndigo black, all swathed in the pristine white of nourning. Fromhere the

i sland | ooked quite small. But fromthere, so did we. If they could see us at
all.

| squeezed her shoulders briefly. "Let's go down, Delilah. You' ve waited |ong
enough. "

Down. We wal ked, |eading the stud, because the way was steep and he was weary of
carrying two. Del preceded ne, | him he seenmed grateful, bobbing his head with
t he downward noti on.

Down and down and down, until we reached the bottom and the shoreline curved
before us, left and right, butting up against treel ess nountain sl opes, wearing
only snow.

I frowned. "What are all these |unps?"

Del didn't answer at once. Wapped in her borrowed bl ankets, she wal ked forward,
toward the shoreline, oblivious to the |unps.

The turf was winter-brown, but thriving. It craw ed fromthe shoreline to the
path we'd just descended, even over the oblong lunps, like a cloak. It softened
all the edges; velvet over stone.

Hal fway to the shoreline, Del stopped. Turned back to look at nme. "Not |unps,"
she said, "barrows. See the stones? Cairns and dol nens, nmarking the passage
graves."

| stopped so short the stud wal ked into ne. He snorted, shook his head, nudged
my el bow.

Hool i es. Graves.

| drewin a breath. The lunps--barrows--closest to ne had no stones, being
merely turf-covered, oblong nounds. But those closer to Del, closer to the | ake,
boasted conical piles of weathered dark stone, or large, flat rock caps, sone
standing on end, others resting across themlike a table top. There were, | saw,
runes, carved into the standi ng stones.

"Staal -Kithra," Del said quietly. "Place of Spirits."

| shivered. "How do we get to the island? There's no boat. And | don't plan on
swWimring--particularly as | can't."

"There will be a boat." Del stared out at the island. "There's sonething | nust
do, first. And then we will see if we're given |leave to go to Staal-Ysta, or if
it istoo late."

In the distance, | heard the whinnying of a horse. So did the stud; he lifted
hi s head and answered, pealing the sound through clear winter air.

"Someone' s coming," | said.

She shook her head. "Not yet. Someone will conme for the stud, yes, but not unti
it's tine." She nodded her head eastward, along the shoreline. "The horses are
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kept over there, a mle, nmaybe two, at the settlenent. They're tended by the
children, who take turns. It's a way of teaching themresponsibility. But there
are adults, as well; famlies of the ishtoya and an-ishtoya. Those of higher
rank may keep their famlies on the island.”

"Why so far? Wiy not here?"

"Staal -Kithra," Del said sinply. "Only the dead |ive here."

The stud whinnied again, snelling mares; other stallions. | gathered slack rein
and kept himclose even as he protested, not wanting to | ose himnow | night
need himagain. And soon

"What are you going to do?" | asked.

"Tell the voca | amhere." Del peeled back her bl ankets, slipped them folded
them carefully and placed themon the ground. Wnd rippled the wool of her tunic
and gaitered trews, plucking at |eather fringe and knots. "It shouldn't take

| ong, Tiger."

St andi ng am dst the barrows and cairns and dol nens of Staal-Kithra, Place of
Spirits, Del drew Boreal fromher sheath and held up the jivatma as she had done
before, on the border between North and South, balancing hilt and bl ade on the
open pal ms of both hands, offering Boreal to the skies, to the gods, to her kin.
Maybe to the spirits.

O maybe to the voca who waited to pass judgnent.

Then, without speaking, she shifted her stance. Brought the sword down, altered
her grip, plunged the blade into the ground so the hilt stood boldly upright.

Del knelt and began to sing.

Across the water, awareness stirred. It lifted the hairs on the back of my neck

Behind ne, the stud blew noisily. Uneasily. |I felt his intensity, his arrested
attention, torn frommares and stallions to focus on Del and her sword. And her
song.

She sang until the boat bunped into the shoreline. And then she stopped and

wai ted, |eaving, for the nonent, Boreal sheathed in living earth.

A man. A Northerner. Blond. Young. Not nuch ol der than Del herself. Bl ue-eyed,
as | expected, and spectacul arly good | ooking. He noved with grace and econony,
a mxture not trained but born, and he had it in abundance.

Li ke Garrod, he wore braids. But his were wapped with gray fur fromtop to
bottom laced with black cord. His clothing, too, was bl ack; plain, unadorned

bl ack, except for the |l eather harness. He'd studded it with silver to natch the
hilt of his sword, worn in harness behind his right shoul der

Left-handed, then

"Bron," Del said. No nore than that, but | heard surprise, pleasure and

t hankful ness in her tone. Saw the slight |essening of rigidity in the line of
her shoul ders as she knelt.

"Delilah." He stopped before her, looking briefly past her to me. Hi s expression
was stern, austere, too stark for a face such as his, nmade for |aughter and

| i ght heartedness. But there was nothing of it in his tone. "An-ishtoya," he
anended, lids flickering only mnutely.

"Swor d-dancer," she told himaquietly, speaking Borderer. "Gve nme no rank, Bron;
you know why."

Again he | ooked to ne. Said sonething to her in a dialect | didn't know.

Del answered himin the sane, tilting her head slightly in nmy direction, and
heard the word for Southroner

It mattered. His nmouth tightened. Hi s expression grew nore severe. He spoke in
accented Borderer, welcoming nme, clearly preferring the pure upl ander dial ect
but speaking instead a tongue | knew. | could not be kept in ignorance. | was
the an-ishtoya's sponsor

O would be, eventually, when Bron gave us |eave to go--

But he didn't.

"The year is done," he told her, "by three days. | amsent to tell the blade she
no longer has a name, and to invite her to step into the circle. Here. Now. In
Staal -Kithra, as is fitting, with the spirits of others as wi tnesses, before the
bl ade wi thout a name can profane the Place of Swords."

Jerkily, Del stood up. She pulled the blade fromthe ground. "I have a nane,"
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she said firmy

"For three days past, you have not."

"l have a nanme," she said.

Sl owl y, he shook his head.

"Bron--" But she cut it off. Swung to face me. "Sandtiger," she said evenly,
"will you honor us by drawing the circle?"

| looked at Bron. He was fair, as are all Northerners, but having ridden with
Del, | knew the signs. He had placed himself under rigid self-control; he Iiked
it no nore than she. But he was as bound by the honor codes as the wonman who
woul d face him

I unl ooped the stud's picket rope and peg, pushing it into the soft turf easily
with a single thrust of one foot. Stepped away, unsheathed my sword.

No. Not nine. Theron's. And Bron knew it.

Very cool, he was. But |'ve learned to judge the eyes, the flesh, the tautness
of tiny nmuscles. One ticked by his left eye.

They waited in silence, Del and Bron, as | drew the circle. Turf gave way easily
beneat h honed steel, parting to show danp earth. Their footwork m ght obscure
it, altering the line, but | knew they would not require me as arbiter, to warn
themif they noved too close. Clearly, Bron and Del knew one another well.

| stepped away. C eaned ny blade. Sent it hissing hone into its sheath. Wited
as they stripped off harness, gloves, placed themoutside the circle, placed

bl ades in the center, then took their positions on opposite sides, outside,
waiting for my word to begin the dance.

For the first time in nmy life, | changed the ritual. "Three days," | said, "is
not hing. She is here. She is prepared to face the voca, to accept their
decision. Isn't this a bit unnecessary?"

Bron was shocked. He stared at ne, speechless, then sent a furious |ook at Del,
as if to blame her for mny behavior.

"Or is it that you want to die?" | asked. "Because you will. She's that good,
Bron. But then, you know that. You' ve danced with her before." | folded ny arns.
"Way not call this off and |l et the voca decide instead? There's no need for

bl oodshed--" | paused "--yet."

He said sonething to Del in fast, pure uplander. | understood nothing of it,
save the anger in his tone. Hs control was beginning to slip, but only a
little. Not enough.

Del shook her head. Taut-faced, she |ooked at nme. "Tiger, please... begin the
dance. "

"Why?" | shrugged. "Neither one of you wants to dance. | can see it. Can't you?"
| paused. "Yes. You can. Though neither wants to admit it." | shrugged again

casually. "Well then, why not sinply get in that boat, rowto the island and
take this up with the voca? Don't they have the authority? Aren't they the
arbiters?"

Bron snapped sonmething curtly. It flushed her face with color. "Don't dishonor
me," she said; not begging, asking. "Don't dishonor the circle."

| looked at Bron. At Del. Inclined ny head and unfol ded ny arms. "Prepare."
Nort herners both, they sang. Soft little songs of death in a |language | didn't
know. Nor did | care to know it.

"Dance," | told themcurtly.

Thirty-five

Inmnmy life, | have seen many sword-dances. Mdst | haven't actually wi tnessed,
bei ng part of the dances thenselves, but | knew, watching Del and Bron, | was

seeing the purest formof the dance. The magi c of trueborn talent.
Here the style was different fromthe one |I'd been taught in the South. Instead
of brute strength, there was finesse; in place of power, dexterity. And speed,

and incredible reflexes. | ambig and strong and powerful, difficult to bring
down. But Del is quickness personified, subtle and cal culating, trained to wear
down stamina and to irritate, to frustrate with sheer skill, which, in the |ong
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run, can destroy an opponent nmentally. He will make m stakes. She will not.

W have sparred many tinmes, Del and |I. W' ve even danced for real, though only
in exhibition. But now, against Bron, in a Northern circle and facing a Northern
opponent, Del's skills unveil ed thenselves entirely, and showed nme a new ki nd of
brilliance.

One of Del's peculiar gifts is the ability to force mistakes, to create
instability on the part of her opponent. She'd done it with me. And now she
tried to do it with Bron.

But Bron was al so good, as good as any |'ve ever seen, and he wasn't about to
fall victimto her tricks.

The swords had been keyed by the songs. Del's was sal non-silver, Bron's
copper-gol d. Together they reclainmed winter and nade it spring again, setting
the snmudgy gray sky alight with illumination born of Northern stars and

ni ght ski es.

They were perfectly matched. The dance was nagnificent. But | knew one of them
had to die.

Swor d- dancers. Sword-singers. Each beautifully trained. And each one clearly
focused on the need to kill the other

Bl ades cl ashed, whined, scraped free. Spat sparks in the blue light of w nter
Alien runes tied alien knots, then unwound and started all over again, with nore
det erm nati on.

| saw the patterns begin to formin the air between them They built a lattice,
each of them wove a living tapestry of subtle, significant strokes, reflecting
their signatures. The Northern style is one of wistwork, like a painter at a
canvas. Dab here, swirl there, conplex curlicue here. Except their brushes were
made of steel, and the paint they spilled was bl ood.

Sweat sheened both faces. Exhalations plumed the air. Bron's expression was one
of tense expectancy, a careful calculation of her novenents. But | saw hi m begin
to relax, to loosen, shedding the tension in his nuscles and allowi ng themto
flow He was incredibly graceful, particularly for a nan; he was deer to ny
bear. Fur-sheathed bl ond brai ds swng free as he noved smoothly, easily, clearly
accustonmed to the lunpiness of the turf. He was untroubled by its texture, as
Del had suggested | become, and hadn't.

Del inhabits a different world when she dances, rising above nornal
physicalities and their limtations. It's alnmost as if she becones the sword she
wi el ds, enmploying all the know edge of her slain an-Kkaidin.

But | knew she would tire faster than Bron, no nmatter how good her skills,
because she'd been too | ong bel ow the border; her breath would run out before
his, leaving her dizzy and fighting for air. It had to be finished quickly.

But | didn't see howit would be. | didn't see howit could be

The bl ades were blurs of light, setting the day afire. Patterns dripped in the
air like honey froma hive, running out of a spoon. Against the backdrop of |ake
and island, they knit thensel ves new col ors and overwhel ned the gray of the day.
Hoolies, let it be ended. Before | dishonor the dance.

Del cried out. In strength expended, power expelled, in utter extremty. She
cried out sonething in Northern, then braced herself for the bl ow

It cane swiftly, scything through the air. Bron severed all his rensining
patterns with the bol dness of his stroke, and tried to run her through the

bel l'y.

Boreal flicked. Met his blade, held firm Turned the force of the blow aside, if
not the blowitself, and screeched in discordant protest as Bron's bl ade slid
across runes.

| saw the fabric of Del's tunic separate. | saw pale flesh beneath. | waited for
the bl ood, but nothing showed itself.

H l1ts hooked. Then Del snatched hers back, reclaining the blade; |eaned away

qui ckly, cane back, with a twi st of determined wists.

Bron's bl ade had nissed. Boreal did not.

She took himthrough the belly. It was a clean, sinple thrust, m ssing bones
that mght turn the blade, allowing it |lethal freedominstead. Her an-kaidin
woul d have been proud; the death was worthy of her

Bron fell, pulling free of the sword. H s own bl ade swng wildly, then tunbled
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out of his hand to |lie unattended just out of the circle. He remai ned wthin.

He gazed up at her in surprise, then said sonething in uplander. Del answered in
the sane tongue, kneeling down by his side. She was clearly exhausted, w nded by
exertion. Her hand shook as she touched his.

I don't know what nore he said. | don't speak uplander, and his life was nearly
spent. But it neant sonething to Del; she bent forward and ki ssed his brow. Wen
she strai ghtened, he was dead.

Del sat very still for a very long time. Slowy her breathing stilled, ran
snmooth. | saw the expressions in her face: grief, guilt, regret, a hardeni ng of
resolve. But the latter was nost extrene; it changed her face fromflesh to
mar bl e and stripped it of hunmanity.

Carefully, Del cleaned her sword. Rose. Stepped out of the circle. Sheathed her
sword and put on the harness, then bent to collect his things, including the

now dul | jivatma.

She gazed past ne to the east. "They're comng for the stud."

I turned. Saw two children, a girl and a boy; the girl was maybe twelve, the boy
a year or two younger. Tow headed like themall.

"What did he say?" | asked.

Del stared at nme. A new and frosty austerity was in her eyes, as nuch as had
been in Bron's. "That | was to honor ny an-kaidin."

I frowned. "That's all?"

"Al'l that was necessary." She | ooked down at the harness and sword, briefly
caressing silver studs. "Bron and | were swordmates for as long as | was here.
H's an-kaidin was mne; we were his favorite an-ishtoya."

Privacy has its place, but her nanner was too rigid. "Wuat else, bascha?"

Del |ooked at nme. "He told ne the nane of his sword."

"Told you--" | stared. "But | thought you said a Northerner never does that..
that it destroys all the nmagic--lessens the power, or sonething."

"It was a gift to ne," she said bleakly, "to mark the things we once shared as

i shtoya and an-ishtoya. And so they would know he forgave ne the bl ood-debt; one
i s enough, he said."

"Del," | said, "I"'msorry."

After a nonment, she nodded. "Sul haya, Sandtiger. | know what you tried to do..
how you tried to stop the dance." She shrugged a little, stark-faced. "But if
you break one ritual, one oath, the others becone as worthless. The bi ndi ngs
cone undone."

The children had finally reached us. | pulled the peg, |ooped the rope so the
stud wouldn't trip, handed the rein to the boy, who rem nded ne of Massou. Wo
rem nded Del of Janmil

I turned back to her. "What about the body?"

The inpersonality of it rocked her. "Bron--" But she stopped; hardened her tone,
said the voca woul d send soneone to give himburial in Staal-Kithra.

I nodded. Looked at the island, floating on winter water. "I don't know how to
row. "
"That's all right. | do." Resolutely, Del turned toward the | ake.

Staal -Ysta. A stark, bleak place, afloat in the center of a glass-black |ake: a
deep-cut cauldron filled with too-dark wine, all hedged with white-flanked
mount ai ns. Born of the desert, such an abundance of water was inconprehensible
to ne. But here it was, everywhere: the | ake, the snow, even the touch of the
air. Everything was wet, in an odd, indefinable way.

I looked at Del's face as she rowed. She had masked herself to nme, but | had

| earned to peel it back and di scover what |ay beneath. The tension of arrival at
| ast at the place of her training had taken its own toll. Bron's death--and the
manner of it--made it even worse.

She had built her wall again, the old famliar wall enployed as a shield before,
when we'd first net, nmade of harshness, col dness, ruthlessness. The angl es of

her face were sharp as glass; | expected the cheekbones to cut through flesh
I amnot a man for leaving a thing unsaid if | want to say it, no nmatter what
the situation. But this tine, under these circunstances, seeing her face, | held
my silence. Del was sonewhere el se. Wien she wanted nme, when she needed ne, |'d
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be avail abl e.

She brought the boat in deftly, snugging it up into the cove out into the edge
of the island itself. Holding the rope as well as Bron's harness and sheat hed
sword, she junped out onto the shore, setting the boat to trenbling and grating
agai nst the bottom and waited for ne to join her. She said nothing.

I rose carefully, nmade ny way forward, judiciously selected the best place to

| and, and | eaped. | |anded in nushy, |ake-wet turf and mud, slipped to one knee,
got up with a nuttered curse. Del anchored the rope beneath a stone, then swung
around and headed i nl and.

There was, | saw, a pathway cut through the trees. Feeble sunlight caught on
naked branches and wet dark trunks, playing vague shadows agai nst snow and bare
brown turf. Mne, blurred, walked with ne, stretched taller by elongation. A
bearded, bearli ke nman made of wool and | eather and hair, with a sword strapped
to his back.

The trees gave way abruptly to a |l arge oblong field, cleared of stunps and
veget ati on, where wooden | odges skirted edges in curving symetry. Shoke
threaded the air fromeach, gray on gray, and bluish. Long, rectangul ar | odges,
cracks stuffed with turf and nmud and bits of wood to keep out the winter cold.
Gat hered outside of the | odges, bared blades glinting dully in the dull Iight of
a blue-gray day, were nore than a hundred Northern warriors, and a handful of
equally fair-haired wonen. All with swords. Al in silence. Al watching as we
appr oached.

Del wore her own jivatma, snugged hone in its |eather sheath slung in a slant
across her back. In her hands she carried Bron's, harness straps wapped |ike
swaddl i ng around the sheath. She carried it |like a woman would a baby, with care
and pride and honor.

| let her go before nme, taking precedence over the man. In the South, when
required--and it had been, all too often--she had done the sane for ne.

Del wal ked directly to the end of the oblong circle, paying no mnd to those who
wat ched. And when she reached the end, facing the ten nmen who waited before it,
she paid no honage to anyone but stood straight and tall and proud. Delilah to

t he bone.

"He died well," she told them in clear Borderer for ny benefit. "He honored his
an-kaidin."
Ten nen. The voca, | knew. Strong nen all, of all sizes, some gray, others

bl ond, one even with light brown hair. They were scarred, hard nen, accustoned
to hard lives, and unlikely to be softened by her sex. |If anything, made
tougher; | could see it in their eyes.

One of themsaid sonething in pure uplander. He | ooked past her to ne,
undoubt edl y questioning nmy presence.

Again in Borderer, Del told himI| was her sponsor

He changed | anguages adroitly. The ol dest of themall, | thought, with snowy
brai ds and wi nd-reddened skin. But he was at |east as tall as I, and nothing
about hi m spoke of weakness. "A blade without a nanme is due no trial, and

t heref ore due no sponsor."

Del's tone was stiffly fornmal. "Three days," she said. "I have known such trials
to take three weeks, when left to the voca. Am| not due consideration for the
weat her ? For hardshi ps? For sorcery |evel ed agai nst us?"

That sharpened ten pairs of eyes, all shades of blue and gray. A pale race, the

Nort herners; | felt sun-charred by conparison, copper-brown wth bronze-streaked
hai r.

"What manner of sorcery?" the old man asked.

Del shrugged. "Hounds. Beasts. Even now they wait across the water... unless

t hey know how to swim™"

Lids flickered. He started to glance at the others, changed his nmind. Cearly it
was sonething to be considered. And since Del hadn't told them about the
ward-whistle, I wasn't about to, either. It's nice to have an advant age.

"Trial," he said at last. "Beginning at dawn tonorrow. "

Anot her of them spoke. "You know the rituals, the constraints. You are not to go
out of Staal-Ysta. Not to bare your jivatma. Not to invoke its power. You are to
remain closeted until the trial. Not a guest, but neither a prisoner; nor wll
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your sponsor be di shonored, so |long as he honors the custons of Staal-Ysta." He
was younger than the others; brown-haired, gray-eyed. Sonething softened the
line of his nouth. "Kalle is there," he told her, and nodded toward a | odge.
Del | ooked down at the harness and sword in her hands. For a | ong nonent she
didn't nove. And then, slowy, she knelt. Placed Bron's jivatna on the

boot -tranpl ed ground. One hand touched the hilt. She | ooked up at the watching
voca.

"I't was enough to send Bron," she said tightly. "Mre than enough. You could
give nme no punishnent as hard or harder than that, even nam ng ny execution."
The old man's expression didn't change. "It was why we sent him"

Del rose. Turned on her heel and marched away. Heading straight for the | odge
the younger nman had indi cat ed.

Those in front of it parted, let her through, said nothing as she opened the

wooden door. | saw hard features and harder eyes. | saw anger, grief and
resentrment. But | al so saw respect.

The door scraped against dirt. Del forced it, went inside. | pulled it closed
and latched it.

The interior of the | odge was nostly dark, lighted only by vents and the snoke

hole, as well as a single |antern depending fromthe roof beam The | odge was
wi de, squat, divided down the center by two rows of posts, evenly spaced to
provide a corridor without walls. On either side of the post rows were
conpartments, sonething like large box stalls. In them| saw worren and chil dren,
as well as dogs and cats. The earthen floor was hardpacked and covered with
straw for warnth. It was like nothing | was accustoned to.

More than ever | mssed the South

"Kalle," Del said quietly.

No one answered. No one noved. And then one of the wonen bent, whispered
sonmething to a small girl, sent her forward to greet Del

Sent her forward to meet her nother

A single glance told ne. There was no need for an explanation. And Del offered
me none. She sinply turned the girl to face ne, turned to face nme herself, |et
fl esh and bones tell the story.

"Kalle," she said sinmply. "The result of Ajani's lust."

Oh. Hool i es. Bascha.

"Well," | said inanely, "at |east she takes after her nother."

Slow y, Del shook her head. "Mdther and father. Ajani's a Northerner."

Thirty-six

She was five years old, and magnificent. Snall, delicate, shyly beautiful, Iike
a fragile, pristine blossom But she was also clearly a child: active, awkward,
blunt. Plainly she stated her preference, which was to be with her nother, not
Del .

Del let her go, binding her to nothing. She nade no clains on the girl's
loyalty, since there was no foundation for it. She nade no clains on courtesy,
either, understanding a child's thinking. She sinply let Kalle go outside with
the woman she knew as her mother, in name if not in blood, and sat down in a
corner conpartnent the rest |eft conspicuously enpty for the blade wthout a
nane.

She knelt. Unbuckl ed harness and jivatma, set both aside in silence. Then pulled
a bl ue-speckl ed pelt over her legs and | ooked up at nme, still standing, too ful
of thinking to sit.

Del pulled up legs, clasped her arns around pelted knees, sighed a little,

wearily. "When | escaped from Ajani and his nmen, | had nowhere to go. Al of ny
kin were dead, except for Janmil, and himthey took south al nost at once. | knew
better than to try and rescue himwi thout weapons, w thout proper training..

I'"d have failed. He'd have been sold anyway, and probably nme as well... so |

went north. North to the Place of Swords."”
"Adifficult journey, alone."
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Del scooped tangled hair back fromher face. "By the tine | arrived, | was
heavily pregnant. But | had nade up ny nind, and nothing would turn me frommny
course. | didn't want the child, | couldn't love the child; it was nothing nore
than the result of casual seed spilled by a wolf's-head Northerner... why should

I want his bybl ow?"

Wiy, indeed; the question nade sense. Yet it sounded so horribly cold.

"The voca refused to turn nme away, offering succor to soneone in need, but
neither would they adnmit ne as ishtoya. It was only once | swore to prove nyself
after the birth of the child that they agreed to even consider admitting nme as a
probationer. And so | bore Kalle in the dead of winter, and when | was
physically able | showed the voca | knew how to handl e a sword." She sighed.
"Not as well as | needed to, for ny purposes, but enough to convince them of ny
worth. And so they admitted ne."

Del and | had been together nearly a year. Prior to that she'd been in

Staal -Ysta for five. But she'd also borne a child; it meant she'd had, at nost,
four and a half years of training.

| sat down across from her, |eaning against the divider. "So very good," | said
quietly, "in so very short a tinme."

She didn't avoid ny gaze. "I had a need," she said. "A great and terrible need.
You have seen the result."

"Revenge. "

"Rescue," she countered, "that first, always. Revenge later, yes. | want to

coll ect the bl ood-debt Ajani owes ne."

"As the voca wants to collect the one you owe Staal-Ysta."

"Once again, a choice," Del said. "In killing Theron, you gave me the rest of
the year to live in freedomfromthe bl ood-guilt. Even then, | night have

i gnored the sumons and remained in the South, free of the voca, declared a

bl ade wi thout a name." Fingers snoothed the pelts stretched over her knees. "But
| have a nanme, a true nane, and | won't let themstrip it fromnme."

"And if death strips it fromyou?"

Slow y, she shook her head. "I will be buried in Staal-Kithra, with Bron and
others Iike him An honorable death; nmy nanme will be carved into the dol nens and
sung in all the songs."

My mouth twisted wyly. "Inmortality, such as it is."
Del sighed. "A Southroner woul dn't understand--"
"l understand death," curtly, | interrupted. "I understand pernmanence. Your nane

mght live on forever, but 1'd rather you did, too."

Too abruptly, she changed the subject. "There is amit," she said, "if you want
it. And food. W're not prisoners, as Stigand said; we have the freedomto do
and say what we want, so long as it is in here."

"Stigand being the old man?"

"Yes. The other, the youngest, was Telek." She sniled, but only briefly, as if
too weary to hold it. "Wien | left, he was but newy nade an-kaidin. At least it
hasn't ruined hinm he always was a fair man."

"And Stigand isn't?"

"Not unfair. Just hard. Demanding. Difficult to know. He is of the old school,
as Bal dur was... and Baldur's best friend." She sighed. "It was Stigand hinself
who gave me the choice between being sword-dancer or kaidin... | insulted him
when | left Staal-Ysta. He expected nme to stay. And then, of course, | killed
Bal dur. He has hated nme for that."

I could see why. But | didn't say it to her. "Tel ek seened reasonable."

"Telek is a good man. He and his woman took Kalle as their own and have given
her a fine hone."

"But she isn't their own," | said. "Kalle is your daughter
Del 's expression wasn't one, being nmasked again. This tinme | couldn't read it.
"I may not l|ive beyond tonorrow, depending on the verdict. Wat good would it do
Kalle to | ose a nother she doesn't know? A nother she never had?"

I had no answer for her, because she wasn't arguing with me. She was argui ng
with hersel f.

Li nes dented her brow "Wy should a child be taken fromthe only parents she
has known, given to a stranger, and told to |ove her as a nother?"
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Still | made no answer.

Del threaded fingers through hair, scraping it back froma haggard face. "Wy,"
she began raggedly, "am | expected to want the girl? I'mnot fit to be a

nmot her . "

Delilah was, | thought, nore fit than many wonen. 1've seen her with children
bef or e.

But | was afraid of this one. O who and what she was; of what she represented.
O the threat she distinctly provided.

"About this trial," | said. "Just exactly what will it be?"

"Exactly? | don't know. " Del shrugged, slunmping down against the wall. "We'I
find out in the norning."

"I'd rather know now. "

"You'll have to be patient, Tiger. W're to stay in here until we're sent for."
| frowned. "And not go out at all? But what about--"

She waved. "The nightpot's over there."

It was, | thought, sufficient to end the conversation. And so | bundl ed nyself
up in one of the pelts, stretched out, slept--

--and dreaned of dozens of blonde little girls clinging to Del's sword.
Preventing her fromusing it even to save ny life.

I woke up later, |long enough to eat and drink what we were brought, then went
back to sleep again. The trip north had taken its toll, and | was incredibly
tired. | didn't think Del would m nd; she was asl eep herself.

I hoped her dreans were better than m ne.

I slept heavily, woke up in the dead of night. Sleep was conpl etely bani shed;
I'"d done ny catching up. | got up, used the pot, |ooked around the | odge.

The |ight was bad, but | had marked where the door was. Quietly |I grabbed
Theron's sword, made nmy way down the corridor between the parade of posts,

unl atched the door, slipped out. Didn't make a sound.

The night was cold. The nud and turf underneath ny feet had frozen into
hardness. Light was negligible, but reflection off the nountains |ent enough to
see by. | sucked in frigid air, wishing I'd brought a pelt.

The hand cane down on ny shoulder. | twitched, swing, lifted the sword, saw
Telek's face in the dimlight. W were of a like size and build, though there
the resenbl ance stopped. He was fair to ny dark and probably a year or two

ol der. Young conpared to the rest.

He'd untied and | oosened his braids. Light brown hair flowed around his

shoul ders. But that was the only difference fromthe nman he'd been before.

In fluent Borderer, he rem nded ne | should renain inside.

"I know that," | agreed. "But when I'mtold for no particular reason that |
shouldn't do a thing, | generally try to do it. It's ny way of fighting
injustice.”

He took his hand fromny shoulder. "You think we're being unjust when we expect
you to honor the custons of Staal-Ysta?"

"I want to see Stigand."

Tel ek drew in a breath. "Now? Wy? Wat busi ness have you with hinP"

"Private business, Telek. WIIl you take ne to hinP"

Gimy he shook his head. "At dawn the trial begins."

"Which is why | want to talk with himnow. He won't have tinme, later."
"Customrequires--"

"I don't give a danjac's runp what your customrequires," | snapped. "This has
to do with that woman in there, the one you've all declared a blade without a
nane, when she has a greater sense of honor than any of us on this island." |
jerked ny head toward the door. "I've spent alnobst a year with her, Telek... |
wi |l swear on anything you nane that what she did was out of need, not desire;
out of conviction, not caprice. And | will swear also that she bears the guilt
with honor, as a true an-ishtoya should, paying respect to her training, her
sword, her an-kaidin. She does not dishonor you, or anyone in this place. She
does not dishonor Staal-Ysta."

The dimlight hid nmuch of his face in shadow. "And if | require you to swear the
oath you of fered?"
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"Doit," | said curtly.

H's nouth curved a little. "Then | will," he said snoothly. "I require you to
swear by the life of Delilah's daughter that you will not interfere with the
trial, but will accept its requisites. No matter what they are."

My blurted response was automatic. "But Kalle is your daughter."

Tel ek' s gaze didn't waver. "Yes," he agreed tautly, "and that is what you will
say if Del asks you for advice concerning Kalle's future."

It was, | thought, an ironic, if interesting, pact. | was afraid Del would
decide to stay here, to keep the girl, forsaking the life we'd shared. Tel ek
was, too--if for different reasons.

It was an easy oath. But it made nme feel dirty.

Tel ek | atched the door. "I'll take you to Stigand' s |odge."

The old man was distinctly displeased to see ne. He spoke in rapid staccato

upl ander to Tel ek, who answered calmy, quietly, reasonably. And eventually
Stigand agreed to listen.

We hunkered down in his conpartnment within the rectangul ar | odge. H s woman was
rolled up in pelts, sleeping soundly. Snores issued from other conpartnents, and
the noises of coupling. A baby squalled briefly, stopped. One of the dogs yipped
in dreans. | would have preferred nore privacy, but short of going outside it
seemed none exi sted.

Tel ek took his | eave. Stigand waited in silence after waving ne to begin.

He was old. A der by night, with his braids shaken | oose and a pelt w apped
around his shoulders. | saw the seans of scars in his face, the crookedness of
his nose, the line of a jaw that |ost nore teeth each year. Qutside, facing Del,
he had been a strong, if aging nman. Now he was sinply an ol d one.

| drewin a deep breath. "Friendship is an honorable thing," | said quietly.
"The bond forged between chil dhood conpani ons, swordnmates, fellow ishtoya,

kai din, and an-kaidin, is sonething to be cherished. Sonething to be respected.
A thing of deep and abi di ng honor."

Pal e blue eyes stared back. He didn't even blink. He was going to be very tough
"Men who grow ol d together in adversity and nutual admiration are closer even
than babies born at one birth. But one nust die first. One always dies first,

| eaving the other to grieve."

Still the old man sai d not hing.

"H s death was hard enough," | said, "but does it deserve another? Is that what
Bal dur woul d want ?"

Stigand's lips worked briefly. "It mght be what | want," he said.

After a nonment, | nodded. "But it's also what she wants, Stigand. To avenge the
death of her kin. The slavery of her brother. The | oss of innocence at the hands
of a Northerner who cast off his honor |ong ago, replacing it with brutality.”
"W gave her a place," he said. "W gave her skills and a trade. W even gave
her honor, offering her a thing no other woman has ever been offered."

"You didn't give her honor. Wat Del has, she earns."

"She repudi ated Staal -Ysta."

"She had other responsibilities.”

"She bl ooded her sword in one of us--"

"And now Bal dur will never die."

It startled him He gaped.

| nodded. "You may have buried his body in Staal-Kithra, but his spirit survives
in her sword. His teaching survives in her sword; Baldur's wi sdomis
undi m ni shed. His skills are not forgotten. He teaches her every day."

"You say, Southroner--"

"l have seen her dance."

"You don't understand our custons--"

"l have danced agai nst her."

Stigand gl ared. "Does that make you any judge? What do | know of you?"
"Probably nothing," | admtted. "In the South, | am known, and well... but this
is the North. This is Staal-Ysta. | amnost likely an enpty nane. But it night
mean sonething to you if | say | defeated Theron."

Winkled lids twitched. Now he was paying attention. "He was sent to give her
the choice."
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"And he did, but badly. He wanted to dance agai nst her." | shrugged. "Del
accommodat ed. But | was the one who killed him™"

"Have you proof?"

I put the sword into the dimlight. "I don't knowits name," | told him "but
this is Theron's jivatma. Wuld | have it if he lived? Wuld it be a powerless
bl ade?"

The ol d man | ooked down at the sword set across ny lap. | rested ny hands upon
hilt and bl ade, letting himsee what | did. Letting himsee |I survived; once,
woul dn't have

Stigand put out a gnarled hand. | saw blotches on it, tw sted sinews, swollen
knuckl es. He touched fingers to the runes.

"I't nust be painful for you," | told himquietly, "to | ook at the woman who t ook
the life of your friend. If you give ne the chance, | will take her away from
here. "

It startled him He jerked back his hand and stared. "Take her out of
St aal - Yst a?"
"Provi ded she's alive."

Slow y, he shook his head. "I amnot the sole judge. The voca is nmade of ten
men. "
"But you hold the power here. Traditionally, they defer to you; | can see it in

Tel ek. You could sway the decision."

Stigand hi ssed sonething angrily in uplander. "Do you know," he choked, once he
had recovered his Borderer, "do you know | could have you killed for this? For
aski ng such a thing?"

"1'm asking out of need.”

"What need?" he denmanded. "Wat is the woman to a man |i ke you, a Southroner, to
whom wonen are nerely things?"

I fought to remain calm "Everything Baldur was to you. | honor her as much as
you honored him"

Stigand spat by nmy knee. "You know nothing of honor. If you did, you wouldn't be
here like this, trying to twist me this way and that. Trying to shape justice to
your liking. What do you know of honor?"

"I know the circle," | told him "the sword-dance. If you like, 1'll swear by
that, so you'll know | nmean what | say."

Tears glittered in rheuny eyes. "He was ny friend."

Wth difficulty, I swallowed. "W have a saying, in the South, about cats. A
desert cat, born of the Punja, an animal worth avoiding. W say: 'the sandtiger
wal ks al one' . "

Stigand stared; | went on

"But this one has tired of that. The Sandtiger has chosen a mate... swordnate,
bedmate, lifemate. Yet now you place her at risk; do you think I will let you do
it?" | leaned forward, over the sword. "Od man, | will honor your custons to a
poi nt, because they are worth it--to a point. But if you sentence that woman to
death, 1'll exact my own revenge. A sandtiger's revenge."

H's chin trenbled. "You threaten an old man."

"No." | shook ny head. "I address a warrior, Stigand. | address an an-kai din.

address a nman | respect, because, in ny tongue, you are a shodo. Sword-naster
One who teaches others the circle, and the beauty of the dance."

Stigand | ooked at the sword. "That is not yours."

| took it out of nmy lap and set it on the rugs. "Then | gladly give it up. It
belongs in Staal-Kithra."

The old man frowned. Worked his tongue against his teeth. danced briefly at the
worman still sleeping in her pelts.

Heavily, he sighed. "It is hard to lose a friend."

"Even harder to lose a mate."

"Go," Stigand said.

| started to rise, held back. "May | have an answer ?"

"In the nmorning," he answered gruffly.

Alarm flickered dully. There were nine other nen involved. Wthout assurances
fromthis one... "Shodo--"
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"An-kaidin," he corrected. "I have told you to go."

Hool i es. There was nothing left to do.

I rose. Looked down at the jivatma |'d carried so long. Then bid it a silent
farewell, turning to wal k away.

"Sout hroner." | swung back. Stigand's expression was enigmatic. "How nany years
have you?"

It caught ne off guard. "Altogether?--1 don't know. Thirty-four, nmaybe
thirty-five... | grew up without nother or father."

"How | ong a sword-dancer?"

| shrugged. "Ei ghteen years, give or take a day. Wthout knowing ny age, it's
difficult to say."

H s gaze held ny owmn. "Baldur and | were born on the sane day in the sane
village, seventy-two years ago. Frombirth we were conpanions. It was a strong
bond, and one we greatly honored."

Silently, | nodded.

"My wonman and | have been together nore than fifty years. That bond | al so
honor . "

Baf fl ed, | frowned.

Stigand's tone was rough. "That is ny answer. Now go.
I knew what he neant.

I made ny way back toward the compartment Del and | shared in Telek's | odge. But
| stopped short before reaching it, pausing to | ook down on Tel ek hinself,
asleep in a corner with his wonan and t he daughter Del had borne.

Mostly they were | unps beneath pelts, huddl ed together against the cold. The
girl slept between them snugged up for body warnth, but one armwas free of
pelts and bl ankets. One snall, slender arm with delicate hand and even nore
delicate fingers. And | wondered, looking at it, if that hand would ever hold a
sword, as her nother's did. If the girl would ever step into a circle.

Fine pale hair spilled out into the fur of pelt-swathed pallets. Mst of her
face was hidden, but | saw the nouth--Del's nmouth... the subtle cleft in her
chin--Ajani's, | wondered? The curve of one cheek. And | ashes curled against it.
| turned. Moved to rejoin Del in our conpartnent. Found her eyes open, | ooking
at nme; saw the shine of tears in them Saw the desperate tension in the |ine of
her nmouth as she fought to keep from giving hersel f away.

I wanted to tell her it didn't matter, that | understood. That | conprehended
the incredible tension she had been under, knowi ng she had left a child behind;
| even recalled our brief discussion of nothers and fathers, and children born
to sword-dancers; Del's pensive nelancholy, the undertone of despair. | wanted
to tell her it all rmade sense now, that | understood, and didn't blane her for
it.

Silently, | went. Wshing

But as | lay down beside her, Del turned fromme toward the wooden wall and shut
me out deci sively.
| spent the remai nder of the night w de awake. So, | knew, did Del

Thirty-seven

Just before dawn, Del and | were separated. | wasn't happy about it, being nore
than a bit concerned for her state of mnd, but Telek assured me it was
customary. Hi s wonman, Hana--with Kalle as a hel per--took Del into a conpartnent
at the far end of the |odge. Telek hinmself took ne into the one he shared with
his fam |y and presented me with fresh cl ot hi ng.

"Nort hern garb, not Southron," he apol ogi zed courteously. "But we are of a |like
size, and there is none here other than our own."

I shrugged. "If 1'd come north with only a dhoti, burnous and sandals, |'d have
frozen ny gehetties off long ago--or so Del repeatedly told ne." | smled even
as Telek did. "I've gotten used to the weight."

He cast a gl ance down the way at Hana, busily aiding Del. "I won't ask what
passed between you and Stigand last night--it's your business--but |I will ask
you to recall the agreement you made with ne."
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I was stripping out of garters, gaiters, boots. "Yes. | renenber. | wll abide
by the requirenments of the trial." | tugged the tunic over ny head. "I don't
suppose you could give nme an idea what to expect?"

Tel ek shook his head. "I amonly one man. The voca is ruled by a najority. Even

if I told you the sentence | might prefer, others nmay desire otherw se."

| scratched ny chest, |oosening hair bound up by close confinenent. Hoolies, but
what | wouldn't give to wear the silks and gauzes of the South again, unfettered
by scratchy wool, heavy furs, stiff |eather

"And what you want, Telek, is to see Del gone from Staal -Ysta." Stigand as wel |,

though | didn't say it; | figured the trial's results would speak for

t hensel ves.

Tel ek's face was grim eyes oddly hostile. "I amafraid," he said quietly.
"Afraid she will grow too attached, if she stays, and will lay claimto Kalle."

I lowered ny voice, not wanting Del--or Kalle--to hear. "But she gave her to
you, didn't she? Asked you to raise her daughter?"
Briefly, he nodded. "The day after Kalle's birth, she was given into our care.

We naned her, not Del. | had been kaidin to Del's ishtoya before she was

el evated to an-ishtoya and becane Bal dur's--she knew ne, respected ne, honored
me... and it was a joy to accept the girl. Hana is--barren.” He flicked a gl ance
down the post-lined corridor; everyone el se save Hana, the girl and Del was
gone, including the dogs and cats. "It was a gift of the gods. But now-"

"Now you're afraid the gift will be rescinded." Giny, | nodded, tugging on
fresh woolen trews. "No nore than | am Telek. | think we have nuch in common."

He frowned, passing ne the brushed wool undertunic. "Wat would you have to
fear, Southroner? What is Kalle to you?"

"Change," | declared succinctly. "I happen to like ny life. | like the freedom
the challenge, the risks. And | like sharing it with Del... unencunbered, you

m ght say, by anything as significant as a child."

"Significant," he echoed. "lIndeed, a child has significance. And the man or
woman who can't see that is without honor."

Honor, again. A faniliar refrain. "It's not that | don't like children, or that
I think Kalle isn't a beautiful little girl--"

"--but you don't want the responsibility." Tel ek nodded. "Once, | felt the sane.

But then once | swore never to take a woman to wife, preferring the ease of
unconplicated relationships.” Hs smle was wy. "W all change, Southroner
Sooner or later. Some of us nore than others." H's gaze was on Del's distant
head bobbi ng above the privacy divider

It sobered me. Too often | didn't bother to think about what woul d happen when |

got old--well, older, naybe not ol d--and was unable to earn ny living as a
swor d- dancer. There weren't a whole lot of old or ol der sword-dancers around;
age takes its toll, and we tend to kill ourselves off.

So | don't think about it nuch. | decided not to think about it now.

I finished dressing in silence. The borrowed cl othing was of good wool dyed a
deep bl ue-bl ack: |ong-sleeved tunic with fringe depending fromthe neck,
ornanented with silver beads that clattered as they collided; soft-conbed trews,
silver-tipped fur gaiters cross-wapped fromankles to knees; heavy | eather
bracers stretching fromwists to md-forearm weighted with round silver
bosses.

Hool i es, such vanity!

More yet: a matching belt so wide it guarded nearly ny entire mdsection, also
el aborately bossed, and finally a heavy wool cloak dyed a rich, bright
indigo-teal, to set off the darker color of tunic and trews.

Telek twisted it from shoul der to shoulder, folding it back, then pinned it in
pl ace with nassive silver brooches, one on each shoul der. The wei ght of the
cloak spilled down ny back, reaching to ny boots.

I rolled shoul ders unaccustoned to such weight. "If |I fell into the lake, 1'd
drown in all this finery."

"You'd drown anyway; Del says you can't swim" Telek grinned. "Except for the
sun- coppered skin and brown hair, you could be one of us."

"No thanks," | said politely. "Too nmany traditions attached... |'d rather just
be a Sout hron sword-dancer, whose only obligation is to survival in the circle."
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"A worthy anbition," Telek said quietly, then nodded his head in Del's

direction. "The an-ishtoya, Southroner--Baldur's greatest student... and his
greatest failure."
| turned. For a nonent all | could do was stare at Del --white-faced, stark-faced

Del --who wore the sane color Bron had, in the circle: sonber, unrelieved bl ack,
as well as fur-sheathed, cord-wapped braids. As | did, she wore bracers on her
forearns, but in place of |eather they were silver. At her left shoul der rode
the jivatma nanmed Bor eal

She was mmgni ficent. She was al so hard and cold as death, whose col or she wore
so wel .

Her expression was inplacable. "They are calling for us."

Tel ek nodded, preceded us out of the long lodge. H's |ight brown hair had been
freshly braided and wapped by Hana, and he wore subdued brown. The cl oak was
warm si enna, rem nding nme of the South.

As we passed, Hana reached out and caught Kalle by one shoul der, pulling her out
of the way. Del paused, abruptly knelt, brushed back the girl's fine hair. "I

wi || make you proud of ne today."

| saw the bl ossomof fear in Hana's face, though Kalle nerely smled, not

conpr ehendi ng the undercurrents of the nonent.

I looked at Telek. H's face was grimand hard, though | saw sonething else in
hi s eyes. Apprehension, inpatience, a trenendous tension struggling to show
itself in spite of the iron grip he had on his enptions. He saw ne | ooki ng at
him abruptly pushed open the door. "The circle awaits, Del."

She rose. Fingertips lingered briefly in Kalle's hair. Then she wal ked
resolutely away fromthe girl.

As we stepped out, | was grateful for the vol um nous cl oak. Pinned back for

ef fect and ease of movenent, it |acked the freedom| needed for total warnth,
but at least there was a little. The air was crisp and clear and cold; snow and
turf crunched under ny boots.

The light, as yet, was newborn, filtering through bare-branched trees to paint
faint striped patterns on the ground. It lent everything an ethereal, blue-gray
tint, polishing the silver of the sword hilts strapped to so many backs.
Everyone was gat hered, even the smallest of children.

In the center of the clearing stood nine nen, anong them Stigand. Each of them
bore a sword. Tel ek gestured ne to stand aside, away fromthe center, though
separate fromthe audi ence. Del he took to the very center, before the voca, and
commanded her to stand before those who woul d judge her

She took her place. She was in profile to me, sharp as glass, rigidly correct.
What ever sentence they woul d declare, she was ready for it.

Tel ek went first. He drew his sword, stepped close to Del, set its tip into the
ground. And pressed, thrusting it down, until the hilt and half the bl ade stood
upright in the dawn.

Ni ne nen followed suit, until she was caged by a circle of swords. Her own she
wore on her back.

Stigand stood in the mddle of the line of nen, side by side, framed by those
who were younger and stronger than he. But none, | knew, with his power; | hoped
it would be enough.

For the sake of the an-ishtoya's sponsor, he spoke in Borderer. "Declare
yoursel f before us."

"Delilah," she answered quietly, "daughter of Staal-Ysta."

"Why are you conme before us?"

"To stand trial for the death of the an-kaidin Baldur, whose life | took |ast
year." Del drewin a breath. "To expiate the blood-guilt and to pay swordgild
for his loss."

The silence was heavy. Unobtrusively | glanced around, trying to judge the
others. | saw stiff Northern faces; heard crisp Northern comments in the tongue
I didn't know. They were not disposed to give her leniency for the death of the
ol d an-kai di n.

"Tell us why," Stigand said.

"l needed to blood ny jivatnma."
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"But why blood it in Baldur? He was not an honored eneny--he was an honored
friend!'"

Oh, hoolies. Now Stigand was angry.

"I needed him" Del said. "I needed himin ny sword."

Stigand' s voice shook. "Tell us why, then. Tell us why it was worth his life."
Del told him She spoke to Stigand, not to the others, though they could hear as
well. So could everyone else. Qietly, unenotionally, she related what had
happened to her famly. How Ajani and the raiders had destroyed everything she
knew. The dry factuality of her report stripped the inpact conpletely fromit,
and made nme fear for the result.

At last she finished her explanation. It wasn't really a defense, being little
nmore than a tale related, and | was afraid the icy control she exerted over
hersel f woul d prejudi ce them agai nst her

Now it was my turn

Stigand' s eyes were sharp. "WII the an-ishtoya's sponsor step forward and

decl are hinsel f?"

It wasn't really a question, though he phrased it as one. | stepped forward a
little, heard murnured comments, tried to catch Del's eyes and failed. Her gaze
was | ocked on the voca.

"I amthe Sandtiger," | said. "Born of the South, born of the Punja... I'ma
swor d- dancer, seventh-level."

The decl aration produced sil ence.

After a nonment, Stigand nodded. "This man is known to ne. He is indeed the
Sandti ger, bearing the scars of the cat he killed to gain a nane, won in honor
and dignity."

Well, there hadn't been nuch dignity about it, really. The cat had nearly killed
me. It had been sheer good fortune that |'d dodged the worst of his paw sw pes
whi | e managing to pin him against the rocks with ny crude spear, until | pierced
his vitals.

Honor? Maybe. |1'd just wanted ny freedom it had seened the only way.

Stigand droned on. "You have cone to Staal -Ysta as sponsor to the an-ishtoya."

I said | had.

"Knowi ng what the responsibility entails.”

Well, nore or less; |I'd support Del's story and tell them | thought her actions
had nerit. | said so.

"WIlling to accept that responsibility in whatever formit takes."

Inwardly, | sighed. Told himl'd agreed. Wshed they'd hurry up--

"How wel | do you know t he an-ishtoya?"

Hoolies, at this rate it would take all day just to establish ny credential s!
Briefly, | told the voca |'d spent the last ten nonths riding with Del, and that
| probably knew her as well or better than anyone, since we'd been bedmates as
wel | as swordmates, and had sparred with her in the circle as well as dancing in
exhi bitions, and had acconpani ed her on nissions of enploynent, easily
verifiable if they wanted to take the tine to track down our Southron enpl oyers.
| thought that mght shut himup; it would take a very long tine.

Stigand' s expression was fierce. "And do you support everything the an-ishtoya

has sai d? Do you support her reasons for killing Bal dur?"
It was a true test, and tricky. 1'd have to choose ny answer carefully.
Cursing my lack of fluency in Borderer, | nonethel ess enbarked on what | hoped

was an el oquent, inpassioned defense of Del's actions. But hal fway through | ran
out of eloquence entirely, stopped, took another step forward.

"It doesn't matter," | told them "Wat matters is the voca's interpretation of
her actions, not a decision based on wongness or rightness. W all have been
faced with doing things we'd rather not do. | doubt any of us enjoys killing
peopl e, but we do it when we have to. | say that have to is determni ned by the
strength of the circunstances." | drewin a breath. "Del swore an oath on the
soul s of her nmurdered kin as well as her jivatma that she would avenge their
deaths. That in itself has honor, as taught here at Staal -Ysta. But she knew her
chances of succeeding were slight; a wonman al one, no natter how good with a
sword, can't overcone twenty or thirty men." | gestured briefly in Del's
direction, indicating the sword. "She could count on no one but
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hersel f--collecting a blood-debt is a thing left to kin, and she had none

| eft--so she called upon the only man she knew capabl e of giving her the
strength, support and power she required--she called on her an-kaidin."

"She kitted her an-kaidin!"

Stigand's inpassioned cry hung in the norning air. And | thought, |ooking at
him 1'd been a fool to hope he woul d suggest as a just sentence anything but
her deat h.

I wet nmy lips. "But Baldur isn't dead. He lives on in her jivatm."

"Not possible," Tel ek decl ared.

| disagreed. "Don't Northerners believe that by blooding a jivatma in the body
of an honored person, eneny or otherw se, that the sword takes on the attributes
of that person?"

Tel ek gestured. "There is nore to it than that."

"Broken down," | said distinctly, "that's basically what it nmeans. And maybe
what it is; |I've seen jivatmas 'die,' when deprived of the sword-dancer's life.
First Theron's sword, then Bron's... they becane nerely swords instead of

remaining jivatnmas."

The voca exchanged gl ances. Clearly |I'd unveil ed not hing new, but maybe they'd
hoped I woul dn't know so much about their custons.

"So," | said quietly, "Del called on Baldur to help, and Bal dur did. He stepped
into the circle. He danced with his best an-ishtoya. And he died, so that Del's
jivatma could live. So that she could collect the blood-debt, in true Northern
style. Wth true Northern honor."

The old man stared at ne. | saw grief, anger, acknow edgnent. But he said

not hing. He nerely swung around and wal ked away, while the other nine foll owed
hi m

Hoolies, | hate waiting. But waiting is what we did, Del and I. Wiile all the
others stood and watched, waiting as rmuch as we did.

Eventual Iy, Stigand cane marching back with the voca. Took his place again
before Del's cage of swords. Said nothing as the others fell in to flank him
Tel ek avoi ded ny eyes, as did Stigand.

Not a good sign.

The old man | ooked straight at Del. "You have killed one of our nunber. That is
unforgivable. But so are the deaths of others."

Del didn't even blink

"You have agreed to pay swordgild to Baldur's kin; he has none. You will pay it
instead to Staal-Ysta, to help in tims of need.”

Del nodded once.

"As to the sentence for the nmurder of your an-kaidin, we will be lenient. W
offer you a choice: death, or life. Exile yourself and go, or stay here and be
executed. "

Instantly there was an outbreak of conversation anong all those watching. Sone
clearly felt the sentence was just, others argued against it.

I looked at Stigand. So. The old man had upheld his end of the deal. | |ooked at
Telek. H's face was stony, but | saw satisfaction in his eyes. The honor of

St aal - Ysta was uphel d, Del was puni shed, they both got what they wanted:
Staal - Ysta enpty of painful rem nders of deaths and births

I released a sigh of relief. Now we could go South. Now we could go hone.

"How |l ong," Del asked, "is the exile?"
"Forever," Stigand told her
Unsurprised, Del nodded. "1'd like to buy back a year."

It stopped all the clanor dead. Everyone stared; sonme gaped.
Stigand was clearly puzzled. "Buy back a year?"

Del's voice rang out clearly, carrying through the cold air. "I want the first
day of ny exile noved back twelve nonths. | will pay for it."

"Why?" Stigand denanded

"I have a child." Del |ooked straight back at him "I'd |like to be a nother, if

for only a year."
Tel ek shut his eyes.
Stigand was shaking his head. "This isn't acceptable. You gave the girl up--"
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"--because | had no other choice." Her voice was quiet, but the underlying
passion carried as clearly as a shout. "What manner of nother would | be without
honor? What life could | offer a child? None. And so | swore nmy oaths and gave

her up so |I could collect the blood-debt to regain ny famly's honor... to give
Kal | e sone honor." She | ooked squarely at Telek. "I don't nmean to take her from
you. | mean only to share her for a year--and then she will be yours forever,

undi vided, while | spend ny life in other lands." Bitterness crept in. "Is that
so much to ask? One year in exchange for a lifetinme?"

Oh, hoolies, bascha. This wasn't part of the deal

Stigand didn't | ook worried, though Telek's face was gray. The old man nerely
smiled. "You said you would buy back the year. Wth what? You nust pay swordgild
to Staal-Ysta... what is left to spend?”

"Bl ood-gift," she said steadily, "for the space of that year."

Stigand's voice was gentle; he was certain of the outcone. "I say again: what?
Do you nean to give up your jivatm?"

"No," Del answered quietly. "I give you a new an-ishtoya. | give you the

Sandti ger."

Thirty-ei ght

Noi se. Everyone was talking to ne, talking at me: Stigand, Tel ek, other nmenbers
of the voca, other Northerners. But it was all just noise, all of it; | walked

away fromit easily, pushing through the throng, and finally reached Del

I reached out, caught one arm above the el bow, pulled her close. "W have to
have a tal k. "

The voca had uncaged her, each man pulling his sword fromthe ground and
sheathing it, denoting acceptance of her proposition. Al but two, that is;
neither Stigand nor Tel ek had been satisfied, but they were soundly defeated by
a distinct mjority, and so eventually they had plucked their swords fromthe
ground. Del had purchased her year.

She tried once to disengage her armfromny hand, failed, gave in. Allowed ne to
physically escort her away fromthe conmmotion, back through the trees to the
shore to where the boat was anchor ed.

I released her arm knowing |'d undoubtedly left red fingermarks in her flesh
that would by nmorning turn blue; Del is that fair.

She stood stiffly, almost awkwardly, staring resolutely across the | ake to where

mount ai ns bunped the sky. Water carries sound; | heard horses in the distance.
thought | heard the stud.
Slowy | pointed to the boat. "Wat," | began quietly, "prevents me fromgetting

in that boat and | eavi ng?"

Del's tone was flat. "You don't know how to row. "

"Ch, | learn pretty fast... and you have given nme nore than enough provocation
to get in there now and do it."

"Then go," she said tonel essly.

I caught her arm again, swung her around to face ne. "You know perfectly well |
can't! You saw to that, didn't you? You knew once | agreed to abide by the
voca's sentence |'d be trapped by ny own words, and you could do whatever you
felt like doing, regardl ess of what | wanted."

"You have a choice," she said curtly. "You aren't a prisoner. You're a student,

just like all the others... no one will keep you here against your will. No one
will chain you up or lock you into a | odge. At worst they'll give you a
jivatmal™"

"I don't want one!" | shouted. "What | want is to get in that boat--with

you--and go back across the | ake, where we can collect the stud and get the
hool i es out of here, right now"

"l have a year," she said grimy. "Duly purchased and paid for."

"Wth ny freedom Del!" | stared at her, astonished at the depth of her
resol ution; her lack of conpassion for nme, whom she had di spensed with so
readily. "You didn't even ask ne!"
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She swung to face me squarely. "And if | had conme to you and said, so prettily:
"Please, Tiger, will you do this for nme; Tiger, will you give ne a year of your
life?" " She shook her head. "Wiy should | waste ny breath? | knew what you
woul d have said."

"No you don't. You haven't the faintest idea. Because you're so wapped up in
yoursel f and your own needs right now, you're totally blind to mne."

"Not blind!'" she cried. "I see you! But | also see Kalle. | also see ny
daughter--"

"--whom you gave up the day after she was born."

"Because | had to--"

"Don't give ne that goat dung, Del. You didn't have to do anything of the sort.
No one forced you to. No one snatched that child away fromyou and said you
couldn't see her again until you'd avenged your famly. That was you. That was
you--"

"What do you know about it?" she cried. "Wat do you know about |ove and honor
within a fanmily... what do you know about responsibility to one's kin... you've
never accepted any responsibility in your entire life!"

It hurt. "And how responsi ble were you to Kalle when you gave her up? Wre you
sati sfying her needs, or your own?"

Del's eyes were blazing. "It was sonething--"

"--you had to do, | know. " | shook my head. "You have every right to nake harsh
deci sions for yourself, Del, even wong ones, but you have no right at all to
deci de how others will live their lives."

"Kalle is mne."

"You gave up your rights to her."

"No. "

"Yes." | sighed heavily and scratched at the clawrarks in ny beard, trying to
mai ntai n patience and tenper, and being hardpressed. "She has a good life with
Tel ek and Hana--you said so yourself--why destroy it now?"

"I''"'mdestroying nothing. |I'msharing her for a year."

"And how do you think Kalle will viewthat? Are you a tenporary nother, com ng
to see her at your conveni ence, expecting her to give you the sanme | ove and

af fection she gives to Hana?" | shook nmy head. "How will it be for her, Del?"
Del wenched her head around to stare angrily at the lake. | saw tears glisten
in her eyes. "It's a year against a lifetinme."

"And howwill it be for you when that year is up, and you have to | eave her

forever? Do you think it will be easy? Do you think you can sinply wal k away,
sayi ng your tine is done?"

"I'd rather go knowing | had a year with her, than go now havi ng had nothing."
It was incredibly frustrating. "But you gave her up the day after she was born,
Del! You've spent the last five years apart from her--why be so demandi ng now?"
"Because | was wwong." Del turned to face ne again. "I was wong, Tiger." She
held herself so rigidly | was afraid she'd break. "I was so angry when | cane
here | could see nothing else but the revenge |I'd exact from Ajani and his nen.
It was what fueled nme, Tiger, during the journey here. Knowing | carried his
child. Knowing that once |I'd learned the sword, once |I'd earned ny jivatnma, |

could do what | wanted to do. 1'd have the skills and strengths to do it."

More quietly, | said, "I understand revenge. | understand hatred. But you can't
live a normal life by depending only on those enotions."

Del's nmouth was flat. "I lived for five years on those enotions, Tiger. Don't
tell ne it can't be done.™

"I said normal life, Del. Your life isn't nornal. It isn't even close."

"Maybe not," she agreed. "But naybe spending a year here with Kalle will give ne
the bal ance | need."

| spread ny hands. "What about Kalle? How will she feel ?"

Del shook her head so determninedly her braids swng agai nst her shoul ders.
"Tiger, you don't understand. You have no idea--"

"--how Kall e might feel?" | finished. "Think again, Del."

She put the pal ns of her hands flat against her tenples. "You don't understand,"”
she repeated. "How could you? You yourself admtted you don't know if you've
sired any children--mybe you have, maybe you haven't. You're sublinely
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indifferent to the possibility there mght be sons and daughters of your bl ood
scattered throughout the South." She pulled her hands away, sl apping them

agai nst her thighs. "Yet you stand here and tell me you know how nmy daughter
will feel?"

"Yes," | told her flatly. "Mre than you can know. "

Inpatiently, "Ch, Tiger--"

"I know," | told her, tapping fingers against nmy chest. "I know -deep inside,
deep in here--what it's like to be deserted. What it's like to grow up know ng
no one clains you... what it's like having no one at all but yourself... what
it's like knowi ng the wonan who bore you dropped you into the sand |ike a | oad
of stinking dung, then left you there to rot." | stepped closer to her, very
close. "I know, Del. | know very well."

She stared at nme, white-faced. |1'd shocked her with nmy passion, but | hadn't
changed her feelings. Too easily she dismssed mne. "lIt's not the sane, Tiger
I"mnot deserting Kalle--"

"She won't know the difference," | said bluntly. "Ch, yes, you and Hana and
Telek will try to explain it to her, but she won't understand. Al she will know
is that you' ve left. That you've left her ...it's the only thing that natters.
She won't understand all the reasons behind your departure. She'll only know
you' ve gone."

"When she's ol der--"

"How nuch ol der?" | asked. "It takes years, Del. Many, many years until you cone
toterns with it... and even then you never really do. You understand it a
little better, but the hurt's still there inside." | drewin a breath. "Your own
sentence is harsh. Pernmanent exile from Staal -Ysta, fromyour daughter... but

have you thought about what your purchased year will do to her?"

Whodenly, "G ve her time with her nother."

After a nonment, | shook ny head. "Hana is her nother."

"You don't understand!" she shouted. "How can you understand? You're so rul ed by
your own |lusts and sel fishness that all you can see is the threat she provides
tothe life you and | have shared. Well, it's finished! Wat is there left of
it?"

"One year," | said grimy. "You made sure of that, didn't you? Way back when you
first started tal king about dancing styles and the custons of Staal-Ysta... way
back when you first started instructing nme as if you were the kaidin and | the
an-ishtoya." | nodded as she stared. "I should have seen it then. Al this

bl at her about the North... | should have seen it then. You knew there was a
chance you coul d buy your way out of an execution by offering a blood-gift to
the voca--and that gift, you decided, was ne."

Del's tone was flat. "Yes."

Anger, oddly, dimnished with her adm ssion. | sighed heavily. Turned from her,
faced the | ake and nountains, folded ny arns across ny chest. "I suppose | don't
really blame you. And | think that's what nakes ne the angriest--1 do understand
what you' ve done."

"And why?"

I shrugged. "Enough of the why, | guess. Mstly, | just feel enpty. Tired, nunb,
empty... | feel like |I've been used."

St ark-faced, Del said nothing.

Idly I rolled a stone out of its pocket in the ground. Bent, picked it up,
tossed it out into the |ake. Watched it fall, heard its splash. Saw the rings
ripple out fromits passage. "I can't stay here."

She drew in a deep, uneven breath. "There may be an honorable way yet. | think
if you spoke to Tel ek, or maybe even Stigand, they could find a way to rel ease
you fromthe year."

It brought a bl ossom of hope. Then it faded. "A way for nme to buy nyself out of

my sentence?" | smiled and |laughed a little. "But what have | to sell? Wat have
| to trade?"

Del turned fromme abruptly. Stared blindly out at the water, then just as
abruptly swung back. "I want that year with Kalle. But | also want it with you."
Well, | suppose that's sonething. But I'mnot sure, now, it's enough
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Thirty-ni ne

It was sundown. In the North, the colors are different. Here the sun noves
behi nd snow- fl anked nountai ns and sucks the daylight with it. But because much
of the day is gray and blue and ivory, the colors of sunset are nuted. It sinply
fades to deeper blues and bl eaker grays, until the sun is replaced by noonlight,
hol di ng | um nous court against pallid black

We gat hered near a dolnmen on the island: Stigand, nyself, Telek. For questions
and expl anations, hoping for solutions. None of us was happy.

Stigand was w apped up in a warm green cloak, white braids corded with gold.
He' d shrugged the folds up near his head, warding his neck against drafts.

G oom ly, he stared past ne to the dol nen, sucking the teeth he had left.

Telek was little better. He still wore deep brown and warm si enna. H s nood was
deci dedl y dar ker.
"She won't be noved,"” | said. "She has made up her nind."

Tel ek's mouth twitched in wy displeasure. "Del always was stubborn."”

Stigand' s tone was querul ous. "She has no respect for our customs."

"That's not true," | retorted. "And you know it, old nman."

We had gone beyond the sometines troubl esone courtesies of strangers, being
faced with the same unhappy reality we each had hoped to avoid. It cut through
the need for banalities |like a shearing knife, showi ng us the brighter colors of
need in place of duller conversation. W wasted no time now.

Stigand sighed, snugged his cloak closer. "The others are adamant. She has
bought her year, they say, with her gift of the Sandtiger. A worthy addition,
they say, to the ranks of an-ishtoya."

| scratched through beard to chin. "I mght have thought I'd at |east be a
kaidin.""
Tel ek smothered a brief laugh. "Yes, well--undoubtedly. It was not intended as

an insult. But you have no know edge of our styles, other than what Del has
taught you, and that in itself is what gives you the an- honorific rather than
maki ng you nerely ishtoya. It is something, Southron; be thankful."

I 1 ooked at himsquarely. "No. What | amis disgusted." | pulled the borrowed
cl oak around me, swathing nyself |ike a Southron sandbat. "I don't bel ong here.
I don't want to be here. What | want is to go back across that |ake and get mny
horse, so I can go hone again. Down South, where |I belong. In the Punja, where
it's warm"

"Whul d that | could send you,'

Stigand muttered.

"You will be here a year," Telek told nme patiently, ignoring the petul ant
comrent. "There will be much to do. | doubt you will remain a nmere an-ishtoya
for long--with your Southron skills already in place, you will surely be

el evated nore quickly than nost to the rank of kaidin--and then you may teach
wort hy students.”

I grunted. "I don't want to teach. |I'm a sword-dancer; | dance."

Stigand worked sonething out of his teeth, spat it onto the ground. "It is a
waste of tine--ours and theirs--when students choose sword-danci ng over the nore
honor abl e rank of kaidin."

Tel ek sighed. "Sword-dancing is al so an honorabl e profession,” he said
patiently. "Your own son chose sword-dancing over the rank of kaidin, Stigand..
don't let your prejudice get in the way."

The old man spat again. "My own son was a fool," he said curtly. He | ooked at me
searchingly a noment, then his face twisted in uncertainty. "Do you know?"

I frowned. "Know what ?"

"That Theron was ny son."

It rocked me. Al | could do was stare in shock at the old man, whose son | had
killed in the circle to keep himfromkilling Del. Theron, who had come South to
find the an-ishtoya and give her the choice of neeting himin the circle, or
going North to face the voca

Whose dead jivatnma | had presented to his father.
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"No," Telek said, "why should you? Unless Del told you, which seens unlikely;
Del says very little very nuch of the tinme."

| reflected aloud there were tinmes Del said entirely too much altogether

Stigand grunted. Tel ek smil ed.

"I'msorry," | told the old man. "Had | known--"

Stigand didn't let ne finish. "Did he die honorably?"

The dance was fresh in my mind. No, Theron had not di ed honorably because he had
cheated. He had requenched, as Del called it, naking his jivatnma doubly

danger ous. Doubly powerful.

"Yes," | lied, "he did. It was a good dance."

Stigand sighed deeply. "Theron always was a stubbornly headstrong boy... mnuch
worse than all the others."

I glanced at Telek, raising brows in a silent question.

"Stigand has--had--ei ght sons," he said quietly.

Wl |, that was sonething. At least | hadn't killed the only one.

Telek's snile was very bland. "And |I'mone of them"

Hoolies! Here | was standing alone in the trees in the dark with the father and
brother of a man I'd killed. Not sonething to make a man feel particularly

wel cone.

Uneasily, | stirred. "I didn't have nmuch choice, you know. It was a dance to the
death. "

Tel ek nodded. "Theron knew that when he |left here |ooking for Del."

Stigand's tone was glum "She al ways was better than Theron."

Tel ek nodded. "And he always resented it."

| cleared ny throat. "About our problemwth me |eaving Staal -Ysta...?"

Fat her and son wore identical expressions of annoyance.

"There must be a way," | said flatly, equally annoyed. "Find ne a way."

Tel ek gl anced briefly at Stigand, who said nothing; |ooking gloony. "Del

promi sed you to us for twelve nonths, and the voca accepted."

It was all | could do not to shout at them "Look. |'m a Southroner, not
Northerner... | can't be bound by your voca or your custons if they interfere
with ny personal lifestyle. Del didn't warn me about what she intended to do, so
| was never given a chance to refuse." | shook nmy head. "This is not ny place. |
don't intend to stay here."

Tel ek' s expression was grim "You agreed to abide by the results of the trial."
I nodded vigorously. "Yes--before | had any idea Del intended to sell me back
into slavery--" | broke it off before ny desperation could begin to show. "There
must be sone way, Tel ek. An honorable, Northern way to set this Southron
swor d- dancer free."

After a nonment, Telek | ooked at his father. Stigand | ooked no nore pl eased.
"You' re asking for a special dispensation," he grow ed.

"l don't care what you call it. | just want to get out of here."

Tel ek scratched his jaw. "Perhaps there is a way. Even so, have you thought of

t he consequences?"

I frowned. "What consequences?"

Telek didn't mince any words. "It neans |eaving Del behind."
I looked directly at Stigand. "Talk to the voca," | said. "Find ne a way to
| eave. "

The ol d man sucked a tooth and spat.

Waiting drives nme sandsick. So does inactivity. Generally, when faced with the
fornmer, | turn to banishing the latter with as nuch force as | can nuster
seeki ng out opponents to neet ne in the circle. Only this tinme, | couldn't. |
had no sword

| asked, of course. | thought surely soneone could give nme the | oan of a sword.
But no one would. | was told--politely, of course--that only the an-kaidin could
choose a sword for ne. When | protested that | had to have sonething, if only to
keep in shape, the declaration was repeated. Students were incapable of

sel ecting the right sword for thenselves; the task fell to the kaidin or
an-kaidin. Since | had none yet officially assigned, |I'd have to wait.

Wai ting, again.

I could nake no headway no matter how rmuch | protested, so at last | denanded
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soneone to row nme across the |lake to the other side, where | could at |east ride
the stud. This was agreeable. And so they gave ne Del

Silence is an odd thing. It can be unconfortable or rel axing. Peaceful or

di sturbi ng. Conpani onabl e or hostile. But the silence that reigned as Del rowed
me across was none of those things, being conposed of an absol ute absence of
conmmuni cation. | thought of all the things | wanted to say, yet said none of
them | hadn't sorted them out.

I junped out as the boat was grounded. Two of the settlenent children had
brought the stud and another nount, a gray--signals fromthe island negated the
need for hiking down the | akeshore to the corrals--and | took his reins

i medi ately, not bothering to see what Del was doing. Anchoring the boat, nost
likely... but I didn't wait. | strode through the barrows and dol mens of

Staal -Kithra, |eading ny horse, and clinbed the steep path overl ooking the | ake.
The stud was snorty and inquisitive, shoving a demandi ng nuzzl e beneath ny arm
and ni bbling. Absently | scratched the underside of his jaw, not really giving
himthe attention he craved. Instead | | ooked down at Staal -Kithra, watching the
worman accept the reins to her borrowed nount. She peered up at ne, shading her
eyes; | gave her nothing in return.

Del came up, of course. As | had, half-clinbing, half-scranbling, trying to stay
out of the way of a horse in a hurry to reach the top

The gray was a gelding, a dark steel-colored horse with a frosting of darker
dappl es, pale mane and tail, snudgy nuzzle. Like the stud, he wore winter hair,
made oddly shapel ess beneath the weight. Del brought himover, gave himrein,

|l et himgraze as she noved to stand besi de ne.

For the first tine since |'ve known her, | didn't want her there.

The day was bright, clear, cold. Wnd ruffled nmy hair, stripping it out of ny
eyes and giving nme an unobstructed view of the island in the water.

"l don't belong there," | said.

Del's tone was quiet, inoffensive. Yet the words offended nme. "You bel ong

wher ever you want to."

"l don't want to belong down there," | told her curtly. "It isn't ny place. I'm
an old horse, Del. You can't take nme to water and expect nme to drink every tine,
j ust because you say so, especially if | knowthe water is tainted."

She | ooked at nme sharply, braids swinging. "Tainted! Staal-Ysta isn't--"

"It is," | said firmy, "for me. It's not what | want, Del. It's what you want,
maybe what you need, but it isn't what | desire. 1'ma Southroner. | have no
intention of changing nyself just to fit into your world. Down South | have ny
world, and that's where |I'm going."

W nd put color back into her face. "Then--you've spoken to Tel ek and Stigand."
"Yes. "

"Have they found you a way to be excused fromthe year?"

"Not yet."

She nodded. "What happens if they don't? WIIl you go anyway?"

I turned abruptly, shutting off the conversation. Led the stud away fromthe

overlook. "I came up here to ride, Del, not to talk. If you want to ride,

fine... if not, just wait for nme down below " | swung up. "Unless, of course,
you'd rather make me swm"

Del held the gray back as he tried to follow the stud. | saw the conflict in her
face: surprise, anger, guilt... then all poured swiftly away. Her flesh was hard
as stone. "I did the right thing."

"Ri ght for whom Del? Yourself? Maybe. Kalle? No. Me? Most definitely not. But
then, you weren't thinking of nme. You weren't even thinking of Kalle. You were
t hi nking of Del."

"Don't you think I shoul d?" Her shout rang across the nmountains. "Don't you
think it's tine | stopped thinking only of my nurdered famly and t hought of
nmysel f instead?"

"Maybe, " | agreed, "but maybe you should think of ne, too, before you sell ne
back into slavery." The stud was filled to bursting with energy. It was all
could do to rein himin. He crowhopped, pawed, sidled, gnawed the bit in his
mout h. Letting ne know how he felt. "Del, | don't doubt it's easier for you
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simply to ignore ny feelings by saying you ve done it all for Kalle; naybe you
did, in some weird, twisted way. But it doesn't change the fact you've nade ne a
prisoner of a lifestyle | don't want."

"It's only for a year?"

"Too long," | flung back. "Sixteen years a slave with the Sal set was too | ong
for me. Four nonths a slave in Aladar's mine was too long for ne. This is

sl avery, too, Del, because you gave nme no choice. You just decided this was what
you woul d do, without even bothering to ask nme."

"l had no choice!"

"That's goat dung, Del, and you know it." Bitterly, | paused. "Well, bascha, you
made your choi ce--and now you have to live with it. But | sure as hoolies
don't."

"Tiger--"
"No." | reined in the fractious stud. "One nonent nore arguing this with you is
entirely too long, too... so | propose we end it."

"Tiger--wait?"
I reined back, swung the stud, |ooked down at her. Waited, as she'd asked.

"Tiger--" Del canme across w nd-wacked turf, |eading the gray. She cane up to
the stud, to the stirrup, put a hand on ny leg. "Tiger, | swear... | swear |
didn't plan it. It's not why | rode with you, slept with you--1've used you,
yes, and | don't blanme you for being angry... but | swear | did none of those
other things sinply to buy nyself tinme with Kalle. But when | saw her, saw what
she could be even without ne, | couldn't bear it anynore. | had to do sonething

to find a way to buy sone tinme with ny daughter."

I shook ny head. "But you did know, Del. Maybe not what seeing Kalle would do to
you, but you knew there was a chance you could buy your way back into the voca's
graces by offering thema new an-ishtoya." The Northern term canme out bitterly.

"You asked ne to cone, to be your sponsor... and you did it knowing full well |
m ght wind up in exactly these circunstances." Del's face was ravaged. "Tiger,
pl ease--" | shook my head. "You told nme once | |oved you. Maybe so. Maybe | do.
But right now, with all of this, |I find it very hard even to |like you."

Del, too shocked, said nothing. | turned the stud | cose and rode.

Forty

We net again at the dol men, again after sundown. Stigand | ooked gl oom er than
ever, and Tel ek, who had spent nost of the day with the voca, | ooked decidedly
weary. Al so disgusted, which didn't augur well for the results of the meeting.

| folded ny arnms beneath the borrowed cloak. "The others said no, | take it, to
a speci al dispensation.”

I'n upl ander, Stigand nuttered something beneath his breath. Then he nuttered
more loudly, this tine in Borderer. "Fools, all of them Wy should they care
about one Sout hron sword-dancer, who has no respect for our ways?"

It stung me nore than |'d expected. "l have respect for your ways," | told him
defensively. Then | thought about ny situation. "At |east--those | can respect.”
Tel ek' s expression was serious. "WII| you listen to what | nust say?"

H's tone chilled me. "Yes."

He turned slightly, staring at the dol men. "Prospective students conme to

Staal -Ysta fromall over the North. Mst are turned away foll owi ng a period of
probation because they do not neasure up." He flicked a glance at Stigand,
sucking teeth sourly. "Those who do pass probation are admtted to the rank of

i shtoya. After that, providing they prove thensel ves worthy, they becone

an-i shtoya."

He paused. | told himl understood, wi shing he'd get on with it.

Tel ek continued as | aboriously as before. "Once the an-ishtoya is judged worthy
by his or her an-kaidin, he or she is given a jivatm and gai ns the rank of
kaidin. This may take as nany as ten years, perhaps even |onger. Many students
give up. Many fail to conplete the training. Some decide to becone

swor d-dancers, like Del, like Theron, therefore depleting the kaidin ranks even

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (163 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:07 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

nore."

I frowned. "What are you trying to say?"

Stigand glared at nme. "Staal - Ysta survives for teaching. Wthout students, there
is no reason for being."

Telek's tone was solem. "OF |ate, fewer and fewer students are worthy enough. .
fewer and fewer of them nake rank past an-ishtoya. W need good students. W
need those who will nake good teachers."

| nodded, conprehending all too well. "And so the voca doesn't want to | ose a
singl e student, not even a Sout hroner nade one against his will."

Tel ek' s tone was snooth. "You would bring honor to Staal-Ysta."

I wanted to say sonething rude. Instead | shook nmy head, scowling out at the
dol men. An alien sense of futility and despair welled up inside ne. What in
hoolies was | doing here? Wy didn't | just |eave? They couldn't keep ne here.
Not against nmy will. Del had pledged nme; I'd conmited nyself to nothing

As if reading ny feelings, Telek turned to his father. "Stigand--it's late, and
growi ng colder. It does old bones no good to stay out here when it's
unnecessary. Way not go to bed and let the Southroner and ne discuss this nore

fully?"

Stigand smiled slowy. " '"Said the fox to the hound of the hare.' Very well,
I"lI'l go... just renenber yourself, Telek. Yourself and your kin."

The old man faded into the darkness quickly, nore easily than I'd have inmagi ned
for a man of his age, and with that obscure quote. | |ooked at Tel ek, frowning
my question.

He smiled, pulled his own cloak nore closely, nodded. "Ilndeed, now we nmay talk
openly. Stigand is the ol dest of the voca; he carries the nost responsibility,
and appearances are inportant. | amthe youngest and carry the least. But if it

can be made to appear as though Stigand knew nothing of ny plan, his power may
have nore value than ever. And he will approve.”

"What pl an?"

Tel ek shrugged. "Even though you are judged worthy of the an- honorific due to
your Southron ranking, it's nostly out of courtesy. For anything nore, you'd
have to prove yourself, just like all the others." He sighed. "This is the
North, after all; we're not anxious to give a Southroner the rank Northerners
nmust earn,"

My frown deepened. "No. O course not."

"How good are you?" he asked. "I nean no disrespect, but the Southron style is
not well known here. Wen you say seventh-level, it has no neaning as we judge
things. But Stigand has heard of you because Stigand hears of everyone, and Del
has spoken for you."

Odinarily I"'mquick to claimny superiority in the circle. But Tel ek was so
serious and the question sounded |ike there was nore to it than just what showed
on the surface.

"I"'mgood," | said. "Very good. And if it's any help, Del and | have yet to
prove which of us is better."

"And you did beat Theron." Telek's snile was thin, sharp as a knife.

"Why?" | asked. "Why is it so inportant?"

He | ooked directly at nme. "For you, what would be the easiest way to earn your
freedon®”

"In the circle," | answered pronptly. "Just tell me when and where."
Tel ek | aughed, teeth gleaning in the nmoonlight. "I thought so. Wll, perhaps we
have found the sinplest solution of all. Southron... if | can get the voca to

agree to a dance."

| shrugged. "Easy enough. Appeal to their pride. Appeal to their honor. Mke it
Sout hr oner agai nst Northerner... style against style... techni que agai nst
technique." | sniled. "Make the stakes high enough."

"I thought to," he agreed. "Perhaps sonething that nakes it worth dancing for."
He rubbed his bottomlip thoughtfully. "Something sinple... sonething el egant..
sonet hi ng obvi ous. W could make the voca as thirsty for it as a drunkard for

W ne."

A man after nmy own heart. "Have you any suggestions?"

Tel ek nodded. "Let ne be very plain: if you were a kaidin, the voca would no

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (164 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:07 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20D ancer%6202%20-%20Sword%20Si nger .txt

| onger have any say about your dispensation. Del couldn't offer you agai nst her
year with Kalle. You would be a man who had earned rank as we do, foll ow ng our
custons, and the voca would be nade hel pl ess by their own adherence to custom
They woul d have to give you that dispensation.™

"Fine," | agreed dryly. "How do | get to be a kaidin without spending five or
ten years here?"

Tel ek didn't flick an eyelash. "By beating a chosen chanpion in the circle."

| stared. Then | laughed. "If it's that sinple, why haven't other students tried
the same shortcut?"

"Qthers have. Al have failed."

I nodded thoughtfully. "That's the trick, then? Defeating a chanpion sel ected by
t he voca?"

Tel ek' s expressi on gave nothing away. "But not just any chanpion. One who well
under st ands your position... one willing to lose a little face in the short run
if only to save sonme in the long one."

Hool ies, he wanted to throw the dance. "Not exactly the honorable thing to do,
isit, Telek?"

Quite abruptly, he was angry. "She threatens ny famly, Southron... she offends
my | odge and my woman. That is the dishonor; this is the neans to expunge the
taint."

The change in himshocked ne. But only because |I'd been blind. Tel ek was every

bit as dedicated to Kalle's welfare as Del, and maybe with nore right. | should
have seen it sooner; he would help ne get free, but only if I in turn hel ped
hi m

After a moment, | nodded. "So Del is the issue."

Hi s voice was clipped. "Del is your price. Do you think | can't see it? You were
made for one another, you and the an-ishtoya... you are bl ades of the sane

tenper, the same edge, quenched in the sane blood, regardl ess of where it was
spilled. And if | have to bring dishonor on nyself to rid Staal-Ysta of her, |
will doit; it will be worth it. As for you? Take her with you. You want her
Take her. Wn the dance and take her--as an-kaidin, | can nomnate you for
ritual elevation gained through a sword-dance. One | will challenge you to; |
understand the situation better than any, do | not? | conprehend the need for

defeat. | will give you this victory, here and now, beforehand, if you will rid
me of Delilah."

"What | understand,"” | said softly, after a nonent, "is that | killed your

brot her."

Tel ek' s head came up sharply. "Do you think I want revenge for that?"

I laughed, though it held no hunor. "It is a possibility. You trick me into a
circle on the pretext of winning ny freedom and you kill nme. Honorably. Al in

Theron's nane.
Tel ek' s voice hissed. "This is not because | want revenge--that is Del's
personal song." He shook his head, speaking nore quietly, clanping down on his

enpotions. "No. | want her gone. This is not a dance to the death, nerely unti
one of us yields. The |oser, of course, will be ne; if losing to you in the
circle guarantees she'll go fromhere, 1'd do it a thousand tines."

"So," | said, "if | win--when | win--1 becone a kaidin on the spot and am

therefore free to go where | wish, with no obligation to Staal-Ysta."

"And you take Del with you," Telek agreed. "Don't you see? Wth you elevated to
kai din, you are no |longer a bargaining stone. Del has nothing with which to buy
her year; the voca will deny her the year with Kalle."

Quietly, | said, "And then, of course, they reinstate her inmediate exile."

Tel ek's eyes didn't waver. "lIsn't that what you want? Isn't that your price?"
"Maybe," | said, "maybe. And maybe | don't have one."

The Northerner |aughed. "You are a Southroner. A sword-for-hire. You sell your
soul to the highest bidder. In this case, the bidder is ne... and ny coin is the
an-i shtoya."

| took a deep breath to calmnyself, found it difficult. "So nmuch offered for
honor," | said. "And yet | think you've thoroughly conprom sed your own."

It struck honme. "What of you?" Tel ek denanded angrily. "What does it say of your
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honor when you accept the terns?"

And | would. | wanted out of here that badly. Del wouldn't thank nme, | knew, but
| hoped one day she'd understand. And |'d tell her the truth, too: | believed it
woul d be better for Kalle. As | believed it would be better for Del, no matter
what she felt. Besides, she'd used nme for coin before; two can play her gane.
And I'ma fast |learner. "Wen and where?" | asked curtly. Telek's snmile was
delicately contenptuous. "First, there is the matter of a sword."
"I'"'mlistening."

"Are you? Then listen well: | have a jivatnma." In ny head, a tocsin rang. "I
don't want a jivatma," | said pointedly. "I want a sword, just a sword--a hilt
with a bl ade attached. Can that be arranged? Can you just |oan ne a sword?"
Telek's snmle was slow. "Go and see Kem" A ripple ran down ny back. "I don't
want ajivatnma." Tel ek nodded, still smiling. "Go and see Kem Tell himwhat you
need. "

Forty-one

He | ooked ne dead in the eye, saying nothing. He read nme, | knew, with a

| ook--and then peel ed back all the layers and | ooked deeper, deeper, until |
shifted unconfortably.

He didn't smile. "Let me see your hands."

Sighing, | held themout, pal mdown, show ng himthe sunburned backs all pitted
with ore flecks and other assorted scars, courtesy of slavery.

He caught them before | could protest. H's own were huge, but his grasp was
gentle. He did nothing other than hold them Oddly, it was as if he wei ghed ne
as a man by their feel

"Over," he said, loosening his grip.

Accordingly, | turned them The palns were tough, callused, nore like hide than
hands. Once again he held them studying them and then once again | ooked me
dead in the eyes.

"You shoul d believe," he told ne flatly. "You of all people. Haven't you felt
the essence ever since you crossed the border? Haven't you snelled it?"

I blinked. "What?"

"The essence," he repeated. "Magic has a snell, a taste, a feel all its own.
Sone of us feel it nore than others. Sonme of us are nore deeply troubled."
Slow y, he nodded. "I think you are one of them"”

| started to protest, to ask himwhat in hoolies he was tal king about, but he

i gnored me al together, releasing ny hands and noving on to anot her subject.

"l can give you a sword,"” he said, " '"just' a sword, as you want... but it won't
stay that way. None of them do. But this one, matched to you..." he shrugged.
"You will have to learn quickly, if you are to control it."

I 1 ooked at himthrough a gauze of acrid coal snroke. "Tel ek said--"

He didn't let me finish. "Telek told you to cone to ne for a jivatma." He

nodded. "That's what | do: make jivatmas. At least, | do the Shaping--you wll
do the Making, the Binding, the Naming... all the rituals.”

It all sounded very confusing. "All | need is a sword. A plain sword, nothing
more; don't you make any of those?"

He shook his head. "I make new bl ades, unnaned bl ades, but full of raw

potential. Once bl ooded, they are jivatmas."

My disbelief was rude, but | couldn't hide it. "Are you telling me every sword
in Staal -Ysta is a bl oodi ng- bl ade?"

Patiently, he explained. "No sword is 'normal' here, merely potential as yet
unt apped. My purpose is to find and shape the potential, matching it to the
warrior. Al come to ne for that purpose; it's what | was born to do."

| sighed, too tired to argue. "I need a sword. Just give ne a sword. |'ll take
what | can get."

He di pped his head. "Then I will make you a sword."

Kem was, of course, a Northerner, and--like all of them-tall, broad,

well -built, very blond and very strong. But he was not ishtoya or an-ishtoya,
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kai din or an-kaidin. He was the swordsmth, the man who probably received
greater respect than anyone in Staal - Ysta.

And now here | was in his snithy |ooking at |unps of iron

H s Borderer was curt. "Don't |ook: touch."

Twel ve | unpy bundl es, now bare of wappings. | saw grayish, pitted nmetal, |ike
bread dough only hal f-kneaded. Kem had |ined themup in double rows of six,
waiting for me to touch them

The smithy was small in conparison to the | odges, though nostly dwarfed by the
equi prent stuffed into it. Anvils, bellows, tongs, tubs and hamrers and gri ndi ng
stones, and countless other things, all jamed in corners and against the walls
as well as hanging fromrafters.

Kemwaited. H s face was broad and pitted as the iron, seamed and pocked with
scars. His blond hair was dulling to gray, pulled back in a single braid. He
wore only a thin wool shirt, trews, boots and | eather bracers.

Kem smi | ed, showi ng crooked teeth. Idly he crossed his big arns and wait ed,

pati ence personified.

I knelt. Touched the |unps, one by one, hunoring the man. Until | reached the
ei ght h.

Kem saw ny face. Smiled. Nodded. Then lifted the lunp fromthe hardpacked fl oor.
"So," he said lightly, "now | amneither a fool nor a liar, but a nman who knows
his trade." He set the eighth lunp onto his largest anvil and left it there,
then one by one wapped up the other el even and put themaway in a trunk

"It was warm" | said in surprise. "The others all were cold."

"Warm cold; it nmakes no difference. The iron knew your touch."

"But I'ma Southroner!"

Kem shrugged big shoulders. "Do you think it cares where you were born? You
touched it, and it knows. Just |ike the magi c knows your name, your
presence--your own essence."

"I't"s only a lump of iron."

"Much nore than that, Southron... it's sky-born, fromthe gods, and full of wld
magic.” Kem s tone was stolid. "Once we're done, it'll be far nore than a | ump,
and the magic will be harnessed. It'Il be a bl oodi ng-bl ade. "

| wat ched himkneel at the edge of a shallow pit. It was filled with glow ng red
coal s dusted by fine gray ash. Carefully he raked them teasing themhotter yet.
Suspi ciously, | asked, "Wat do you want ne to do?"

"Hold that lunmp of iron. Cherish it like a woman. Caress it with your breath."
"What ?"

"You heard me, Southron. Do it."

| had sone know edge of how swords were nmade, and this wasn't part of it. But
Kemdidn't seemthe type to tease for the hoolies of it, having no sense of
hunor, and so | picked up the lunp of iron and cradled it against nmy abdonen.

"I's that how you fondle a woman?" Kem still knelt by his pit.
"You don't really--"
"l do. Breathe on it, like |I said. Put your mark on it, like a cat."

I 1 ooked at himsuspiciously, searching for a jibe at ny expense, but saw
nothing in his blue eyes except utter peace and endl ess patience. Scow ing,
stared down at the pitted, knurled lunp of netal in ny hands. Then lifted it to
my nmouth and fogged it with ny breath, feeling nore than a little ridiculous. It
was warmin nmy hands, much nore than cold metal, with a silky texture that

belied its pitted appearance. | found nyself searching for flaws, as if | really
could find them before the bl ade was made.

In disgust, | nmade nyself stop. But ny skin was sonmehow attuned to it, wanting
to touch it nore. Uneasily, | wondered if it had anything to do with Kenis

mutt eri ngs about essence.

"Bring it here," he said. | carried it over, then put it into the coals as he

i ndicated. He raked it covered, then sat back. "What do you want in a sword?"

I shrugged, thinking it obvious. "True tenper. Proper balance. A keen, sharp
edge that holds."

Kem s eyes didn't waver. "Wat do you want in a sword?"

Hi s tone stopped nme cold. He wasn't being facetious. He really wanted to know. |
thought it was some sort of test, maybe, and | wanted badly to pass.
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"Al'l the things a good sword should have,” | told him "I want a sword | can
trust, of course--one with a strong but flexible blade, cutting cleanly every
time without snagging or turning on bone. One that knows its master, unceasingly

seeking to please."” | shrugged, not knowi ng howto explain it. "One that is mne
in nmy hand, unlike any other, with a personality nuch like ny owmn." | sniled
wyly. "I've handl ed many swords; they all have certain tricks. | want one that

under stands mine."

After a nonment, Kemsmled. "Maybe you are a sword-dancer."

"Just give ne a sword," | suggested cheerfully. "A sword, a circle, an
opponent...that is ny world, smth. And now you're a part of it."

Kem nodded thoughtfully. "This may work after all."

When the |unp was hot enough, he lifted it fromthe pit with tongs and placed it
on the anvil. Then he took up his hammer. "You may hold it," he said. "It's your
job as nmuch as mne."

I held the tongs while Kemworked the iron. We fell into a ringing rhythm:
hol d, hammer, reheat; hold, hamer again. It was inportant, Kem explained, that
the tenperature remain fairly constant, not too hot and not too cool, or the
soul of the nmetal would be ruined.

The noi se was deafening. And then, slowy, | becane accustoned, beginning to

li ke the sound, which had a song all its own. | thought of the Canteada. Heard
the echo of their music. Knewit was in Kem Knew it was in the sword.

Maybe, even, in nme?

I thought abruptly of Del's singing, to key her bl oodi ng-bl ade.

A shiver ran down ny spine. "Can you | eave out the magic?" | asked

Kem nearly m ssed his stroke. The rhythmreturned again, but | saw the furrowin
his brow as he stared at me over the hot lunp of iron, sweat-faced, flushed red
fromreflected heat. "When we are done with this, it will be nuch nore than a
sword. And you will be nmuch nore than a sword-dancer.”

The hairs on the back of ny neck rose. "A kaidin, yes, | know... but only if |
quench it."

Kem waved nme away and returned the lunp to the coals. "You are a fool," he said.
"And | ama fool as well, for wasting ny tine on a man who doesn't appreciate
what Northern sword-magic is... or what he hinself can be."

It was the end of whatever rapport we mght have built. Over the next two days
wat ched Kem hanmer the lunp into a bar, then begin to fold it. He took thin iron
rods and twi sted them around the bar, then hammered them all together, then

twi sted and hamrered again. | |lost track of how many tines, though |I'm sure Kem
knew. He was a man who knew his art.

The hamrering continued. But now the lunp was nore than a bar, and the bar was
nmore than itself. There was a shape in the iron, though it lacked its fina

form

"Do you see it?" Kem asked.

"Point, tang--yes."

He grunted, still hamering. The rods were no | onger visible, having been worked
into the bar. The blade was a solid thing, showing no signs of its |unpy,
gnarled origins or its slender, tw sted cousins.

He let it cool, stopped hammering. Then picked it up and gave it to ne. "Take it
to bed with you. Every night until it's done."

"Do what ?"

"To bed," he said, "each night. It's part of the Binding ritual; the sword nust
know its master."

The unfini shed bl ade was warmin nmy hands. "Am | supposed to couple with it,
too?"

Kemdidn't crack a smle. "Just bring it back each norning."

| took it to bed with ne. | brought it back each norning. The ritual was carried
out, even though |I felt like a fool

The bal ance was magni ficent, even without hilt, grip, ponmel. Unwhetted, it

still |acked edges, but the pronmise was inherent. The thing was alive in ny
hands, snooth and warm and alive. | stared at the blade in amazenent. "So," Kem
remarked, "the skeptic begins to believe." | shivered, wanting to w pe hands on
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wool en trews. But not daring to before him "In your skill, absolutely. In other
things, I"'mnot sure." He took the blade away. "It's tine we nade it steel."
Once again he heated the blade, this time until it blazed white-hot. Kem covered

it with coals, left it alone, manned the bellows when | didn't. "A nost a
sword, " he crooned. "Not so |ong, now. "

It was night, and very late. | heard the whir and wheeze of the bellows, Kenms
droni ng upl ander nunble. Dragged nysel f out of sleep and stood up fromny place
by the door. "How | ong now?"

"Not so long, now." He took it out of the coals, set it on the anvil, began to
hamrer the edges, packing themto hold. And then he put it back in the coals and
covered it one last tine. "Wen it comes out, it'll be done. And then | wll

give the blade to you, and you will take it to the |ake, and you will quench it
in the water."

Fl esh prickled. "How quenched, Ken®"

He | aughed silently, showi ng crooked teeth. "Not that kind, Southroner. This is
the gentle quenching. A baby's first bath. Not the true quenching, or blooding
yet; there will be tine for that later."

I was i mensely relieved, but too enbarrassed to show it. "Easy enough just to
dipit in the | ake."

Kem s gaze didn't so much as waver. "And while it is being quenched, you wll
ask the Bl essing."

That | knew sonething of; even nmy Southron sword, Singlestroke, had been bl essed
during its making. But it hadn't been asked by ne. The shodo had sinply done it.
"l don't understand."

"The Bl essing," he repeated. "You will ask it of the gods while the blade is in
the water. It nust be quickly done; if you leave it in too |long, the blade wll
cool too nuch."

| sighed, hurmoring him "What happens if the gods don't bless it, Ken®"

He shrugged. "Then the steel will be flawed. The sword will fail you... probably
when you nost need it."

| scratched through beard to chin. "I don't believe in gods."

The Northerner just nodded. "Tell themthat," he suggested. "I'msure it wll
amuse them "

In the end, | took the hot blade to the |ake, dipped it into the water, squinted
against the steamas | held onto the tongs. Black water roil ed and bubbl ed,
sucki ng the heat away.

Ask the Bl essing, Kem had said.

VWll, | owed the nan that mnuch.

"Gods," | said aloud, "I don't know what to say. | don't know what to ask, other
than this Blessing. So why not give it to ne, if only to please Ken?"

It was, | thought, enough; | lifted the blade fromthe water. The steel gl owed

wine-red. It snoked in cold air.

I took it back to Kem

He nodded, pleased. "Now," he said, "into that trough; the water isn't so cold."
| saw the trough he indicated, a long iron pan filled with water. | set the bar
intoit, let it rest, handed the tongs to Kem "Wat now?"

"W wait," he said succinctly.

We waited. And then at last Kemstirred and used the tongs, plucking the bl ade
fromthe trough. "Done," he said, "for now Al that's left is the Shaping..

the Whetting... First Keying when you blood it."

"First Keying," | echoed. "Wat is that?"

He | ooked down at the blade. "You quench your jivatma in flesh and blood... that
is the true quenching, the first blooding, when the magic is first roused, first
acknow edged and harnessed. But it's in the sword, not in you--you need a way to
tap it... a way to focus yourself. That's what the singing is for--to focus you
as you tap the power. You key the sword to tap it, or else the magic goes wild."
I wanted to scratch the back of my prickling neck. "But if you don't sing, it's
just a sword... right?"

He sighed. "They have taught you nothing."

"I''"'ma Southroner, renenber?"

Kem pi cked his teeth. "You can't key it until it's truly blooded in Iiving
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fl esh. Quenching rouses the power, keying it controls it. But if you want only a

whi sper of power, not much nore than sinple sword skill, you don't bother to
sing."

I thought back to all the tines Del and | had sparred in practice circles. Never
had she keyed the sword, not even a little; | couldn't renenber her singing.

Only agai nst the eneny. Only when she needed the power.

I remenbered the question he hadn't answered. "Wat is First Keying?"

Kembit off a nail. "You can't key until it's blooded; it doesn't know you till
then, not as it needs to know you. So the magic is wild. But the first song you
sing thereafter becomes the focus for First Keying; after that the power is
yours."

My interest rose considerably. "So, if | don't sing--even if | kill soneone in
the circle--the sword never becones a true jivatm?"

Kem spat out the nail. Hs tone was very gentle, as if he spoke to a child. "You
may pi nk soneone in the circle, and the sword will remai n unbl ooded. You may
even cut himseverely; the sword will remain unblooded. But if you kill anyone,
anyone at all, you have quenched the sword, and the sword becones a jivatnmm,
with the dead man's skills and attributes; a piece of the dead nan's soul." He
shrugged. "If later you sing to key it, that soul is yours to tap... that and
the Northern magic."

It seened cl ear enough. So long as | could get South and sell it without having
to kill anyone, | could keep the sword a sword. And even if sonething canme up
and | did have to kill sonmeone, |I'd never, ever sing while doing it. The jivatm

woul d never be keyed.

| peered suspiciously at the blade. It was steel, no longer iron. Wth a bright,
shining skin like nothing else in the world. The edges were blunt as yet, but
visible, waiting for the rest.

"Take it," Kem said.

Warily, | took it. No tongs, just the blade. It was cool fromthe water, but |
felt the deeper warnth, |ike blood running through veins. | swear, there was
life in this sword. Sweating, | rang it down on the anvil. "I don't want this
thing."

Kems face didn't change. "You have made it yours."

I felt distinctly queasy. "I don't want it. It's not a sword--it's nore than a
sword... have you lied to ne? Is that thing already a jivatm?"

Slowy he shook his head. "It's not a jivatma yet. It's hardly begun to live..

but what life is there is yours."

| badly wanted to back away but refused to show so nmuch. "A sword is a weapon, a
killing instrument, a tool designed to take Iife. Not to live onits own. It's
simply a piece of netal --"

"And so it is," Kemagreed. "This sword is only hal f-made. You needn't fear it
yet."

"I don't want to fear it at all!"

He stood bathed in the dimred |ight of coals, and the glow froma single
lantern set high in a corner. "lIt's too late to turn away now. It would be |ike
killing a child who's only begun to live."

"I't's a sword--"

"--in need of a nane," Kemfinished quietly. "It doesn't know itself yet. It
only knows what you've given it: a taste of what life is."
| felt the prickle on neck and arnms. "Sonething's wong," | said sharply.

"There's sorcery in the air!"

He | ooked at ne piercingly, not even asking how | knew. Only, "Were?"
"--sonet hing wong--"

In the distance, | heard screans. Faint, snmall screans, warped by water and
echo.

Kem heard them too. "The settlenent!" he cried.

Forty-two
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I was out of the smithy and running, heading through trees to the | akeshore,
where boats bobbed on the water. The scream ng was cl earer now, and the
squeal i ng of frightened horses.

I was not alone for long. Kemwas there, and others, pushing off in boats. |
wai ted, |ooking for Del; saw only Tel ek

"Where is she?" | asked.

"Wth Kalle." He bent to free the rope.

I blinked. "Why? It's not |ike Del to ignore soneone's need for help."

Tel ek straightened, holding the rope. His gray eyes were alnost feral; his tone
precisely even. "I told her not to |leave the island. That if she wants to stay
with Kalle so nmuch, she should stay with Kalle."

I shook ny head. "That's not fair. No matter how you feel about her, you're

still depriving Staal -Ysta and the settlenment of a good sword."
"Get in the boat," Telek repeated. "There is no nore tinme to waste."
He was right, nmuch as | wanted to argue. | clanbered into the boat, sat down,

wat ched grimy as Tel ek pushed off and junped in. He settled the oars and began
to row, heading us diagonally across the |ake toward the shrieks and screans.
By the time we reached the settlenment, there was nothing left to fight. People
clustered in groups, talking about the attack. Sonme carried wounded into | odges
for tending. OQthers gathered together the bodies, preparing for funeral rites.

saw t he marks on the bodies. | knew what had done this.
"Hounds," | told Telek on the way to the corrals.
"Beasts, | call themthe hounds of hoolies--1 don't know what they are. But

they've foll owed Del and ne for weeks."
H s face was stark. "After they left us."
I glanced at himsharply. "These hounds? Are you certain?"

Hi s expression was bl eak. "We've said nothing, because up till now we've been
safe. The beasts can't swim so Staal -Ysta has been a haven. And they left us
weeks ago, trailing other prey... we believed them gone for good." He shook his
head and frowned, |ooking around at the carnage. "They ignored the settl enent
before, watching Staal-Ysta only, as if there is sonething there... sonething
that draws them They want sonething specific--"

| nodded. "I think they want her sword."

It stunned him "Her jivatnma? Wiy? Wiat use woul d hounds have for it?"

"I think they' ve been sent by soneone." Briefly, | told himhow they had dogged
our trail, herding us, driving us toward the North. And how they had responded
to Del's sword when she'd keyed it in the canyon

Wien | was finished, Telek nodded. "You may be right," he agreed. "If indeed
there i s sonmeone behind the hounds--someone who has sent themfor whatever

purpose--" He started to shake his head, then snapped it around to stare at ne
in shock. "It is her sword! It nust be! Because up until tonight, none have been
here at the settlenent.”

I frowned. "I don't understand."

He was inpatient with nmy ignorance. "W elevated two an-ishtoya to kaidin only
three days before you and Del arrived. Their swords were not yet blooded... they

were preparing to ride out with their sponsors to blood themin the circle; this
was their last night here. They cane to spend it with their famlies--off the
island: here." H's face was intent. "But naybe it isn't just Del's sword. Mybe

it's any jivatma at all--and that's what drew the beasts tonight."

I shook ny head. "But if the swords haven't been bl ooded yet--"

"The magic is still in them" he snapped, distracted.

"Just not roused, not harnessed by bl ooding... a sorcerer, know ng jivatmnas,

woul d al so know that. It wouldn't stop himfrom sending the beasts--if that's
what he's after.”

I could be as terse. "Then | suggest you find those new nmade kai din as soon as
you can. See if they're here. See if their swords are here."

Tel ek | ooked at nme in dawni ng shock. And then he turned on his heel and ran.
W' d reached the corrals. Sone of them had been broken down and enptied as the
hor ses pani cked and ran, but others renai ned standi ng, poles and brush |eft
intact. In one of themwas the stud.

| felt the knot in ny belly loosen. "So, old man, you survived... still too
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tough to kill."

I unlatched the gate, slipped in, slapped mlling horses out of ny way, let the
stud come up to ne.

| scratched the stud's jaw, glad to touch himagain; it gave me an unexpected

peace. "They want sonething,"” | mnused al oud; he flicked bl ack-tipped ears.
"Those hounds of hoolies want sonething. They've been very patient, but | think
they're tired of waiting." | patted his hairy neck. "Yes, | think they'||l be
back... there are nore jivatnas here, and one due to | eave very soon."

Tel ek was back, and panting; his breath was white in the air. "They're gone,"
gasped, "both of them Them and their swords."

I reached to ny neck and slipped the thong over nmy head, handing himthe
ward-whistle. "Gve this to soneone here who is responsible. It will keep the
hounds away; it's what allowed Del and ne to get through. 1'll need it again
soon, but for now it should keep the settlenent safe.”

Tel ek frowned, |ooking at the whistle. "Wat do you intend to do?"

I tugged the stud's ears; snmiled as he pulled away. "I intend to beat you in the
circle, Northerner, and then |leave Staal-Ysta." | shrugged. "Maybe get in a
little hunting."

There was a new respect in Telek's eyes. "You will |eave with your own jivatna.
If that really is what is drawing the beasts--"

"--then | can draw themaway." | smled. "I guess you can say it's ny way of
maki ng up for a dance that isn't a dance; | want to buy ny deliverance sonmehow.
Honorably. This is one way to do it." | shrugged. "Besides, | figure it's one
way of helping a |ot of people | know you, Del, Kalle... a Borderer wonan and
her children... even a horse-speaker fromthe uplands." Again, | shrugged.
"Sonmething to do to pass the tine."

Slow y, he shook his head. "I didn't expect it of you."

"No, probably not." | grinned. "Of course, people have been m sjudging ne for
years."

But Telek didn't laugh. He didn't even snile.

One night later, | faced Kemin the smthy. Faced himand ny sword.

"It will cut water,
bl eed; even water."
He had fit blade and hilt together, nelding theminto one, so that the sword was
a single unit. All was washed with silver, though steel underneath: hilts, grip,
ponmel ; a twi sted rope of silk sonehow turned into netal. Its color was
nmoonl i ght and i ce.

In my hand, it was an extension of nyself. The bal ance was as pure as any |'ve
ever known, so fine and clean it carried nme instead of the other way around. And
it was warmin ny hand, like flesh

Del's sword, to ne, was cold, but she'd said to her it was warm | wondered i f
this was the sane: hoarfrost to everyone else, sunlight only to ne.

Kemsaid. "Cut it cleanly, like flesh or silk, and make it

"OfF course," Kemsaid pointedly, "it isn't ready yet."
I | ooked at himover the blade. "What do you nean, 'isn't ready'?"
He tapped his anvil. "Lay it here. This will take only a nonent."

Suspicion flared instantly. "Wat do you nean to do?"

"There is the Naming, yet. Right now, it's an unnaned bl ade. Left so, it's not
worth its Making. Here." He tapped the anvil again.

Slowmy | set down the sword, oddly reluctant to take nmy hand fromit. Then Kem
drew his knife, notioned nme forward, took hold of ny left hand and turned it
over, pal mup.

"Wait," | blurted.

"This isn't the true blooding," Kemsaid patiently. "I've explained all that,
renenber? This is part of the Nam ng,"

I held ny silence as he nicked deeply into the fleshy part of the heel between
thunb and wist. Wen blood flowed freely, he nodded, then guided the hand to
the sword. Carefully he held the sword in place, then slid nmy hand the | ength of
the bl ade, snearing it with bl ood.

And again, when he turned it over. The steel shone bloody and dull, noonsilver
sheen now obscur ed.
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He grunted, gave ne a rag. "Blank." Graying brows knitted a nonent. Then he
heaved a weary sigh, as if |1'd disappointed him "Well, it conmes of being

mat ched with a nan who doesn't believe."

I frowned down at the sword, stopping the nick in nmy hand with the rag. "Wuat's
it supposed to do?"

"Once Made, once Bound, once Blessed, there is a heart in every blade... a sou
known only to it. And it shows itself in the runes."

I recalled the alien, tw sted shapes carved into Del's blade. The runes were
alive to ne, never the sane; everchangi ng. But ny blade was bl ank as bl ood.
"Does it have a nane, now?"

Kem | ooked straight at ne. "If it does, you' d know. Since you don't, it
doesn't."
"WIIl it ever have a name?"

"Probably once it's blooded. O maybe when you finally come to believe; the
sword will tell you, then." He shrugged; his tone was one of delicate contenpt.
"But you don't want to blood it. You don't want to believe. You'd rather |eave
it unnaned, and only half alive."

| felt a twinge in ny belly: guilt, resentnment, acknow edgnent. "So long as it

serves me in the circle, that's all | require,” | told himflatly. "Down South
skill is the only magic. W don't depend on other things."
Kem put hands on hips. "I don't care what custons are down South. This is a

Northern sword." He gestured sharply. "Take it to the |lake. Wash it free of

bl ood. My work is done; fromnowon it's in your care, inadequate as that may
be. "

Not a courteous nman, Kem But then, | hadn't expected it. | was a stranger to
him and Southron, and yet | bore the rank of an-ishtoya. Accustomed to Northern
students cone begging for a jivatma, ny indifference to the magic was startling
as wel | as disturbing.

And it probably bruised his ego.

I lifted the sword yet again; yet again marveling at the silken texture of
steel, the uncannily perfect balance, the life that cried out in the bl ade.

Si ngl estroke, too, had been nade for nme, to precise specifications, but even
that noteworthy sword felt as dross to gold conpared to Kenmis masterwork

As if reading me, he shook his head. "I was the Maker, yes; the rest is all from
you. The Binding, the Blessing... whatever el se you choose to do. This sword
will be whatever you wish it to be. It will be you, growi ng out of whatever

t hi ngs have shaped you over the years. No other may use it once it's bl ooded,
because it will guard itself against them turning only to you."

"If it becones a jivatna."

Sl ow y, Kem shook his head. "You dishonor this sword. Southron. Pray gods it
doesn't di shonor you."

Di sagreenents aside, he'd nade a marvel ous sword. Not knowi ng what else to do, |

asked himhis price for the work, knowing full well | couldn't pay it. But he
said he woul d take nothing; that his magic was fromthe gods and they repaid him
well. His life was here on Staal-Ysta; all his wants were attended to. He needed

not hing fromme save respect for the weapon | carried.

| thanked him left him went down to the |ake in darkness to wash the bl ade
free of bl ood.

And there Delilah found ne.

"So," she said, "it's done."
Still | knelt by the water. "No. Not all of it. | have no intention of bl ooding
it. All I want is a sword.”

"It's far nore than that."
| dried the steel carefully with the cloth Kem had given me for ny hand. "Only
ifl let it."

"Tiger--" Del knelt beside ne, clenching hands agai nst wool -cl ad knees. "You
must under stand what you've done... what manner of responsibility you' ve
accepted. | know you don't intend to ever nanme this blade, or make it into a

true jivatma, but you may have no choice. You nay be forced--and the results
coul d be disastrous."
| shook ny head. "lI'mgoing to use this sword in the circle here to prove ny
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wort hiness to be naned kaidin. And then | will go honme." | didn't |ook at her
tending carefully to the drying. "South, Del, where | intend to sell this--or
trade it--and get ne a Southron sword."

After a taut nonment of shock, Del shook her head. "The sword will never all ow
it."

"Ch, hoolies, Del--are you sandsick? This is a sword, not a person! Not
sonething that dictates ny life!" | turned on nmy heel, still kneeling, and

| ooked at her in frustration and exasperation. "It's a piece of steel, no nore."
My protests made no dent in her wall of superstitions. "You should knowit's
unlikely you will reach the South w thout having bl ooded this blade. And if
that's so, you may have no choice in the instrunent of its nam ng--Tiger, don't
you see? We are taught to choose an eneny carefully, because the bl ade, once

bl ooded, assumes the characteristics and attributes of that enemy."

"Then how i n hool i es does everyone nanage to bl ood their swords in the proper

enem es?" | denmanded. "What happens if they kill the wong person? Wat if they
kill an unskilled | aborer? Wuldn't it weaken the sword?" | shook ny head. "Al
this superstitious nonsense... what keeps an eneny, know ng about these mmgica

swords, fromsending out a halfwit to throw hinself on the sword, thereby
rendering it nearly usel ess?"
Del's jaw was tight. "Wien a new y-nmade kai din goes out on his bl ooding journey,

a sponsor goes with him If there is killing to be done, he takes care of it.
Until the new sword is blooded."
Well, it did nake sense. And took all the angry bluster right out of nme. | rose,

stroked the cloth across the blade once again, felt the fabric separate neatly
agai nst the edge. Like silk. Like water. Like flesh

"OfF course, you didn't need a sponsor. You'd al ready bl ooded your sword."

| ooked at her. "And you keyed it as well; how el se would you get his power? How
el se would you gain his skills?"

Wi te-faced, Del thrust herself up fromthe ground.

"Listen to ne, Tiger... if you go out there tonorrow and kill a squirrel, that
is a true blooding, and your sword will take on whatever habits that squirre
possesses. Do you see?" Her expression was earnest and intent. "Wuat kind of a

| egend woul d the Sandtiger be if he took a squirrel into his sword?"

I don't know why it struck nme so funny, but it did. |I started |aughing, and
couldn't stop. It echoed out over the water.

Del spat out a concise coment in uplander, probably something to do with

di srespect, noise and idiocy, but by then | didn't care. | just |aughed, nodded,
turned back toward the | odges.

"You thrice-cursed son of a Salset goat!" she cried. "Can't you see |'mtrying
to help you?"

I swung back and stood very still. Al the laughter was banished. "If that were
true," | told her, "you'd conme with nme now. Tonight. You'd | eave this place

behi nd. "

Her posture was awkwardly tense, |acking characteristic grace. "I have given you

my reasons again and again. It is your choice to disagree. But it is ny choice
to nmake. No one can neke it for ne, unless he wears ny boots. And you decidedly
don't; maybe you never will."

It was, | knew, a jab at ny profound | ack of interest in fatherhood. Well, I'd
give it to her; | wasn't wearing her boots.

"You know," | said lightly, "I wonder if anyone has asked Kall e what she thinks
of this."

The noonlight was harsh on the marks of tension graven into Del's face. "Kalle
is five years old."

I shrugged. "I renmenber when | was five. Very clearly; what about you?"
Del didn't answer. Del swung around and depart ed.
| looked after her into the darkness. "Ask her sometime," | said.

But not hi ng answered ne.

I wal ked back alone to Telek's | odge, having introduced nyself to nmy sword.
There was nothing of ritual or nmagic about it, being little nore than sone tine
spent learning the steel. |I'd found it ridiculously easy to do so, alnbst too
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easy; the sword was clearly mne. And clearly, it knewit, too.

My harness was in the lodge, in the conpartnment | shared with Del. | intended to
go in, sheathe it, then go to sleep. But voices distracted nme. | paused before
the door, heard nen talking quietly in the trees directly to the right of the
wooden | odge.

It wasn't ny business. | might have ignored it. But the voices belonged to Tel ek
and Stigand, and ny nane was in their nouths.

Silently | noved into the trees, hiding nyself in shadow. | couldn't see them
but | didn't need to; all | wanted was to hear them

Telek's tone was strained. "--wins the dance, he'll go. And he'll take Del with
him It's easiest this way."

Stigand was obdurate. There was nothing old about the way he sounded. "He kill ed
Theron. Dishonor enough, don't you think? Shall we allow himto heap nore on
us?"

"But a dance to the death serves nothing. If he |oses, our cause is |ost,
because he can't take her with him and she stays."

Stigand made a sound of derision. "Are you a fool? Are you blind? If he |oses,
he dies... Theron's death is therefore avenged, and the an-ishtoya | oses her
bar gai ni ng stone. There is nothing left with which to buy her year. The voca
will exile her imediately." The tone was thick with satisfaction. "It's already
been deci ded, Telek, as of this norning. The dance will be to the death."

So, Theron's death did rankle. There would be no sinple exhibition in the
circle, no clearcut pitting of Southron against Northern to see if | was worthy
of elevation. No, nothing so sinple as that. It was to be vengeance after all
and a chance to send Del away in dishonor, a blade without a nane.

And a not her without a child.

| gripped the newborn sword. | felt its warmh, its strength; felt the prom se
of power unkeyed, untapped, straining to break free. Wld nagic, indeed; it
needed harnessing. Demanded a proper song.

And suddenly | was frightened, because | knew what | could do. It would be the
ultimate victory. The ultimate revenge.

Del had done it once. Wiy not do it again? He was not ny an-kaidin, but nost
distinctly an eneny. |f not precisely honored.

Sonet hing deep inside told me it was an ironic sort of justice.

I smled dowmn at the sword. Thinking: Telek will be shocked.

And so will the old man.

Forty-three

| basin-bathed in icy water, then put on the clothing borrowed, ironically, from
Tel ek: blue-black tunic and trews, silver-tipped fur gaiters, silver-bossed
bracers and belt. Al | left off was cloak and brooches, putting them aside for
|ater. After the dance was won.

I buckled on ny harness with its weight of Northern steel. Before, with

Singl estroke, I'd worn the straps and sheath w thout even thinking, because it
was second nature. Then, once |'d been left with broken steel, |1'd carried
Theron's dead jivatma because | needed a sword, chafing at the need.

But now t he weight was different. Mich | ess, because, oddly, it felt a part of
me. And much nore, because | knew the truth of the sword; that--blooded, keyed,

i nvoked--it could prove--would prove--the npbst devastati ng weapon a man coul d
hope to own.

O hope not to own.

Skepticismis healthy. It keeps you fromgrowi ng vul nerable to words of
mani pul ation. Disbelief, inits place, is also occasionally healthy, because the
proper amount keeps you honest. But when | put my hands on the twi sted-silk hilt
and felt the growing inpatience in the sword, the power and strength and life
suppressed only by ny denial, | knew there was no nore room for disbelief.

It's difficult admtting you' re wong. Even nore difficult admitting it when you
have scoffed and otherwi se ridiculed the truth with blind, unremtting
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determination, so blithely confident of your own infallibility. But then one
day--or one night--the truth is put into your hands, and you realize those
stories and songs and | egends told by Northern strangers are truths after all
and that no one has lied to you.

Not even the Northern bascha, who has |ied about so many things for so many
di fferent reasons.

No. Not so many. Two.

One: fear of execution; facing such a verdict fromsuch nen as Staal -Ysta's

unpredi ct abl e--and bl oodt hirsty--voca, | too woul d have used what ever was at
hand- - even, | thought, Del

Maybe.

Maybe?

Hoolies, | don't know.

And two: fear of losing Kalle; fear which was, perhaps, m splaced, since she'd
voluntarily '"lost' Kalle | ong ago, but maybe not, because the very existence of
the child now prom sed endl ess possibilities.

The possibilities that now drove Tel ek to dance to the death with ne; that, and
his father's desire for vengeance.

My hands lingered on harness straps, fingertips caressing the supple |eather

Tel ek cane quietly to stand besi de ne.

"It's time," he said softly.

I turned. Looked directly into his eyes. They gave nothing away. | hoped m ne
didn't, either.

"Tiger." At the end of the post-lined corridor, by the door, waited Del

Bl ack-cl ad, brai d-w apped Delilah, wearing a deadly jivatna.

Deadlier than mine, since the soul--the pure power--in ny sword was as yet

unt apped by bl ood and song.

But for how I ong?

It is intoxicating: power. In and of itself, but also the know edge that it lies
so closely to hand.

Al it requires is death, blood, a song.

Hoolies, | want to go home. Back where | belong; where | understand how t hi ngs
wor k, things without nuch magic other than sinple tricks and sleight of hand;
back where swords are swords, clean and bright and deadly, with no recourse to
such power as Boreal, who summons, at Del's whim all the terrible, awesone
strength of a Northern banshee-storm

I'"ma Southroner. What do | want w th banshee-storns?

What do | want with this dance?

A chance to go home again. A chance to be warm again.

And now a new and frightening desire: A chance to blood ny sword. | wal ked out
with Del. It seened a fitting thing.

Stigand hinself drew the circle in the turf, cutting through w nter-brown grass
to hard dark soil beneath. It was in the very center of the oblong field where
Del had faced the voca before, surrounded by the | odges, where all the others
had gathered to watch: nen, wonen, children; sone warriors, sone not, but al

Wi t nesses. Just as they gathered now.

The old man fini shed. Nodded. Gestured for ne to put ny sword in the very center
of the circle.

| stripped out of harness and unsheathed the new made sword. In norning light it
was nmonentarily bright white, unblem shed, free of runes that marked it named
and bl ooded. But the blinding |ight faded. There was no color to it other than
that of newborn steel

Shortly, there would be bl ood. And, nmaybe, runes?

| discarded the harness. WAl ked silently to the center, put down the unnaned
sword, turned and wal ked away. To stand just outside the circle.

Stigand nodded briefly, then pitched his voice to carry. "W have before us the
Sandti ger, Sout hron sword-dancer, who has been pledged to live in Staal-Ysta a
year. But he contests this pledge, claimng he knew nothing of it and therefore
is not bound by it. His claimhas some nerit." The faded eyes | ooked at ne,
showi ng me nothing but neutrality. "The an-ishtoya, known as Del, pledged the
Sandtiger in order to delay for one year her permanent exile for the nurder of
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her an-kaidin. In good faith, the voca accepted that pledge. But now the
validity is called into question and nust be settled in the circle.”

I looked at Tel ek, standing with the other nenbers of the voca. Hs sword peeped
over his shoul der.

Stigand went on. "It's the decision of the voca that a chanpi on shall be naned
to dance against the Sandtiger. It's the decision of the voca that this dance
shal | decide the followi ng: that should the Sandtiger win, he will be el evated
to the rank of kaidin and may | eave at any tinme. But should the chanpi on win,
the Sandtiger agrees to abide by the original decision and remain here for one
year."

At this noment, Telek expected nme to be very calm too relaxed, not anticipating
the truth. Undoubtedly he intended to come at ne instantly, hoping to catch ne
of f-guard, so he could kill me easily.

No, | don't think so.

Stigand droned on again. "This chanpion shall represent the best we have to

of fer: strong, proud, determ ned, dedicated to upholding the honor and custons
of Staal -Ysta even agai nst a sword-dancer as devastating as the Sandtiger."

That was for ny benefit; | didn't bother to smile.

"This chanpion shall, if need be, die in ritual conbat to uphold the honor of
our ancestors and the gods."

Telek's smle was wy as he listened to the ponpous statenment. | wondered idly:

Are gods inmpressed with such?

"Thi s chanpion shall present herself before us: the an-ishtoya known as Del."
Hersel f, not hinself. Del. He said Del. He neant--Del? Had the old man gone
sandsi ck?

No. No, of course not. He knew precisely what he was doi ng.

And now, so did I

"No," | said calmy, "that wasn't the agreenent.”

It sent a trenor through all the spectators. Tel ek stepped forward quickly.
"This man cane to ne and asked ne to purposely |ose the dance, so as to give him
his elevation and free himto | eave Staal -Ysta. He deliberately called the honor
of Staal-Ysta into question, as well as ny owmn." H's tone was thick with
contenpt; he was doing it very well. "I agreed for the sake of the nonent, so
could discuss it with the voca. It was decided to let the dance go forth, but
with a new chanpi on. One whose honor is already |ost."

"Then how can she uphol d the honor of Staal-Ysta?" | snapped. "If she has none,
she can hardly be chanpi on!"

Tel ek inclined his head. "This is a way of gaining it back. Comonly done,
believe, even in the South. A service done for soneone can cancel a debt, regain
enpl oynent... certainly regain honor."

I looked at Del for the first tinme. She was staring in horror at Tel ek

Stigand took over again. "Let it be so, then, as decided by the voca: Del shal
act as chanpion, representing the North and Staal - Ysta, the place that gave her
succor in her extremty. Should she win the dance, her exile will be comuted;
she will be free to cone and go as she pl eases."

A shiver ran down ny spine. For all of that, she would do it. For honor and
freedom and Kall e.

"Let it be so: Should the Sandtiger win, he gains the rank of kaidin and his
freedom fromthe pledge nade by the an-ishtoya. But if he |oses, he stays."

It didn't sound so bad, when conpared to what Del stood to |ose. One year

That's all, out of however many | had left. It would be easy enough just to give
Del the victory and stay the year, if only to avoid this dance.

But Del would never stand for it. And | wasn't sure Stigand would, either.

knew if Del did win, they'd find another way of getting rid of her, probably
permanent|ly; they had shown their true colors. They wouldn't |let her stay here
with Kalle. They'd contrive yet another way to rid thensel ves of the an-ishtoya.
And | wouldn't be here to stop it.

Which neant | had to win so | could get her out of here

Wil e she tried to beat ne.

"Del ," Stigand said, "will you accept your place as chanpi on?"
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Her tone sounded merely controlled, but | knew howto read it. She was decidedly
unhappy. But also just as deternmined to do what she had to do. "Yes. | accept."
"Then pl ace your sword in the circle.”

I watched her wal k out of the people to the circle. Black clothing, blonde hair,
white flesh; too white. Al the color was gone from her face.

She stepped over the curving line, noved to the center, placed Boreal on the
turf next to ny unnanmed bl ade.

Mut el y, she turned and wal ked back out, then swung just outside and faced ne,
taki ng of f her harness.

Mout hi ng: "Tiger, | have to."

Al | did was nod; she didn't need anything nore. W knew what each of us woul d
try to do, and using every skill we knew.

Probably even sonme tricks

Del dropped the harness to the ground. Her hands were enpty; her eyes were not.
Bl ue, bleak eyes, full of realizations.

She had brought us to it. And now maybe | would end it, forcing her to yield.
"Prepare," Stigand said.

| saw her body change. | saw her manner alter. Del was a sword-dancer; no matter
what she felt, the dance was nobst inportant so |ong as she was in the circle.
There woul d be no weakness di splayed, no matter what she thought. No natter how
she feels, facing nme for real

It nearly nmade ne snile. Now, rmaybe we'd know. Maybe once and for all. W'd find
out which of us was better

But | didn't think it was worth it.

"Dance, " Stigand said.

This was what we lived for, both of us, this; sword-dancers and -singers born of
hatred and prejudice and the desire for revenge; shaped by pride and need and a
desperate determ nation.

Bot h of us.

Dance, Stigand had said.

How we danced, Det and |

Danced.

Sweat ed.

Bl ed.

She rained blows: | turned them aside

She painted the air with exquisite patterns: | slashed neatly through them
We thrust and feinted and parried, each of us; searched for openings and
weaknesses in a dancer who provided nothing but consunmate skill, conbining

strength and power and speed, dexterity, wit, flexibility. And other things
unnanabl e; the intangibles that separate the good from nerely adequate, the
superb from very good

Until, eventually, it cones down to Del and ne. No nore than that, because no
nmore i s necessary; just Del and ne; Delilah and the Sandtiger, clean and pure
and proud: Southron strength against Northern quickness. Masculine power against
fem nine finesse. To artistry and artful ness, seeking out the chinks.

Patterns broken, blows turned aside.

Parried thrusts and lightning ripostes.

Even hacki ng and sl ashing, eventually, when it seenmed the only way.

Like mne, Del's breath ran ragged. W neither of us had been North | ong enough

to adjust, although Del was closer than |I. Certainly close enough to sing; all
tried to do was breathe

She could, | knew, sing me out of the circle. And would, if | didn't stop her;
coul d see the song beginning. She was turning to her jivatma, tapping sonme of
the power. Not a lot, | knew-she didn't want to kill me--but drawing as nuch as

she needed to win.
I had none to tap. My sword was screaning for blood, screanming for life, and
couldn't giveintoit.

So, | was left with only one way to stop her: to blunt her personal power and
replace it with my own tw sted version, one built of innuendo, of lies, of
suggestions, all intended to force m stakes she'd ot herw se never nake because

Del never makes m st akes.
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But now she'd have to, if | was to win this dance

And | had to win this dance.

I watched her closely, noving all the while. We teased one another wi th bl ades,
scrapi ng, tapping, sliding, coyly promsing nothing we wanted to give. Wth Del
and ne, sparring, there is always a sexual elenment, a vicarious intercourse,
because we are so well matched, in bed and out; the dance becones a courtship as
much as ritualistic conbat.

But this time it went far deeper. W each of us needed a gratification the other
woul dn't, couldn't, didn't dare give

Yet now there was sonet hing nore. Sonething growing. | sensed it before | knew
it, and when | knewit, it frightened ne. Wiat | felt was anger.

Not really at Del, at this noment, because this noment was only the dance. But
at the stupidity that put us here, dancing agai nst one another for the pleasure
of Tel ek, Stigand and others, who wanted both of us gone. Wo wanted both of us
dead, and were willing to cheat to win.

Anger. Now, at Del, who had so determinedly ignored ny personal needs to tend
only to her owmn. Who had so easily put ne back into bondage, not thinking what
it mght do.

Quiet, abiding anger. Until it grew. Until it passed out of nme into ny sword and
into ny dance, and reached out to touch Del

Qur patterns grew nore intense. Qur engagenents nore demandi ng. And anger slowy
i ncreased, robbing nme of conprehension outside of the driving need to w n.

How many times had Del and | met in the circle, sparring? How many tinmes had we
st epped out again, not really knowi ng who was better, but inwardly claimng
superiority?

Hadn't Del even done it aloud at the kynri?

It had never been decided. Now, nmmybe, it would be.

Tinme to end this farce

She hung back, |egs spread, flexed, always noving, at least a little, never
stopping at all, never giving ne tine to judge. Beneath the silver bracers

knew her wists were iron, yet prepared to paint with steel

I needed ny breath to fight, but words can be just as effective. And as few as
possi bl e, designed to cut her open and destroy her personal song.

I let my anger flowinto ny tone. "Recognize this?" | asked. "Listen, See if you
do. "

Across the circle, she opened her nouth as if to sing, but | beat her to it.
"The an-ishtoya who wants freedom-"

Del didn't so nmuch as flick an eyel ash

"--the an-ishtoya who needs to blood a jivatma--"

Still no response. Her expression, as always, was fierce. But this tine she
meant it for ne.

"--who will do whatever is required--"

She darted in, tapped ny bl ade, dodged back agai n.

Hoolies, | hate her speed. She |eaves nme in the dust.

"--to regain what was |ost."

It got through. Sonething flickered in her eyes. | cut the wound deeper yet.
"Sound famliar, Del? Are you seeing yourself?"

Clearly, she did. | saw the startled shock in her eyes, and dawni ng

acknow edgnent .

One final blow "I'mtaking you out of here. To the South once |'m done, where
can have it all: jivatma, power, Delilah." | paused for effect. "Once |'ve put
you in your place."

It worked. She was furious, too furious for total control. Instantly | followed
up ny advantage, neaning to shatter her guard.

Trouble was, | tripped on ragged turf. It was only a slight msstep, but nore
than enough for her. The advantage becane Del's.

She broke through, thrust, cut into ne, just above the wide belt. | felt the

brief tickle of cold steel separate fabric and flesh, sliding through both with
ease, then catch briefly on a rib, rub by, cut deeper, pricking viscera. There
was no pain at all, consuned by shock and ice, and then the cold ran through ny
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bones and ate into every nuscle.

I lunged backward, running nyself off the blade. The wound itself wasn't

pai nful, too nunb to interfere, but the stormwas inside ny body. The bl ood

bl ed was ice.

"Yield!l'" she shouted. "Yield!'" Shock and residual anger nade her tone strident.
| wanted to. But | couldn't. Sonething was in nme, in my sword; sonething crept
into blood and bones and sinew and the new, bright steel. Something that spoke
of need. That spoke of ways to win. That sang of ways to bl ood--

"I''"l'l make you," she gasped. "Sonehow-" And she was coming at ne, at ne,
breaki ng t hrough ny weakened guard and showing nme three feet of deadly jivatna.
"Yield!'" she cried again.

My sword was scream ng for bl ood.

You may be forced, she had said, and the results could be disastrous.

I shouted al oud, denying it. Trying to control it; knowing | could not. The
sword was far too powerful.

So this is what it is, | thought fleetingly, to have a jivatm, even unnaned:
power, strength, an incredible dedication.
Li ke Del's.

Hoolies, what would it be if | blooded it?

And that was precisely what it wanted.

WIld magi c, Kem had warned. Unsung, unkeyed, unharnessed. And now | paid the
price.

But not as dearly as Del

Forty-four

He stood at the edge of the overlook. Below himlay Staal-Kithra, [unpy with
barrows, dol nens and passage graves; the gl ass-black | ake flanked white on
white, stark peaks agai nst bleak sky. And Staal -Ysta herself, in the center,
floating black on black on winter water, with rack upon rack of bare-branched
trees punching wounds in the sky, |ike swords.

He turned, and the bright, rich cloak unfurled; furled back again to lap at the
heel s of his boots. He strode free, to the bay stud who waited, and patted him
rubbi ng the dew speckl ed nuzzle buried in twin spumes of steam

And then strode away again, carrying the sword

He took it to the edge, unsheathed and naked of runes, and set the tip to the
ground, and thrust, driving it into turf, into soil, into the heart of the
Nor t h.

Silently, he knelt. Slowy, stiffly, on one knee only, the right; left foot

pl anted flat, holding hinmself rigidly upright. He reached out both | arge hands
and trapped the hilt in them The w nd whi pped back his cl oak.

It was a cold, bitter wind, thrusting fingers into bronze-brown, too-long hair;
scraping nails along the right cheek laid bare by sandtiger claws that showed
even through the beard, cutting four curving lines fromcheekbone to jaw

An icy, vengeful w nd, bordering on banshee.

The hilt, as always, was warm The tw sted, silk-skinned hilt, prom sing him
power .

He |istened, holding the sword. And he heard the song, if only faintly. Little
more than an echo thrumm ng on nenory. And then he knew. Canteada. Their song
was in his head.

Their song was in his sword. He had only to learn howto sing it.

The stud, bored, snorted. It roused hin he rose, pulled the sword fromthe
ground, then stopped very short.

Runes ran down the bl ade. C ean, newborn runes. Telling hima name.

The col or was gone fromhis face. He stared at the runeworked bl ade, gripping
the twisted hilt. And then | ooked down at Staal-Kithra, Place of Spirits; the
pl ace of deaths and births. Muthing the newborn nane.

"Samiel," he said. "Now we're even, Del."

Carefully, he cleaned the blade on his cloak, then took it back to its sheath
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and harness, hanging on the saddle. He put it away, sliding it hone, hiding the
glory of sky-born steel.

He swung up, suppressing a groan; hooked the cloak out of the way so it wouldn't
foul on gear or harness, or irritate the stud, who required no excuses.

Once nore, only once, he glanced back. Then gathered reins and spun the stud,
digging divots in turf and dirt. Destroying all the pawprints.

"Conme on, old man," he said. "W've got the hounds of hoolies to hunt... and now
a sword to catch them™

He turned the stud | oose and went east.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt (181 of 181) [2/4/2004 10:40:07 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Roberson,%20Jennifer%20-%20Sword%20Dancer%202%20-%20Sword%20Singer.txt


